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            Chapter One

         

         I smoothed my fingers over the gold lettering of the college’s emblem etched on my diploma cover. Even though it was empty, and my actual diploma would arrive in the mail in a couple of weeks, I reveled in the fact that I was a college graduate. All my hard work and sacrifices had paid off, and in a few short weeks, I’d start med school. Everything I’d planned was falling into place.

         Smiling, I looked out the backseat window of Mom’s Murano. After the pomp and circumstance of the morning, Mom, Nonna, and I were en route to our favorite restaurant, a little Italian bistro down the street from Mom’s gelato shop, ready to celebrate my graduation.

         As we traveled down the highway, trees blurred into a wall of green on the side of the road, while Mom and Nonna chatted away in the front seat, caught in a heated discussion over Nonna’s newest guilty pleasure television show, Dating Naked. Where Nonna thought the show was hysterical, Mom was completely disgusted by the thought of a seventy-one-year-old woman finding it enjoyable. And the fact that Mom got her panties in a twist over it only made Nonna love it even more. They lived to antagonize one another.

         “Andrea, there is nothing wrong with watching fine young men parade around in their birthday suits,” Nonna scolded. “Right, Sophia?”

         Mom glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “She’s got a point, Mom.”

         “Yeah, if you’re Sophia’s age.” Mom gestured to me in the backseat. “She’s supposed to like it.”

         “Oh, nonsense!” Nonna waved Mom’s comment away. “The day I give up admiring the male physique is the day you better call the funeral director, because I’m probably dead.”

         “Mom!” my mother shouted.

         “You’re missing out on some tasty television, Andrea.” Nonna tsked and shook her head.

         “Whatever. Any fun plans tonight, Sophia?” Mom asked, changing the subject. “Parties?”

         I thought back to the girl in front of me in the procession line. She’d been on the phone, planning some epic party. I hadn’t gotten an invite. And why should I? In the last four years, I’d passed on a social life—friends, clubs, parties, boyfriends, anything that could be considered a distraction. I studied, worked hard, and got into medical school. That had been the plan all along. I had goals, and I was determined not to let anything get in the way.

         Yet, as much as I wanted to ignore the small pinch in my chest, I couldn’t help remembering when I used to be the girl planning the parties. When my life wasn’t just textbooks and late-night study sessions, but soccer games and parties, boys, laughter, and fun.

         Then Penley died and my priorities changed.

         Losing my cousin, best friend, and teammate to an undetected heart condition my senior year of high school put things into perspective faster than a striker firing on a goalkeeper. Who knew that hypertrophic cardiomyopathy—the leading cause of cardiac death in young athletes—would become an integral part of my lexicon and the reason I planned to dedicate my life to pediatric cardiology. I’d never felt so powerless. I didn’t understand. Why hadn’t the doctors known her heart was weak? Would she still be alive if we hadn’t gone out drinking the night before? One minute we were running down the soccer field together; then the next she wasn’t, because her heart quit beating. If I could save just one child from Penley’s fate, then her death wouldn’t have been in vain. I missed her every single day.

         “Nope.” I answered Mom’s question.

         “Aw, Soph,” she sighed, sneaking a peek at me in the mirror again.

         “It’s fine, Mom.” I averted my gaze. My partying days were a thing of the past.

         “I worry about you,” she mumbled. “You work so hard…put so much time and effort into school, planning your future, but at what cost, Sophia?”

         Here we go again. Why did she have to do this today? Rain on my parade. Make me think of Penley more than I already was.

         “Enough, Andrea,” Nonna scolded. “This is Sophia’s day. Leave her be.”

         “It’s okay, Nonna.” I didn’t like when they argued, especially about me. “Mom”—I sat up straight and wiped my sweaty palms on my thighs—“I’m doing what I want. What makes me happy.”

         Mom forced a smile. “Okay,” she agreed with a heavy dose of exasperation. “As long as you’re happy.” She flipped on the turn signal and merged onto the off-ramp. As the car slowed, she turned left.

         “I am. And where are we going? The restaurant is in the other direction.” I pointed to the right.

         “We need to make a stop first.” Mom glanced at Nonna and smiled.

         With the look she gave Nonna, I knew they were up to something. “What stop?”

         Nonna turned around and smirked in my direction. “Oh, sit back and enjoy the ride, Principessa.”

         Sit back and enjoy the ride? Did they know me at all? I hated surprises. “Tell me what’s going on. Please?”

         “Chill out, Sophia, we’re almost there.” Mom turned again, this time into a new car lot.

         “Mom?”

         “What?” She pulled the car into a parking space near the entrance and killed the engine.

         Nonna bounced in her seat, clearly overcome with excitement. “Everybody out!” She pulled the latch on the door and jumped out of the car. At seventy-one, she was quite agile.

         I knew full well what was going on. Mom had been hinting about me needing a new car for the better part of a year. “What did you two do?” A smile pulled at the corners of my lips.

         “Ladies,” a salesman crooned, coming out to meet us. “Everything is ready and waiting. Follow me.”

         Mom and Nonna giggled like schoolgirls, looping their arms through mine. I shook my head. They had no shame.

         We walked to the back of the building and came up right behind the salesman as he stopped.

         “Here she is.” He sidestepped, bringing his hand up in a sweeping motion, showcasing a sleek, black car bearing a bright red ribbon on top. I’d always thought giant bows were reserved for car commercials, not real life. But here I was staring at one. I gaped.

         A key fob dangled from the man’s pointer finger. “She’s all yours,” he said with a toothy grin.

         “Well, go on, Principessa.” Nonna wiggled her bony elbow into my side, forcing me from of my stupor.

         “How…You can’t,” I sputtered. “This is way too much.” The car was a brand-new Acura TLX; there was no freaking way either one of them could afford something like this.

         “You can’t drive that piece of shit clunker on your first day of medical school,” Mom added. “You need something befitting a future doctor.”

         Tentatively, I stepped closer to the car, afraid it would disappear into a cloud of mist if I touched it. The sales guy dropped the key fob into my left hand as I ran a finger over the shiny door latch. It was gorgeous. I loved the elegant, sleek design.

         Pulling open the door, I climbed inside. Bombarded by the musky scents of new car and leather, I drew in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. The black leather interior held the heat of the day, warming the skin on the backs of my legs.

         “Mom. Nonna.” Gripping the steering wheel, I eyed each of them. “This is…” The car was too much, but seeing the immeasurable amounts of pride and happiness on their faces, I knew this was what they wanted.

         “Happy graduation, Patatina.” Mom’s voice wobbled as she latched on to Nonna’s arm.

         “We’re so proud of you, Soph,” Nonna added.

         I exited the car, my arms opened wide. “Thank you.” I wrapped them in a hug, squeezing as tightly as I could. I loved them so much. Things hadn’t been easy after Dad walked out on us, but Mom and Nonna were two of the strongest women I knew. I could only hope to be like them one day.

         “As much as I love this mushy stuff, we’ve got reservations at Charlie’s.” Nonna patted my back, a cue to let go. “And I’m famished.”

         Taking a step back, Mom quickly swiped at her eyes. Like me, she wasn’t a crier, and if I called her on it, she’d deny it, saying her contacts were giving her fits.

         “I’m riding with Soph,” Nonna announced, clapping Mom on the back.

         Mom gave Nonna a sidelong glance. “I kind of figured.”

         “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, sir.” Nonna shook the salesman’s hand and skipped—yes, literally skipped—around to the passenger side door.

         “Nice doing business with you, ladies. Enjoy.”

         “Thank you,” I said, climbing behind the wheel.

         Mom started toward the front of the building, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll see you guys at the restaurant.”

         “Well, start her up,” Nonna instructed.

         With a huge smile on my face, I pushed the button to start the engine, and my brand-new car purred to life. “Thank you, Nonna.” I stared at the white-haired woman next to me.

         “Anything for my principessa.” She patted her arthritic hand on my knee. “Now, let’s go. I’m hungry.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” I grinned, shifting into reverse. Looking over my shoulder, I eased my new car from the parking space just as I remembered the giant ribbon on the roof. “Oh”—my foot came down on the brake, the car jolting to a halt—“the ribbon.” I shifted my gaze upward where the shiny material was threaded through the interior.

         “What about it?”

         I raised an eyebrow, giving Nonna a dubious stare. “I can’t drive down the street with it on the roof.” I reached up, my fingers settling on the Velcro holding the ends together.

         “Don’t you dare,” Nonna said, her hand covering mine. “You leave that ribbon up there. This is your day, Principessa. You get to flaunt the hell out of it.”

         “Nonna!” I lowered my hands and laughed.

         “I mean it. My granddaughter is a big deal and everyone needs to know this.”

         I shook my head. “I love you, Nonna.”

         “I love you, too. Now, can we go eat, please?”

         “Yes.” I smiled, easing off the brake.

         Pulling out of the parking lot, we headed north, toward Charlie’s, with a big-ass red ribbon atop my car and Mom following behind.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “When does your med school summer session begin?” Mom asked, finishing her stuffed shells.

         “In a few weeks. I thought I’d help out at the shop until then.”

         Mom smiled, yet it didn’t touch her eyes. “That’d be great, Soph, but wouldn’t you rather do something fun with your few weeks of freedom? I remember being twenty-two; the gelato shop was the last place I wanted to be.”

         I picked the last toasted ravioli from my plate and took a bite. Chewing slowly, I did my best to avoid my mother’s pitiful stare. I knew where she was coming from. Being proud Italian Americans, Mom and her brother—my uncle David—took over the gelato shop when Pappous passed away. Nonna didn’t want to sell, so Mom and Uncle David inherited the business. I always wondered what Mom would have rather done with her life if she hadn’t been forced to take over the business. Her life hadn’t gone the way she’d planned or hoped, that was for sure.

         “How about dessert?” Nonna asked enthusiastically. “This is a special day—we need to sweeten up this conversation. Far too depressing for my delicate ears.” Nonna frowned and pressed her hands to her ears.

         “Anything but ice cream.” Mom cringed.

         Nonna nodded. “Deal. Tiramisu?”

         “Yes, please,” I sighed. I loved Nonna dearly; she always had my back. I knew Mom meant well; she didn’t want me to look back on my life and regret the choices I’d made. She just had a difficult time understanding that my choices were what I wanted.

         After we finished our dinners, the waiter brought three plates of tiramisu. No matter how much we loved each other, dessert was the one thing we refused to share.

         With a forkful of liquor-drenched ladyfingers at the ready, Mom spoke before she took her bite. “Your dad called again.” She stuck the fork in her mouth, awaiting my response.

         Why? Why wouldn’t he leave me alone? I had no desire to call him back. NONE. With the exception of a prompt check each month and birthday and Christmas gifts each year—which conveniently happened on the same day—I hadn’t seen him since he left when I was seven. Why was he calling now?

         “You should call him, Soph. See what he wants.”

         “Why? As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have a dad.” I swirled my fork in the glob of whipped cream on my plate.

         “I know, Soph. But it’s the sixth time he’s called in two weeks. Whatever it is, it must be important for him to call so much.”

         “Nope. No thanks. Not going to happen.” I scooped a large bite of custard and shoved it into my mouth. Nothing cured that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach like food.

         Mom sighed. “It’s up to you. But I have a feeling he’s not going to give up.”

         I put my hand in front of my mouth and mumbled around the food there, “You talk to him, then.”

         “I’ve tried. He won’t.”

         “You know, if you talk to him this time, see what he wants, maybe you won’t have to interact with him any longer,” Nonna piped up.

         I shook my head. “He left us. He walked out and never came back. He doesn’t have the right to demand my time and attention.”

         Mom’s features softened. She understood how much it hurt me when my dad left. I was a daddy’s girl. Some of my earliest memories were centered around my dad. I remembered getting all dressed up for the Girl Scouts Daddy–Daughter Date Night when I was seven years old, just a couple months before he walked out on me.

         Dad wore a dark suit and looked so handsome with his black hair slicked back. He gave me a wrist corsage with pink and purple carnations that matched the color of my dress. Mom put a little makeup on my cheeks and lips, curled my hair, and sprayed some of her expensive perfume on my wrists. I felt like a princess.

         The whole evening, Dad danced with me. I’d stood on his toes and looked up at his face and smiled. He beamed. His eyes were shiny, his hands firm, holding on to me for dear life as he whirled me around the elementary school’s gym floor.

         Or at least that’s what I remembered. My seven-year-old brain had no idea that he’d planned on leaving me. When he left, I was devastated. I’d called him countless times during the day, every day. He never called back. He never visited.

         Just two gifts a year and a sizeable child-support check once a month, that’s what I got. Not what I wanted…or needed.

         I wanted my daddy. The guy who taught me to dance.

         Tears stung my eyes. It still irked me that after all this time he could still reduce me to tears. I hated him. I swiped at my eyes and stared at my empty plate. I didn’t remember finishing my dessert, and I wanted more. Emotional eating, it was the best.

         “I’ll talk to him. See if I can’t get him to tell me what he wants.” Mom reached for my hand and squeezed.

         “Thanks,” I muttered.

         “But, honey, just so you know, I saw him at graduation this morning.”

         Ice ran through my veins. “What?”

         “Yeah. He came.”

         “How did he know?”

         The skin around Mom’s eyes crinkled slightly as she narrowed her lids. She sucked in a breath. “I may have let your graduation date slip.”

         I shook my head. “Why would you do that? He had no right to be there.” Dammit. All the joy and excitement of this morning had been sucked out of me. I felt shriveled and empty, dried up. Thanks, Dad, for ruining my graduation day, too.

         “Honey,” Mom cooed.

         “No, Mom. This is ridiculous. Why are you always giving in to him after what he did? I’ve never understood why you weren’t angry with him.”

         “Soph, life’s too short to hold grudges. I need to do what makes me happy. Harboring all that anger and animosity was just too tiring. I’m not that kind of person.”

         Well, I was. I had no intention of ever forgiving that man. “Whatever.” I dropped my fork onto my plate, wishing I had another piece of tiramisu.

         “So.” Nonna’s spirited voice brought Mom and I back to the present. “What’s on the docket for tonight? It’s your graduation day; we need to do something.”

         I admired Nonna for trying to redeem my special day, but the damage had been done. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed and hide under the blanket. No, scratch that. I wanted to do something crazy, irresponsible, and dangerous.

         Live life like I used to.

         I was sick and tired of my daddy issues clouding the sunny moments in my life. A small part of me wished that girl had invited me to her party. Maybe getting drunk would erase the pain and hurt I felt as a result of my dad’s choices.

         That man may have helped give me life, but I refused to let him steal it away from me.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Life carried on as usual. Helping Mom at the shop didn’t require the use of my degree in biochemistry and molecular biophysics, but serving up scoops of gelato was exhausting in its own right. My feet hurt from standing all day and my hands were chapped from frequent washings and the freezer. I’d forgotten how hard Mom worked to keep my grandfather’s dream alive. All I wanted to do was curl up in bed and fall into a steamy romance novel.

         Pulling into the driveway, I waited for the garage door to open, then guided my new car into my space next to Mom’s. I killed the engine, grabbed my purse off the passenger seat, and climbed out of the car.

         Shuffling to the door, I went inside. The heavy scent of freshly brewed coffee lingered in the kitchen, and Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping something from a coffee mug. “Hey, Mom, you’re up late.” I tossed my keys into the catchall dish on the counter.

         “How were things at the shop?” She set her mug down on the table.

         “Fine. Pretty steady all day. Had a late group come in.” I walked toward the table and rubbed her shoulders. “What’s with the coffee? Pulling an all-nighter?” Usually she abandoned caffeinated beverages before five, claiming they interfered with her much needed beauty rest.

         Mom put her hand on top of mine and stared up at me. The look on her face scared me. No smile, no comforting reassurances. Immediately, my mind went to Nonna. Something was wrong with Nonna. I felt sick.

         Nonna had been in and out of the hospital over the last year. Her balance wasn’t good; she fell a lot. Couple that with the heavy dose of blood thinners she took and she’d bleed out in record time.

         “Mom, what is it?”

         She pulled on my hand. “Sit down, hon.”

         I walked around her chair and sat down beside her. “Please tell me it isn’t Nonna.”

         “Oh no, Nonna’s fine.” Mom patted my knee.

         Tension fell off me in waves. I felt lighter. Slumping back in the chair, I blew out a breath. As long as Nonna was fine, I could handle whatever was bothering Mom.

         “Dad called again.”

         Dammit. “I thought you told him I wasn’t interested in hearing what he has to say.”

         “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you need to talk to him.”

         I shook my head. “No. I’m done with this conversation.” I went to stand, but Mom forced me to stay seated, clamping her hand down on my leg.

         Even at twenty-two, I felt like I was four years old again when under my mother’s stern glare. “Sophia, he’s not going to stop calling until you talk to him. It’s important.”

         What the hell? Hurt and anger pooled in my stomach like acid and burned its way from my core and into my esophagus. Sufficiently riled up now, I couldn’t keep my hands from joining in on the conversation, flailing them wildly. “Nothing that man has to say to me could be important.”

         Mom gave me a pointed stare. “Go. Hear him out, then make the decision to never see him again.” She leaned forward and put her hand on my cheek. “Baby, you need to do this.”

         “Why—”

         She shook her head. “No, let me finish.” Dropping her hand to my lap, she latched on to my fingers. “I worry about you, sweetie. Trust me, once I made peace with Dad leaving, once I forgave him, I was freed. Your hatred of him scares me. I’m scared for you. I want you to have peace. This anger you carry around, it’ll never allow you to have room to love life or, God forbid, love someone else.”

         Mom’s words made me ache. “I can’t.”

         “Talk to him, baby. Please?” Mom’s voice was tainted with desperation.

         Emotions boiled at the surface; I was ready to burst. I didn’t know if I wanted to cry, scream, or run away and hide. How was I supposed to put fifteen years of no contact behind me and pretend everything was fine? “It’s not just that I don’t want to, Mom. I don’t know if I can.”

         Mom nodded. “I get it. I felt the same way. For years, I made it my personal mission to convince myself I hated your father. But you know why I couldn’t?”

         “Uh-uh.”

         Mom sat back in her chair. “I was tired and it hurt too much. Hatred is a heavy, ugly thing, and it will only drag you down. I had to change for me.” She patted her chest, right over her heart. “Do it for you, Soph. You’ll feel so much better.”

         I shook my head. With a defeated sigh, I muttered, “Fine.” Neither of them was going to let this go until I caved. I hated when life didn’t go the way I’d planned, and talking to my dad was most certainly not in my plan, ever.

         Mom stood up and came to stand behind me. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and propped her chin atop my head. “Thank you,” she whispered.

         I stood, forcing Mom to release her hold on me. “I’m going to bed.” I didn’t return her affections, and I could see the sadness in the slump of her shoulders.

         “Night, Soph,” she said in that brave mom voice that made my stomach churn with guilt. I wasn’t mad at her, but since she was here, she was the one who got to feel my pain.

         I left the kitchen, walking through the living room on my way down the hall to my bedroom. Closing myself inside, I went to my dresser and opened my laptop. Once I logged in, Spotify launched immediately. I clicked on Ed Sheeran’s latest album and let his soulful music fill the void.

         I flopped onto my bed and threw my arm over my eyes, listening to Ed’s words. His voice soothed over me, extinguishing some of the fire in my veins, but I was surprised to hear some of Mom’s sentiments reflected in the song’s lyrics.

         Now Ed and Mom were ganging up on me.

         Sure, I loved Mom and Nonna, but they were all I needed. Dad and Penley showed me a side of love that I wanted no part of. It hurt too much. I’d live behind my carefully constructed wall and find solace in the clinical, textbook world of science and medicine, knowing my heart was safest there.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Lying awake all night did not make getting up any easier. Usually, I was a morning person, ready to accomplish my tasks for the day. Not today. I wondered if Mom magically forgot our conversation from last night. That thought sent a rush of hope through me.

         Untangling my legs from the blanket, I kicked them off and crawled out of bed. My bedside clock read 5:30 a.m. Despite the hour, someone was banging around in the kitchen. Probably Nonna. She was an early riser like me. Not Mom, though. She’d sleep until noon if she could get away with it.

         Pulling open my bedroom door, a loud crash carried down the hall, and I flinched. With a slight jog, I ran toward the kitchen to check on whoever was in there. When I rounded the corner, Nonna was crouched on the floor, shoving a dozen pots and pans back into the cabinet. For a moment, I paused. There was something so serene about Nonna, angelic.

         Her long white hair was piled high on her head in a messy bun. I’d never had the privilege of seeing Nonna when her hair was dark like mine, but Mom always told me I was the spitting image of a younger Nonna. I loved her so much. I could only hope to be as beautiful as her when I reached my seventies.

         “Nonna, what are you doing?” I scolded lovingly, shuffling into the kitchen. I knelt down beside her, helping her with the rest of the mess.

         “You’re up early.” She pushed a frying pan into the cabinet.

         “Couldn’t sleep. Here, let me do this.” I lifted the saucepan from her fingers and put it back in its place before I took her hands and helped her stand.

         I crouched back down, holding my weight on the balls of my feet. Shoving the last few skillets into the cabinet, I slammed the door closed and stood.

         Nonna leaned against the counter, staring at me. “I need a skillet.” She flashed a quick smile and waited.

         I cocked my head, giving her a sidelong glance. Bending back down, I pulled out one of the skillets I’d haphazardly shoved inside. “Here.” I held it up to her.

         “Thanks, sweetie.” Nonna grasped the pan’s handle and stepped over to the stove. “Eggs?”

         I was hungry but also feeling a little nauseous at the prospect of my day’s plans. “Sure.” I’d force something down. Maybe if I threw up, I’d get out of calling that man.

         Nonna prepped the skillet for her world-famous “dunkin’ eggs.” Well, maybe not world famous, but she made over-easy eggs better than anyone, so in my book, they were famous.

         While Nonna busied herself at the stove, I went to work on the coffee and toast. Mindlessly, I filled the Keurig’s water tank and loaded a coffee pod. I stuck my cup under the spout and pressed the large cup button. The machine whirred to life and filled the kitchen with the strong scent of arabica beans, easily masking the smell of fried eggs.

         “I’ll take one of those, too,” Nonna said, flipping an egg in the pan.

         I pulled my coffee cup free and started the second one without comment. While the spout shot out dark black coffee, I put my back to the counter, crossed my arms, and waited. My eyes slid closed. I absorbed the comforting sound of the Keurig, along with the pleasant aroma the kitchen was bathed in.

         “You’re quiet this morning,” Nonna said, breaking through my attempt at finding Zen in the white noise of the coffee machine.

         My eyelids pulled open and Nonna stood before me, a plate of pristine dunkin’ eggs held out for the taking.

         I shook my head, trying to clear away the fog. “Sorry, I zoned out for a minute.” I reached for the plate. “Thanks.”

         “Want to talk about what’s eating you?” Nonna grabbed another plate and shoveled the spatula into the pan, serving up a round egg for herself.

         “Where’s Mom?” I asked, sitting down at the table.

         Nonna shrugged. “Getting ready for work?” She joined me at the table, reaching for the saltshaker.

         As I poured a copious amount of creamer into my coffee cup, I watched Nonna coat her eggs in a generous layer of salt. “Want some eggs with your salt?”

         “Want some coffee with your creamer?” she countered, gesturing to my heavy hand as well. Then she flashed me a quick smile and continued salting. “I fully intend to enjoy my golden years.”

         I took a bite of eggs and washed them down with my coffee-flavored cream. “Do you know what too much of that stuff does to your blood pressure?”

         “Don’t you go all doctor on me, missy.” Nonna pointed her fork in my direction. “I may be proud as hell of you, but that college degree of yours is not going to stand between me and my food.”

         I saluted her with my fork. “Yes, ma’am.” With Nonna, you had to know what battles to pick. I was not about to stand in front of a proud Italian woman and her food.

         For a few quiet bites, Nonna and I enjoyed our breakfast. Then she put her fork down and gave me a questioning look. “Did you make toast?”

         “Oh, goodness! I forgot!” I dropped my fork. It clattered onto the plate, and I slid my chair back on the linoleum, screeching loudly.

         “Soph, sit down. It’s okay. I’m nearly finished anyway.” She waved me to sit.

         I plopped back into my chair and scooted toward the table. “Sorry, Nonna.” The talk with Mom last night had me off my game. It wasn’t like me to forget.

         “Don’t worry about.” Nonna patted my arm. “Nothing to get your panties in a twist about.” She smiled widely.

         Nonna was beautiful. Her thick, long silver-white hair curled gently at the ends just enough to make the prettiest of women jealous, despite their age. It framed her heart-shaped face perfectly, giving depth to her olive complexion. But of Nonna’s features, it was her eyes that spoke the loudest (which was amazing, because Nonna was loud by nature). Her emerald eyes held so many stories.

         Pushing away from the table, Nonna grabbed my empty plate along with hers. “What’s eating you, Principessa?” She walked our plates to the sink, rinsed them off, and added them to the dirty lot in the dishwasher.

         I watched, unable to do much else. A sick feeling pooled low in my belly like it had right before I took the MCAT. The only difference was that I wanted to take the MCAT. I didn’t want to see my dad.

         Ugh. I hate this.

         “My dad keeps calling. Mom wants me to go see him.”

         Nonna shut the dishwasher and turned around. “Hmm.”

         Hmm? That’s all the sage wisdom she could come up with?

         “Can I show you something?” Nonna asked finally.

         “What?”

         She started toward the living room, calling over her shoulder, “You coming?”

         Feeling like my veins pumped lead instead of blood, I sluggishly got to my feet and trailed in her wake. Down the hall, Nonna turned left, into her bedroom. I followed right behind and saw her standing on her tiptoes in front of the closet.

         “Nonna, what are you doing?”

         She craned her neck to look over her shoulder. “Don’t just stand there—get over here and help me.”

         Nonna’s neatly made bed took up most of her small room. I skirted around it, running my fingers over the sateen burgundy bedspread. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Nonna, I reached up and helped her pull down the spiral-bound notebook she was fingering. Of course, the one she wanted had to be at the bottom of a large stack of other, larger notebooks.

         “Just hold the top ones back while…uhh…,” she grunted. “While I yank.”

         Her small fingers hooked inside each end of the wire spiral. Not much taller than Nonna, I had to stand on my tiptoes, too. I put both my palms against the teetering stack, keeping them still while Nonna pulled the one she wanted free.

         “Almost…got…it…,” she groaned. “Uhh.” She blew out a breath and dropped back to the flats of her feet with the notebook in hand. “Got it.”

         I gave the disheveled notebook tower a shove to realign it and took a step backward. “Whatever it is you want to show me, it must be good.”

         Nonna patted the bed, beckoning me to sit beside her. “I haven’t looked at these for the better part of twenty years.”

         With her knobby, arthritic fingers, she flipped the cover over, revealing yellowing paper marked with black lines. “What’s that?” I asked, inching my butt closer to her. I stared at the paper…the sketches.

         “Back in the day I used to be a pretty decent artist. Before this, of course.” She held out her hand. “Damn arthritis.”

         “May I see?” I touched the side of the sketchbook and she passed it in my direction.

         On the page before me was a beautifully rendered charcoal sketch of my mother, a much younger version. I wanted to touch the lines that made up her face but feared I’d mar them, so I refrained. I admired with only my eyes. “Nonna, this is exquisite.” I looked up and met her eyes.

         “Your mamma was one of my favorite subjects, but not my ultimate favorite.” She rested her hand on mine, gently brushing my fingers away from the side of the notebook. “Let me show you.”

         With the book still perched on my lap, she paged through a few other drawings, mostly still-life sketches of flowers, until she stopped at an illustration of my mom and dad cradling a swaddled baby.

         Nonna touched the delicate lines of the infant. “This one’s my favorite.”

         My eyes traced the precise delineations that intertwined to create a masterpiece of my once-intact family. “I never knew you drew.” I was in awe of my grandmother’s talent. I glanced up from the portrait. “How did I not know this?”

         “I gave it up a long time ago, Principessa.” Nonna looked lovingly upon her creation. With a shaky hand, she touched the paper again. “Did your mom ever tell you about the day you were born?” Lifting her verdant eyes to me, she awaited my answer.

         I shook my head. “Uh-uh. Mom doesn’t talk much about when Dad was around.”

         “You’re right. Your mamma has a tough skin, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t deep scars. Let me tell you what I know.”

         “The day you decided to make your appearance, you were two days late.” She winked. “It seems like you’ve spent your whole life trying to make up for the two days you lost.”

         I shrugged my shoulder and nodded. “I could have used those forty-eight hours.” My lips curved up at the corners and Nonna pressed her hand over mine and squeezed.

         “Your mamma and daddy were so excited. When labor finally started, Andrea called me, flustered out of her mind. I told her to take a deep breath and get her butt to the hospital.” Nonna chuckled at the memory. “When I walked into the hospital room, your dad was right at your mom’s side. I’ll never forget it.” Nonna smiled thoughtfully. “He had his forehead pressed to her temple, whispering assurances into her ear, helping her through a contraction. When it was over, he swept his hand across her forehead and tucked a sweaty piece of hair behind her ear.”

         Nonna’s features were soft as she recounted her story, her eyes focused on something that happened twenty-two years ago.

         “I’d always liked your dad.” Nonna looked me in the eyes. No, more like pierced me with emerald daggers. “But it was in that moment I knew how much Gio loved my Andrea…and you. I could see it in his eyes. I could feel it pouring out of him. It warmed the room.”

         At first, there was a pinch in my chest as Nonna spoke of my dad. But hearing how much he loved Mom…and me, the pinch intensified. It felt more like a screwdriver being wedged between my ribs. If he loved us half as much as Nonna said he did, why wasn’t he still here?

         I loved Nonna, but she watched too many soap operas, read too many romance novels, and subsequently turned my birth into both. I didn’t interrupt, but I may have rolled my eyes at her last comment.

         “Yeah, you roll those eyes, girlie. I speak only the truth. You were being a stubborn little thing and refused to come out. Put your mamma through her paces.”

         “Mmm-hmm.” I nodded. “Sounds like me.”

         “Every time your mamma pushed, your heart rate would drop. Scared everyone to death. That’s when they prepped Andrea for surgery, an emergency C-section. I thought your daddy was going to have a heart attack, he was so worried.”

         “Nonna, does this story have a point?” Since when had she turned into the leader of the Giovanni Belmonte fan club?

         She waved her hand. A trait I’d gotten from her, talking with my hands. “It does, and I’ll get there. Anyway, when you were born, there were more complications. You weren’t breathing on your own.”

         The screwdriver burrowed deeper, twisting on its way in. “Mom never told me that.”

         “Ah, well, it’s all water under the bridge now, Principessa. You’ve been breathing just fine for quite some time.” Nonna gave a thin-lipped smile and continued. “They had to send you to a hospital that was equipped with a neonatal facility. Your mamma couldn’t go, so your daddy went with you.”

         I felt the onset of tears, but I held my breath, keeping them at bay. I was not going to cry.

         “Even before your mamma got to hold you, you had already bonded with your daddy. About two weeks after you were born, you were finally well enough to come home. That was the day I drew this.” She tapped the notebook on my lap. “Andrea and Gio were on the couch and you were bundled tightly in the blanket my mom hand knitted for you. Gio brought you to his face and just cooed.” Nonna’s voice rose as she relived the memory. Her eyes sparkled like lit Christmas trees, her smile shining through. “That picture is seared into my brain. I could develop dementia and still remember that scene.”

         “Nonna, you shouldn’t joke like that.” Sometimes she had no tact.

         “Oh, nonsense.” She flailed her hand again. “That night, I went to my room and drew this portrait from memory. He loves you, Sophia. You should talk to him.” Nonna wrapped her arm around my shoulder and drew me to her side.

         “This drawing is lovely, Nonna. But, sadly, my last memory of him”—I spat the word—“is him leaving. I have no desire to speak to him.”

         “I have no desire to see the gynecologist, dear, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t.”

         I rolled my eyes again. “Nonna,” I groaned.

         “You can do what you want; you’re a big girl. But my two cents, go see him and then you can be done with him.” She nodded once, took the notebook from my lap, and slapped it closed. “Want to use my phone?” she offered.

         I shook my head. “No, I’ll use mine.”

         She winked at me. “Good, because I just remembered I need to make an appointment at the gynecologist.”

         “Nonna!” I screeched. I got up from the bed and went to the door, ready to leave before she divulged any other medical information. I may be going to med school, but I did not need to know anything else about my grandmother’s yearly exam.

         “See, now we both have to make uncomfortable appointments. Misery loves company, Principessa.”

         “I have one word for you, Nonna: HIPA. Just remember HIPA.”

         She waved me off. “Oh, you and your fancy medical words.”

         I smiled and turned on my heel, walking out of her room. I admired her ability to lay the guilt on thick, her sketch giving me the courage I needed to make a very difficult phone call.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         If I’d thought talking to my dad on the phone was hard, getting my butt out the door to drive to his place was nearly impossible. All morning I procrastinated like it was an Olympic sport, which was totally not like me. But today, it was my favorite pastime.

         Any little thing I could find to take up time, I did. Instead of a quick shower, I opted for an hour-long bath, taking my time to read the latest romance novel I’d downloaded. The blazing hot water did wonders for my nerves and the steamy romance transported me to a fantasy world that was much more pleasurable than reality.

         By the time I was a shriveled prune and nearly halfway through my book, I finished up my bath, taking extra care in washing and conditioning my hair. I was a shoo-in for the procrastination gold medal.

         As I brushed the tangles out of my long, dark hair, there was a knock on the door. “Soph, you about finished in there? I’ve got to get to the shop.”

         “Yeah, Mom.” I pulled the door open. “Sorry.”

         She checked her watch. “What time are you meeting your dad?”

         I shrugged, playing dumb. “Don’t remember.” Innocently, I went about brushing my already tangle-free hair.

         Mom cocked her head and put both hands on her hips. Over the years, she’d gotten really good at that “Mom” glare. “Soph?”

         Inwardly, I cringed as she held the “o” in my name a little longer than was necessary, and then her voice did that weird pitch change thing at the end, getting higher before she pinched off the “f” sound. I was six years old again. Moms wielded some magical power in their voices that made their grown children feel three feet tall and mildly ashamed.

         Wide eyed, I answered as I bent over to fish the blow-dryer from the cabinet below the basin. “What?”

         “I know what you’re doing. Just get it over with.”

         I stood back up, plugged in the dryer, and flipped it on high. “What?” I said again, louder.

         Staring at Mom’s reflection in the mirror, she shook her head, lips moving.

         “I can’t hear you,” I shouted. This time I really couldn’t.

         Mom put her hand on the dryer and forced me to lower it. Next to my ear, she said loudly, “I need to brush my teeth.”

         “Oh, right.” I stepped to the side, closer to the bathtub, so she could do her business at the sink.

         “Thank you,” she mouthed.

         I smiled and continued working the hot air from the blow-dryer across my head. For once, I was thankful for my thick hair and its unwillingness to dry quickly.

         Mom spat into the sink, met my eyes in the mirror, and said, “Hurry it up, Sophia. Don’t make him wait all day.”

         I pretended to ignore her. Who cared if I made him wait all damn day? As she left the bathroom, I gave her a tiny smile and a nod, still running the noisy dryer.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Yep, I definitely won the gold medal. By the time I pulled out of the garage, it had taken me four hours to get ready. That was a new record by far. But now was the moment of truth.

         I pulled up to the front of Gio Belmonte’s palatial home, a mansion compared to the shotgun-style house I’d grown up in.

         I killed the engine and let my head rest against the back of the seat. “Come on, Sophia, you can do this.” I hadn’t seen my dad in fifteen years, and it was by the grace of God that I’d never run into him considering we lived a town apart. I doubted I’d even recognize him if I did run into him. My only memories were that of a seven-year-old child. Surely he looked different…older.

         Sitting up straight, I stared out the passenger side window. The orange tile shingles appeared to shimmer in the steamy afternoon sun. The lawn was well kept, along with the two nicely trimmed bushes in front of each window.

         God, I don’t want to do this. I knew I sounded like a petulant toddler, but I couldn’t help it. I’d made my peace with him being gone. Why did he have to open old wounds? He’d made a clean break. Why come back now?

         Only one way to find out, Soph. Mom’s voice sounded louder in my head than my whiny one.

         “You’re twenty-two freaking years old, Sophia. Act like a damn grown woman and get in there,” I mumbled, pulling the latch on the door. I put one heeled shoe on the ground and got out of the car. With my purse in hand, I smoothed out the black pencil skirt and black and white striped shirt I wore and stepped around the car and up the brick-paved walkway.

         I pushed the doorbell and listened to the chime play “Für Elise.” A moment later the door peeled back and an attractive brunette smiled back at me. Her dark blue eyes were kind.

         “Sophia?” she asked.

         I nodded, clearing my throat. “Yes.”

         “I’m so glad to meet you. Your dad talks about you often. I’m Lydia.”

         Does he, now? I wonder what it is he has to say, considering he knows NOTHING about me. And who was this woman? Lydia? Mom never said anything about another woman.

         “Thank you.” Despite all the negative comments running through my head, I managed to find an untapped well of polite words still lingering deep inside me. I smiled, hoping it looked sincere, because it certainly didn’t feel that way.

         “Come in.” The woman pulled the door open wider and stepped to the side, allowing me access to the gorgeous foyer.

         The floor of the entryway was composed of small pieces of mosaic glass tiles. Each tile fit together to create a beautiful yellow sun outlined with deep ocean blues. My admiration of the floor wasn’t lost on Lydia, who was closing the door behind me.

         “It’s stunning, isn’t it?” she said adoringly.

         I brought my eyes up and nodded. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

         “This house has a rich history. Your father would love to tell you about it, I’m sure.” She walked a few steps past me and motioned with her arm. “He’s waiting for you in the library.”

         I followed her down the hall, taking in the abstract artwork adorning the walls as I went. “This place has a library?” My voice echoed down the marble hallway.

         It was official. Gio Belmonte was not the guy I remembered. That guy had been a figment of a child’s overactive imagination. My dad still lived in our tiny shotgun house, drank a beer at dinner, and stole kisses from my mom when he thought I wasn’t looking.

         “Right this way.” Lydia stopped at the entrance of what I assumed was the library. Like Vanna White, she showcased the doorway with a flourish of her arms and hands.

         I stepped up to the door and peered inside, suddenly very nervous to see him. “Thanks.”

         “I’ll leave you two alone.”

         No sooner had I turned around to beg her to stay than she retreated down the hall. Her dark hair bounced with each click of her heels on the white and black checkered tile floor as she disappeared around the corner.

         I wrinkled my nose and gave a silent growl, balling my hands into fists at my sides.

         “Sophia?” A distant, deep male voice called from the other room. “Come on in.” The voice came closer.

         I took a deep breath and put one foot in front of the other, crossing the threshold. The checkered floor carried from the hall into the room. Instead of walls there were bookcases stretching from floor to ceiling. As a bibliophile, I’d died and gone to heaven. I could spend hours in this room soaking in all the titles that lined the shelves. My eyes roamed to the ceiling as I stepped backward, taking in the stacks. Wow.

         “Sophia.” That voice brought my admiration of the library to an end, like a needle scratching across a vinyl record. I wasn’t a bibliophile here to admire books; I was an abandoned daughter. And this wasn’t heaven; it was hell. Who knew the two places could simultaneously take up the same space.

         My eyes followed the sound of his voice until I saw a man in an electric wheelchair coming toward me. A wheelchair? When did that happen?

         “Sophia, thank you for coming,” he said, smiling broadly.

         It had been years since I’d seen him, and he looked nothing like the man I remembered. He was a stranger. But even more off-putting was that I looked like him. I had Mom’s eyes, but there was no denying that I was Gio’s daughter. The shape of his face, the slant of his nose, we even had the same plump cheeks when we smiled.

         “Can I get you anything?” he asked. It was in that moment that I realized I had yet to speak.

         “Um…uh…” Apparently I’d forgotten how to speak. “No.” I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

         “Come, sit down.” He motioned toward the sofa in the middle of the room with his head. Pressing the button on the arm of his wheelchair, he moved in that direction, too.

         I followed, albeit completely ill at ease with the whole situation.

         He parked his chair at the end of the sofa and patted the cushion, an invitation for me to sit.

         Reluctantly, I accepted, though opting for the middle cushion. I needed space.

         “How are you, Soph?” he asked, folding his hands in his lap.

         “It’s Sophia,” I corrected. Soph was what Mom and Nonna called me. It was too intimate. He didn’t get to call me that.

         He nodded. “Sophia.”

         For a moment, we both sat quietly. As much fun as it was listening to the both of us breathing, this was not how I planned to spend a Wednesday afternoon. I could be helping Mom at the shop or studying for school, which began in a week and a half. Geez, getting a root canal would have been more preferable.

         “Mom said it was imperative that you speak with me?” I wasn’t here for small talk, so he’d better get to the point.

         “Right.” He cleared his throat. “I did need to speak with you. For a couple of reasons. I’m sure you’re busy, so I’ll be brief.”

         “Thank you.” It was about time he cut the crap and stopped pretending we were best buds.

         “I wanted to tell you how proud I am of you. I was glad your mom told me about graduation.”

         I sat, emotionless. If he was waiting for me to thank him for making time for me, he was going to be waiting a long time.

         Rubbing his palms against the tops of his thighs, he sighed. “Anyway…”

         Was he uncomfortable, too? Hmm…

         He lifted his right hand and grabbed a large manila envelope from the little table beside him. “I got you something. A graduation present.” He held the paper out to me.

         I shook my head. I didn’t want his gifts.

         “Sophia, please take it. I want to do this for you.” He stretched his arm closer.

         Slowly, I reached for the envelope, half expecting it to bite my fingers off. Once it was within my grasp, I laid it in my lap, not bothering to look inside; it was going in the trash the minute I got home.

         Gio’s eyes fell to my lap for a moment before he brought them back to my face. The smile was gone from his eyes this time. I think he was finally catching on to the fact that I wasn’t going to accept his gift. He pressed his lips into a thin smile. “It’s a trip to Italy,” he said nonchalantly.

         I looked at the unassuming package. A trip to Italy? Who gives a complete stranger a trip to Italy?

         “My parents never moved to the States. It wasn’t until college that I moved here. We have a lot of family heritage over there, Sophia. I wanted to give you the opportunity to get to know that part of you. I also thought it’d be nice if you met your nonno. He’s never left Battipaglia. He grew up there, as did I.”

         “Is your mother still there?” I asked. He hadn’t mentioned her.

         His shoulders slumped, and I noticed his hands twitching slightly in his lap. Parkinson’s disease maybe? My mind flipped through different neurological and muscular disorders that caused muscle spasms.

         “She passed away several years ago. I wish she’d had the chance to meet you. She would have loved you.”

         Yeah, hindsight is twenty-twenty, isn’t it? But I kept my snarky bitterness to myself. I didn’t need to be hateful at the expense of my dead grandmother. “I’m sorry.”

         “That’s actually the other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

         “My grandmother?” I asked, confused.

         “She’s part of it. Did your mother ever mention why I left?” His black eyes bore into me.
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