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For my friend Kathy Genett, who knows all about loving, and losing, and braciole…

For my guys, Mark, Morgan, and Brody… And for Auld Lang Syne.

In loving memory of my Grandma, Antonia “Della” Piazza Corsi, who made pounds and pounds of fresh pasta for countless New Year’s Day dinners, all of us crowded in the dining room with the extra leaves in the table.

The old house is long gone, but you—and the memories—will live on in my heart forever.
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Prologue


August

Phoenix, Arizona

What’s next for Daria Marshall, then?”

“Hmm?” Daria’s attention is focused not on her dining companion, George, but on the opposite end of the busy Tex-Mex restaurant, where an eighteenth-century Native American maiden is serenely sitting, cross-legged, on the terra-cotta tile amid the lunch hour throng.

She’s been there since they walked into the dining room fifteen minutes ago, and hasn’t moved a muscle.

“You’re not really going back to LA now that you’ve finally made it to Arizona, are you?”

“Excuse me?” Daria shifts her gaze to her fabulous friend, who is regarding her from across the table in a typically fabulous outfit, clean-shaven cheek balanced on professionally manicured hand.

“You just finished telling me that you can’t handle the traffic or the smog or the fear of earthquakes—”

“It’s not fear,” she cuts in defensively. “It’s just that I was checking out paint colors on the wall of a nineteenth-floor penthouse when that last one hit a few weeks ago, and it freaked me out a little.”

“Did you spill the paint?”

“Yes, and it spattered on my client’s Prada pumps.”

“A few drops of turpentine and Ms. Diva will never be the wiser,” George says airily. As if he wouldn’t go out of his well-coiffed head if anyone dripped a drop on his own designer loafers.

“Did I mention Ms. Diva happened to be in the pumps at the time?” Wincing at the memory, Daria dredges a tortilla chip through the fresh guacamole they’re sharing.

“Well, no one ever said life as Interior Designer to the Stars was going to be a bowl of cherries.”

“Not ‘stars,’ George. Star. Falling star, for that matter.”

Her client, an erstwhile A-list bombshell, hasn’t had top billing—or any billing to speak of—in two decades. Having exhausted her personal makeover options and face-lifted herself into a freakish perpetual wide-eyed expression, the Hollywood has-been has thrown herself into fanatically redoing her home instead.

Daria soon learned why she—a newcomer in the LA design world—landed what seemed like a plum client. Everyone else in town had either steered clear of the notorious Ms. Diva, or already been hired—and fired—by her.

Daria joined the latter list, and admits as much to George.

“I’m sure it’s for the best,” he says.

“Excuse me, are you ready to order?” asks the waitress, a pretty, sunburned blonde.

“Not just yet.” Daria reaches for her untouched menu.

“Can I get you another round of margaritas while you decide?”

“Absolutely.” George drains the few drops left in his glass.

“Not for me, I’m still working on this one.”

“Come on, drink up and live a little. Bring two, please,” George tells the waitress, who disappears before Daria can protest.

“Are you trying to get me drunk?” she asks George.

“You bet,” he replies cheerfully. “You’ve been stressed from the moment you got off the plane this morning.”

“I was even more stressed before I got on the plane, actually. The freeway traffic to LAX was awful.”

“How long have you been in Los Angeles now?” He has to raise his voice as the mariachi band approaches their table, playing the “Mexican Hat Dance.”

“Four months.”

“I think it’s time to move on.”

“I think you’re probably right, but I should—”

“Good. Be quiet and listen,” he practically shouts over the music. “I have a proposition for you.”

Daria sips the tequila-laced salty lime slush, shaking her head.

“What?” he asks. “You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

“Yes, I do.”

He sighs dramatically and waits a moment for the band to move on before saying, “It’s not easy having a psychic best friend.”

“I don’t know because I’m psychic, I know because you’re predictable. And because this isn’t the first time you’ve propositioned me.”

“Then say yes this time, and I won’t bug you about it again.”

She shrugs. “Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes!”

“Are you serious? You’ll move here?”

“Dead serious.” She flicks another glance at the maiden. Still there, but starting to look a little filmy.

George mentioned that this Tex-Mex restaurant borders the vast Navajo reservation. Daria wonders if there’s a burial ground nearby. There’s a palpable aura of sorrow about the meditating maiden, incongruous with the boisterous restaurant crowd and the maraca-shaking mariachi.

“So you’re actually going to move in with me and work in my new business?” George is asking.

“Which isn’t exactly up and running…”

“I’m working on it,” says George, who is renovating an old adobe building and opening an interior design firm in the heart of Phoenix. “I should be ready to open the doors in another month if construction goes as planned. We’re going to be a great team. We’ll meld my southwestern flair with your eclectic design style, and—”

“I’m sure you mean eclectic as the utmost compliment.”

“I’m sure I do. When can you move?”

“I think I just did,” she says wryly. “I’m here now. I’ll just stay. I can call Chelsea”—her roommate in LA—“and have her ship my stuff here. Most of it is still in storage anyway—the place was tiny. I can leave it there for a while.”

“So you don’t need to go back at all? Isn’t there anyone you need to give notice to, or say goodbye to?”

Daria just looks at him.

“Oh, right, I forgot. You don’t like strings, and you don’t do long goodbyes.”

“I don’t do goodbyes at all,” she reminds him, to borrow a line from her gypsy mother.

Whenever it’s time to move on—and it frequently is—Daria has always gone with as little fanfare—and as few possessions—as possible. It’s family tradition.

“Okay, then… my futon is all yours, for as long as you can stay.” He pauses. “How long do you think that’ll be?”

“As long as you need me—or as long as I can, anyway.”

“Yeah, yeah, until the wind blows you in a different direction. I know your deal.”

“And I know yours. You’ll miss me when I’m gone, but you’ll recover, just like always.”

“And sooner or later you’ll pop back into my life.” He smiles. “Roommates again—it’ll be just like old times.”

They met a decade ago, in a New England college town as art majors, and struck up a fast friendship. Those four years—sans summer breaks—were the longest Daria ever lived in one place, making George the most steadfast friend in her vagabond life.

They’ve been roommates twice since graduation. The first time, she was living in Boston and took in George after he’d come out to his conservative parents only to find himself instantly disowned and homeless. The second time, he was doing grad studies in Paris and she flew over for a visit and parked herself in his flat for the semester.

“Only this time,” George adds, smile fading to a warning scowl, “I hope you won’t bring any of your ‘friends’ along.”

“You know I can’t promise that.” She casts another glance toward the Native American maiden, but the spirit has dissolved.

“Well, as long as they’re harmless spooks this time around. I can’t handle the ones who get their kicks moving my stuff around.”

“Don’t call them spooks—it’s disrespectful—and that only happened once.” In Paris, the pesky spirit of a nineteenth-century dandy liked to hide George’s socks and pilfer his designer cologne. “And anyway, Jean-Claude stopped bothering you when I told him to cut it out.”

“You had to tell him a few times, and I still never found the other half of that black cashmere pair,” George grumbles.

“Maybe I shouldn’t come after all,” Daria suggests. “I mean, I don’t want to disrupt your life, and anyway, you don’t need a third wheel around now that you’re in a relationship…”

“I never worried about being the third wheel in yours,” George points out.

True.

But he never really got much of a chance. Her marriage to Alan lasted only six months, after a whirlwind courtship.

“Here you go,” the waitress says cheerfully, setting down two more margaritas. “Ready to order?”

“We haven’t actually looked at the menus yet,” Daria says apologetically. “We haven’t seen each other in a year, so we’re trying to catch up.”

“Two years,” George amends.

“Has it been that long?”

“No worries,” the waitress interjects, “I’ll be back.”

“Listen, Daria, you’ve got to get out of LA before a building tumbles on you or some hysterical washed-up diva shoves you from a high floor. And if you don’t come here, where else are you gonna go?”

“New York,” she muses, thinking of her older sister. “I haven’t visited Tammy in ages. Or my parents, either, for that matter.”

“Do you even know where they are?”

“Of course I do.” She hesitates. “I think. I mean, I know my father’s still in Italy, and I’m pretty sure my mother’s in Wisconsin, although her phone is disconnected, so I could be wrong. Either she’s moved, or she couldn’t pay the bill again. She’ll turn up.”

“Well, when she does, if she needs a place to stay, she’s always welcome in my house,” George says generously, long enamored of Daria’s unconventional, liberal mother—especially in contrast to his own conservative one.

“I’ll tell her. If she turns up,” says Daria with an eye roll, far less enamored.

Lately, she’s found herself wondering what it would have been like to have had a traditional upbringing, with parents who stayed married to each other and in one place.

Which is funny, because her family’s gypsy lifestyle has always seemed to suit her, while her lone attempt at putting down roots—with Alan—proved disastrous.

Face it, Daria: some people just aren’t suited to the whole home and hearth scene, and you happen to be one of them.

“So, darling…” George lifts his margarita glass in a toast. “Here’s to your fresh start in Phoenix.”

“Cheers.” She clinks his glass.

“How many fresh starts does that make this year?”

“Three,” she says with a shrug and a grin, “but who’s counting?”

“Listen, you never know… maybe you’ll love it here so much that you never want to leave.”

“Nothing personal, but I doubt it.”

“Nothing personal, but maybe you should be thinking about settling down at your age.”

“I’m not even thirty yet!” she protests, though his words strike a chord within her.

“You can’t wander around aimlessly forever, Daria.”

“It’s not aimless. And who says I can’t? Look at my mother.”

“Do you really want to become your mother? Think about it.”

The thing is… she has been her.

She reflects mostly on her mother’s multiple husbands and myriad occupations, and never having much of anything to call her own. Her address, her hair color, not even her name has ever stayed the same for long. Aurora Rivers—the Rivers courtesy of her fifth and most recent ex-husband—is a loving soul, and she adored her two daughters as well as all of her spouses, but she wasn’t really there for them, and still isn’t.

Just as she doesn’t do goodbyes, Mom doesn’t do family ties or strings attached. Apron included.

“Daria, you’re doing the right thing, coming here to Phoenix to live. And I wouldn’t be surprised if you decide to stay forever.”

Forever.

There’s that word again.

“Well, I’d be surprised,” she tells George.

“Never say never, darling. I don’t believe in it.”

Daria smiles sweetly and shoots back, “Never say forever, darling. I don’t believe in that, either.”




Chapter


1

Late December

Manhattan

Well? What do you think?”

Sprawled on her sister’s couch, Daria looks up from the obituary section of this morning’s New York Times to see Tammy framed in the bedroom doorway.

She’s wearing a flowing red dress that hugs her considerable curves, along with a pair of sequined pumps that look suitable for transforming a girl to Oz and back.

“Be honest,” Tammy adds as she twirls around, modeling.

“Wow,” Daria tells her sister. “You’re gorgeous.”

“You’re just saying that.” Tammy waves away the compliment, but a pleased smile touches her lipsticked lips. “Right?”

Daria shakes her head. “Wrong. You look great. There’s something really exciting about a red dress…”

“I know. That’s what I thought when I bought it.”

Her sister’s salt-and-pepper hair is caught back in its usual ponytail, though today it’s held by a jeweled barrette instead of a plain old elastic band. Tammy’s even wearing makeup for a change, and gold earrings that are almost as big as the shiny ornaments on the Christmas tree in the corner.

At forty-three, more than a decade older than Daria’s thirty, Tammy was born during their mother’s short-lived third marriage but was a biological souvenir of the second, as Mom likes to say. Daria is a product of the fourth.

As sisters go, they couldn’t be more opposite.

Where Tammy is statuesque and full-figured, Daria is tiny—just over five feet—and narrow-hipped with a long, slim waist despite a fierce junk food habit. She wears her jet black hair short, sleek, and tucked behind her ears, with long bangs swept to the side. The gamine style compliments her olive skin and fine bone structure and brings out her startling aquamarine eyes, as do the smoky eyeliner and lush mascara she uses as regularly as she does her toothbrush.

Daria and Tammy might not look alike, but they do have more than just a maternal bloodline in common. They both know things they can’t possibly know, see things nobody else can see, hear things nobody else can hear.

That inexplicable, so-called gift is the most striking similarity between them.

And how they’ve chosen to use it—or not—is perhaps their most striking difference of all.

“Are you sure this isn’t all… too much?” Tammy asks, gesturing at herself, head to toe. “I mean, for me.”

“No, you’re gorgeous. Seriously,” Daria assures her, and adds with a sly smile, “Gorgeous enough to go to the wedding of two total strangers, even.”

“I keep telling you, they aren’t total strangers. Well, the bride isn’t, anyway. Mia came to me for a reading. It was the Fourth of July and—”

“And her friend saw your sign—” Familiar with the oft-repeated tale almost six months later, Daria gestures toward the window on the far wall, where neon letters announce, Madame Tamar, Psychic and Spiritualist.

“Right, and her friend—her name’s Lenore—dragged her in off the street and—”

“And that pretty much makes Mia a total stranger. Like I said.”

“Not anymore.”

“You haven’t even seen her since that one time.”

“No, but her friend Lenore keeps coming back for readings and she keeps me updated.” Tammy leans into the nearest mirror, festooned with a fresh holly garland.

Pursing her lips into an O, she dabs a fingertip at the corner of her mouth. “And anyway,” she says, a little distorted by the O, “if it weren’t for me, Mia and Dominic wouldn’t be together in the first place.”

“I don’t know about that. People find each other and fall in love on their own all the time.”

Not that Daria herself has ever experienced true love, despite a whirlwind marriage.

But still.

“Well, I’m taking credit for this Chickalini wedding,” Tammy declares firmly. “I told Mia she was going to be married before the year was out. To a man whose name starts with a D and ends in a K sound. And even Lenore said that if it weren’t for me, Mia wouldn’t have been open to Dominic when they met.”

“Maybe… maybe not.”

“Come on, Daria. The woman sits next to some strange guy on an airplane—and the next thing you know, they’re getting married in a Vegas?”

“She was wearing a wedding gown when she got on the plane,” Daria points out, amused by the tale despite having heard it ad nauseam. “She was headed out there to get married as it was.”

“Yeah, but not to Dominic. She was going to marry someone else, sight unseen. Listen, you can’t argue with fact. I saw it, all of it, from the second I touched her hand back in July. When I’m right, I’m right.”

Okay, Tammy does have a point there.

When she’s right, she’s right.

And when she’s wrong…

She often finds herself in trouble. How many times in the past few months since she came to visit Tammy has Daria opened the door to find a tearful—or worse yet, furious—client demanding to know why Madame Tamar’s prediction didn’t come true?

People in that frame of mind aren’t interested in understanding how these things work. They don’t care about how challenging it is to interpret symbols and images and comprehend cryptic messages from the spirit world.

They just want to know why they haven’t come into a big sum of money or landed a new job or fallen in love or whatever it was Madame Tamar foresaw in their future. Sometimes, they even demand their money back.

Sure, Tammy is making a decent living, and yes, she rolls with the punches… but is all that stress and responsibility really worthwhile? As far as Daria’s concerned, Tammy would be better off keeping her paranormal gifts to herself.

Right. Just like I do.

Daria learned years ago—the hard way—that it’s better not to meddle in other people’s lives—no matter how much you know about them, or how sincere your intentions are. She vowed never again to let the spirit world steer her to alter a stranger’s path. Too risky, no matter what her sister says.

We’re just so different, Tammy and me. It’s a wonder we get along as well as we do.

She’s glad she came here for a visit—on a whim, of course—rather than hang around in Arizona twiddling her thumbs and waiting for George’s business to open. Tammy welcomed her warmly and told her to stay as long as she wanted.

I’ll bet she never thought she’d still be stuck with me three months later, Daria thinks wryly. Not that Tammy seems to mind. In fact, she gets wistful whenever Daria mentions going back out to Arizona, which she has to do sooner or later, since that’s her new home.

“All I know,” Tammy tells her, “is that I’m glad Mia and Dominic are having an official wedding so their families can share the joy. And I’m glad they invited me because I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks. I’ve got to get going if I’m going to make it out to Astoria on time.”

“Have fun.”

“I’m sure I will.” Tammy turns away from the mirror and reaches for her warm winter coat, draped over a nearby chair. “Who doesn’t love weddings?”

“I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Sour grapes?” she asks, tongue in cheek.

“Oh, come on, Daria.” Tammy shakes her head and looks like she wants to say something more.

This time, for a change, she leaves it at that.

At the door, she turns back. “Listen, if anyone drops in for a reading, feel free to pinch hit for me.”

“Ha, not a chance.”

“Yeah, I figured. But it never hurts to ask. Especially considering you’re just hanging around, anyway, since you happen not to have plans on a Saturday night.”

“Do I ever?”

“You could have a date every night if you didn’t scare away every guy who shows interest.”

“Right. I put on a rubber mask and say boo when I see them coming.” Daria grins.

“You might as well.”

She shrugs. Yes, she’s been asked out by a few decent guys since she arrived in New York in October and hit on by countless others who might be more—well, indecent. She’s just not interested in a fling—which is all a potential romance could ever be here, because she’s not going to be sticking around much longer.

Which is exactly the excuse she used when she was living—albeit briefly, so far—out in Phoenix. And before that, in LA. Which was right after New Orleans, where she went for Mardis Gras and decided to live, staying until just after Easter, when the soggy heat set in.

“Anyway,” she tells Tammy, “you should talk. I don’t see you out there dating.”

“You know I can’t do that.” Tammy hasn’t dated since losing her husband, tragically, to cancer years ago.

“You can, but you won’t.”

“Because I can’t,” Tammy says simply, opening the door. “Have a cozy night, honey.”

“Have a thrilling night, yourself.”

Listening to her sister’s ruby shoes creaking down the stairs, Daria heaves a sigh.

Alone at last. Privacy doesn’t come easily when you’re sharing a drab five-hundred-square-foot one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of an old building.

Though the place is looking pretty spectacular at the moment, if Daria does say so herself.

It wasn’t easy to find fresh holiday greens in the heart of Manhattan, but she managed. Now the halls are decked with lush lengths of boxwood and holly, even sprigs of real mistletoe. Tiny white twinkle lights are strung from the crown moldings, and pots of poinsettias in shades of creamy pink and white are clustered on every possible surface.

Elegantly decorating Tammy’s apartment for the holidays reminded Daria that while she doesn’t long to return to the days of comparing paint samples with a washed-up Hollywood actress, she actually does miss being creative and productive.

But do you miss it enough to go back to Phoenix and a full-time job?

With a sigh, she decides some music is in order.

Something loud and mindless, good old-fashioned classic rock and roll.

She plugs herself into her iPod and scrolls until she gets to the Rolling Stones. Perfect. The Stones are her all-time favorite. You can’t mope around when you’re listening to Mick. She cranks the volume, kicks off her own sneakers, and stretches out on the couch.

It’s not exactly the most comfortable piece of furniture in the world, and has doubled as her bed ever since she came to visit her sister a few months ago. It was supposed to be only temporary.

Like everything else in my life.

She’d become restless waiting around in Phoenix for George’s contractor boyfriend to finish work on the new design studio, which was taking a lot longer than anyone expected.

Her plane had barely touched down at JFK when George’s boyfriend flew the coop, leaving George to not only mend his broken heart, but begin the search for a new contractor. As of Thanksgiving, work was once again underway… but progressing painstakingly. Or maybe it just seems that way to Daria, cooling her heels here in New York… and now almost beginning to have doubts about the whole Phoenix thing.

She’s really starting to wonder—as the Stones sing in her head about not always getting what you want—what it is that she does want.

Does she want to go back to Phoenix, or maybe make yet another Fresh Start someplace new?

Her life has been a series of Fresh Starts. She’s always pretty much just drifted wherever the wind seemed to take her. But this time, the wind doesn’t seem to be blowing in any particular direction… including west.

With the New Year already looming just a few days away, she’d better figure things out quickly. George is aiming to launch the business in early January, and he has no idea she’s waffling.

I swear I’ll figure this out, she tells herself. Then, for good measure, she turns off her iPod, unplugs her earphones, and repeats it aloud.

“I swear I’ll figure out what to do with my life. Really. I mean it.”

Her voice sounds hollow in the empty apartment, punctuated only by a steady dripping somewhere in the bathroom.

Shower or sink this time? She could—no, she should—go tighten the faucet—but that would probably be futile anyway. The plumbing in this building is always acting up.

Well, what do you expect for the ridiculously low rent Tammy is paying? She’s been living here for years now, ever since she married the love of her life, Carlton.

I could do so much with this place, Daria thinks, casting her artist’s eye beyond the holiday accoutrements at the beige Ikea-purchased furniture, blah window treatments, plain white paint. The un-embellished apartment is a designer’s dream.

Only Tammy would absolutely freak if Daria so much as rearranged the furniture.

This was hers and Carlton’s newlywed love nest, as Tammy likes to say, and she’ll never change a thing. Nor will she ever move. Not when Tammy believes Carlton’s comforting spirit is hanging around here—though neither she nor Daria have ever actually glimpsed him—and rent control keeps the place affordable in a neighborhood where real estate has sky-rocketed.

Daria wouldn’t mind a little more action just beyond the building doorstep, though.

This midtown stretch of Lexington Avenue is always unsettlingly quiet on weekends, without the hordes of weekday office workers. You have to go across town—or downtown—to find any Manhattan excitement. But the city itself is even more subdued than usual in this blustery December dusk. Not much goes on here during holiday week; most people are busy with their families, or traveling.

Everyone has someplace to be but me.

Well, that’s not exactly true.

Daria does have options. If she weren’t here in New York with her sister, she’d be back in Phoenix with George, or in LA being Designer to the Fallen Stars, or down in Florida, where her vagabond mother finally surfaced to spend this winter, or even in Italy with her equally vagabond father, who ages ago went overseas on vacation and never came back.

He and Daria haven’t seen each other in a few years now, and she’s never even met his wife and stepchildren, so he’s been pressing her to visit.

Visit… or stay.

“It’s beautiful here,” he told Daria. “And as an artist, you really belong in Florence.”

Artist… flattering description, but not exactly accurate. True, she majored in art. But her father seems to have this misguided vision of her standing in front of an easel wearing a beret, in search of her muse.

Florence, Florida, Phoenix.…

She honestly doesn’t feel any of those places beckoning her right now. Nor is she drawn anywhere else, for that matter.

Oh, well. No Strings Attached—that’s her mother’s life philosophy, and it might as well be Daria’s.

Except, of course, for that brief period when she was attached, briefly, legally, to Alan.

Yeah, and look how that turned out.

So the youthful marriage was a stupid mistake.

So she’s twenty-eight years old, and she technically doesn’t have a life.

Not one that fits, anyway.

You can’t change the past. You can only let go and move on. And moving on always was Daria’s specialty, just the opposite of her sister’s.

With her alimony savings running out, though, she’d better figure out where she wants to go next, and get there. She either needs to return to her job in Phoenix, or find another one—here, there, somewhere.

Where?

Frustrated with this train of thought, Daria goes back to the newspaper obituaries searching for… well, she’ll know when she finds it. She always does.

She scans the photos, but not the names. The names usually don’t mean a thing. She usually just gives them nicknames of her own, based on how they appear to her—Little Carrot Top Girl, Dapper Top Hat Man.

But today, as she’s looking for Worried Middle-Aged Mom, she’s got Yours Truly on her mind.

It’s not easy never knowing quite where you belong until you get there.

Blame her chronic restlessness on gypsy blood—literally. She probably got Tammy’s share, and then some.

But as much as she’s moved around, this is the first time it’s bothered Daria that she doesn’t instinctively sense what to do next or where to go.

She absently turns a page and stares at the newspaper.

Maybe I should just forget Arizona and New York and start over someplace else. Someplace I’ve never been. I just wish—

There! That’s it! There she is.

Smiling out at her from a vintage black-and-white headshot, the woman has a beehive hairdo circa 1971-ish. Worried Middle-Aged Mom.

Dianne Freeman.

That’s her name.

Why do families always provide such dated photos for their loved ones’ obituaries?

Probably because they like to remember them in the prime of their lives.

Certainly Dianne Freeman looked older in person—well, not exactly in person—when Daria spotted her hovering around a brownstone near Washington Square Park yesterday afternoon. Older, and a little bewildered.

They usually do. Especially the ones who’ve recently crossed over.

Daria scans the obituary. Yup. Very recently, in this case. Dianne Freeman died suddenly at her Greenwich Village residence on Christmas Day. No cause of death given. Survived by a husband, two children, four small grandchildren.

Yes, and she wants to contact them through Daria.

But I’m not going to track them down and tell them that I have a message from you, Daria silently tells Dianne Freeman’s picture. I’m sorry. I just can’t.


Astoria, Queens



“Come dance with me, baby! They’re playing the tarantella!”

Ralphie Chickalini looks up from a clump of sickening-sweet white wedding cake frosting to find his fiancée bearing down on him with outstretched arms.

Francesca’s spike-heeled dyed red satin pumps have long since been discarded in some corner of the church hall, and her bare feet are already bopping in time to the jaunty orchestra music. Ralphie can’t help but notice that her face is flushed—from too much wine or exertion, most likely both.

Earlier this afternoon, her hair was a gravity-defying, sprayed-stiff heap, save a duo of ringlets coiled against her rouged cheekbones like snails clinging to a stucco. A red silk poinsettia seemed to grow out of a crevice high atop the towering coiffure.

Now the flower is wilted (who knew it was possible for silk flowers to wilt?), the column of hair is listing dangerously to the east, and the snails have been joined by dozens of escaped serpentine wisps.

The elaborate style was crafted in the lone bathroom of the Chickalini house by his sister Rosalee’s lifelong friend Bebe, formerly known as Bernadette Lapozzi. Unfortunately, a beauty school diploma didn’t transform her into José Eber. And although she recently added the title Certified Fashion Stylist to her business card, a Parisian flair to her first name is pretty much the only trait Bebe shares with Coco Chanel.

Waiting impatiently outside the door with a full bladder and ten minutes to shower and get into his tux, Ralphie listened to Bebe and Francesca’s nonstop chatter about Dominic and Mia’s wedding today.

Weddings, weddings, weddings… that, as far as Ralphie can tell, is most women’s favorite conversational topic. Married, single, engaged, they all love to talk about weddings.

As he waited and eavesdropped, he could only pray his fiancée wouldn’t agree to Bebe’s offer to do her hair when their own wedding rolls around next summer. And that was before he caught a glimpse of this particular ’do.

“Look at your future bride, Ralphie!” Bebe crowed when she opened the bathroom door with a grand flourish. “Isn’t she just go-aw-jus?”

He didn’t dare admit aloud that his formerly lovely future bride now bore a frightening resemblance to Frankenstein’s.

Nor does he now dare to suggest that Francesca go into the ladies’ room to unpin and comb out the entire leaning tower.

Like his sisters Rosalee and Nina, his wife-to-be is notoriously sensitive to criticisms of her hair. And her makeup. And her wardrobe. And her jewelry. After a year of dating and another eighteen months of engagement, Ralphie has learned to keep his opinions to himself.

“Baby!” Francesca grabs his arm. “Come on! Why do you have to be so blah?”

“I’m not blah. You just happen to be extra social. That makes me seem extra blah by comparison. Here, want some frosting?” He offers her a forkful.

“Mmm.” She swallows, licks her lips, and promptly goes back to cajoling. “Everybody’s out there, Ralphie. Come on.”

“Later. You go.”

She opens her mouth to protest, but he cuts her off. “I’m serious, babe, go ahead. I’ll be right here having my cake and eating it too.” He grins at her.

“Are you sure?”

“Yup.” He pokes a hunk into his mouth, swallowing the sugar-grain-and-Crisco glob and saying “Mmm,” as though it’s the best thing since sliced Italian bread dipped into olive oil and grated Parmesan.

Francesca shrugs and turns back toward the dance floor.

Relieved, Ralphie watches his fiancée weave her way into the clapping, jigging, joyous crowd.

There, a barefoot, laughing Nina, clad in a red bridesmaid’s gown, faces the bride’s octogenarian grandfather and clasps his outstretched hands high overhead, still bouncing to the jaunty beat. The rest of the crowd deftly partners up to follow suit and align with Nina and Grandpa Junie, the first link in the human tunnel. Even the giggling Chickalini grandkids are well versed in the intricate Italian folk dance, a beloved standard at family weddings and parties.

Watching one pair of dancers after another duck forward merrily to pass through the snaking line of arched arms, Ralphie can’t help wishing some of that buoyancy would seep his way.

This is, after all, his big brother’s wedding reception: a particularly momentous occasion for the Chickalini family, in part because nobody ever expected wayward middle son Dominic to give up his prized bachelorhood.

In typical ladies’ man fashion, Dom, a slick ad salesman, jetted off to Vegas for a long business weekend a few months ago, presumably leaving behind his usual string of would-be girlfriends, and probably having already scheduled dates with all of them upon his return.

The next thing Ralphie knew, his brother was back home with a gold ring on his finger and a beautiful stranger—Mia Calogera, also of Astoria, Queens—in tow.

Moments after the initial shock wore off, Pop pulled out a celebratory bottle of champagne and welcomed Mia to the family. But Nina and Rosalee—Dom and Ralphie’s older sisters—weren’t about to settle for an out-of-state elopement and a family toast at the dining room table.

So here they all are, some three months after the fact, in a church hall semi-transformed by dozens of flickering votives and tulle-wrapped pots of Mia’s favorite orchids, dancing the night away with the bride and groom.

All, that is, except Ralphie.

And Pop.

That’s the other reason this is a momentous occasion—and not in a good way.

This is the first official Chickalini celebration since the loss of their cherished patriarch over two months ago—aside from Thanksgiving, which wasn’t much of a celebration without Pop.

How can Nino Chickalini not be here, at the wedding of his middle son?

Ralphie is incredulous anew at his father’s jarring absence. It’s all he can do not to break down in tears right here, missing his father desperately.

But Pop wouldn’t want that.

It wasn’t that he didn’t believe men should cry—not at all. Nino Chickalini had shed plenty of tears in his adult life—tears of joy, but mostly tears of grief for his lost wife. But if he were here, he would remind Ralphie that a strong man bears his sorrows gracefully in public.

Of course if Pop were here, Ralphie wouldn’t feel like crying in the first place.

If Pop were here, he’d be sitting in this vacant chair beside Ralphie, nodding in time to the Italian folk music. He’d be wearing one of his dark silk dress shirts, open-necked to reveal the gold cross Ralphie’s mother gave him years ago, on their own wedding day. Of course he’d request that the band play Dean Martin’s “That’s Amore,” the Chickalini family anthem.

When the moon hits your eye like a big pizza pie…

Big Pizza Pie. That’s the name of Pop’s restaurant.

What’s going to happen to it now?

The ailing Nino Chickalini had been little more than a figurehead at his treasured Ditmars Boulevard pizzeria these last few years.

After he died, joint ownership passed on to his five children.

Nina’s husband Joey, who gave up his lucrative Wall Street job years ago, pretty much runs the place, with Nina there as much as possible, and frequent help from the rest of the clan. Even the grandkids, right down to Rosalee and Tim’s preschooler Adam, have rolled up their sleeves to sprinkle shredded mozzarella on oven-ready pies and refill napkin holders.

But it was always Pop’s place. Pop’s menu, using Pop’s recipes and, in the summer, Pop’s fresh basil, oregano, and tomatoes grown in Pop’s tiny patch of garden behind the nearby Chickalini home.

Now the yard—as barren as Pop’s chair at the head of the dining room table—is a frozen wasteland of muddy boot prints left by Nina and Joey’s kids cutting through from their house next door.

Ralphie won’t be living on Thirty-Third off Ditmars for long. He and Francesca, who accumulated a truckload of household stuff at the bridal shower his sisters threw for them last summer, will get a place of their own before their wedding.

She makes a decent salary as an executive assistant at a midtown marketing firm. The Buccigrossis are old-fashioned parents who are paying for the upcoming wedding, and who charge their only daughter nothing to live in their pink-aluminum-sided duplex over by the Neptune Diner on Astoria Boulevard.

As Francesca put it, where—besides Loehmann’s and the salon—is she going to spend all that money? Over the years, she’s socked away more than enough for a down payment on what she likes to call a “honeymoon love nest.”

At first, Ralphie had her convinced that the two of them should buy out his sisters’ and brothers’ shares of the house Pop left them all, and live there.

Francesca didn’t wholeheartedly embrace the idea from the start, but she didn’t outright change her mind until just before Christmas, after a night out with the girls—including Bebe. Who just happened to know someone who knows someone who wants to sell their condo over on Steinway Street via word of mouth, no brokers.

“Let’s at least go look at it after the holidays,” Francesca persisted. “Don’t you want a place that’s all ours, baby?”

“This place would be all ours,” he pointed out, looking around at the familiar, comforting surroundings.

“Not really. There’s too much history here. And it’s so… old.”

As far as Ralphie’s concerned, those are the very reasons the house is so appealing.

Now he’s got to go look at some condo that’s barely in the same neighborhood.

He doubts he’ll like it, especially with the Bebe connection hovering around the place like a dark cloud, but what does it matter?

Francesca has her heart set on a fresh domestic start somewhere other than the house where Ralphie’s lived all his life. The one connection to Pop, and the only one Ralphie ever had to his mother, who died giving birth to him.

None of his siblings seem to have a problem with the prospect of packing up and putting the house on the market now that Pop is gone. They all have homes and families of their own now—all except Ralphie. They agreed to hold off on dealing with the house until after Dom’s wedding reception and the holidays, but the wedding is here and the holidays are drawing to a close.

Yup, things are changing fast.

Around the corner at Big Pizza Pie, Nina and Joey have already altered the menu, adding new toppings like goat cheese and alfalfa sprouts, and a vegetarian minestrone.

Vegetarian minestrone?

Pop vetoed that oft-presented idea repeatedly over the years, convinced that a proper minestrone begins with a ham bone simmered with herbs in a stock pot for a full day.

But Pop no longer has any say over the menu.

On a September night when autumn’s first chill hung low with thousands of stars in the black sky, Nino Chickalini’s old heart, broken when he was widowed in his midthirties and damaged in a near-fatal coronary a decade later, finally just gave out.

With Pop gone and Dominic married, Ralphie has become—almost overnight—the last remaining resident of the comfortably shabby house on Thirty-Third Street just off Ditmars Boulevard, where Pop raised five kids.

For all those years, the house was a hotbed of activity—people coming and going at all hours, phone ringing off the hook, dog barking, clutter, chatter, arguments, practical jokes. It was all punctuated by the constant arrivals and takeoffs of planes at neighboring La Guardia Airport.

Of course the family chaos was at its height when all five Chickalini children were living at home, and naturally it tapered off as his siblings moved out and got married.

At last the inevitable: only Ralphie is left.

Maybe he should have seen it coming from the start, but he was blindsided.

He’s not ready for the final unavoidable step, either. Not just yet. But the end of an era is bearing down on him.

Looking at the empty chair beside him, he thinks, No. It’s already here.
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The door buzzes just as Daria is settling herself back on the couch with popcorn and the television remote.

Her first instinct is to ignore it.

Her next is to answer it, because what if it’s Tammy and she’s forgotten her keys?

With a sigh, she deposits the bowl of popcorn and remote on the coffee table and pads in her sock feet over to the wall intercom.

“Yes?”

A pause.

Then a female voice asks, “Madame Tamar?”

Daria should have ignored her second instinct. After all, it’s a Saturday night in the heart of the holiday season. What could be better for the psychic counseling industry?

“Sorry,” Daria says into the intercom. “She’s not in.”

“Will she be back later? It’s… kind of an emergency.”

Yeah, it almost always is.

“Try her tomorrow,” Daria says, and adds a decisive, “Goodnight.”

Just in case she’s tempted to take Tammy up on her offer to hold down the fort with readings in her absence.

Crossing to the window, Daria looks down on the street below. Within seconds, a woman emerges from the building’s vestibule. She shuffles off down the street with her head hanging. She was just stood up by a date—that, or someone broke up with her.

That’s almost always the case with Saturday night walk-ins. They show up here in search of answers when they can’t get them from the men in their lives.

Daria turns away from the window with a twinge of guilt.

You did the right thing.

Her days of psychic meddling are long over, and it’s for the best, considering what happened back in Boise with Emmy Biggs.

When Daria spotted the drab-looking middle-aged woman waiting her turn at the supermarket butcher, there was a rugged-looking spirit attached to her.

As the butcher went to work slicing her filet mignon, Daria found out the woman’s name, and that the spirit was her late husband, Hank. He’d been killed a few years before in a mining accident, one that—thanks to a settlement and an insurance policy—had left his wife pretty well-off.

Now he needed Daria to convey a message for him—and he was pretty darned persistent.

Daria never did like bullies and tried to resist, but when Hank toppled a tower of soup cans just as she pushed her cart past, she knew he meant business.

What was there to do but follow his widow out to the parking lot?

“Excuse me… ma’am?” she reluctantly asked as Emmy loaded her bags into the back of a new SUV.

“Yes?”

Daria took a deep breath, knowing she could very well be met with skepticism. Occupational hazard.
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