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            Chapter One

         

         Lila Rosetti Sinclair raised her gaze from her phone to her fiancé. He could pass for Matt Damon if the actor wore thick, black horn-rimmed glasses and had a weakness for argyle sweater vests. But at that moment, it wasn’t David’s handsome face that captured her attention, it was the black silk blindfold in his hand. “You can’t be serious?”

         She’d had the same reaction when he brought the blindfold home four months earlier and suggested that it was time to spice up their love life. Only she’d laughed then. She couldn’t help it. Wearing a roguish grin while talking about their sex life was completely out of character for David.

         They were boringly vanilla in the bedroom and outside it. Something they took pride in. No over-the-top emotions for them. Grand passion was overrated in their minds. They preferred the comfort they derived from their quiet, loving relationship.

         Except David hadn’t been joking.

         Lila had swallowed her disappointment that she wasn’t getting her standard Valentine’s Day gift of a heart-shaped box of chocolates and went along with David’s efforts to spice up their love life. She’d put his role-playing suggestion down to stress. It wasn’t as if she could blame it on a midlife crisis. David was thirty. But he had been stressed about the sale of her father’s London-based hotel group, where they’d worked together for the past three years—Lila as director of branding and David as director of sales.

         Lila supposed her inability to set a wedding date had been responsible for at least some of David’s stress. He’d grown impatient with her unwillingness to commit to a date. She had no idea why the thought of marrying him had kept her awake at night. David was everything a woman could want in a husband—smart, ambitious, and dependable—and they shared common values and goals.

         It was a moot point now. That silky black blindfold and their uptick in sexy times had taken care of her indecision. They had a baby on the way.

         “Come on, honey. Don’t be a spoilsport. Put it on.” David leaned over, raising the blindfold to her eyes.

         Seriously? They didn’t do PDA, and now he wanted to get kinky on the commuter plane they’d boarded at Logan International Airport thirty minutes earlier?

         She tugged the blindfold from her eyes, lowering her voice so as not to draw the attention of the five other passengers on board. “I’m not a spoilsport.”

         She was a rule follower, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t fun. She thought back to the beach parties she’d dragged her cousins away from when things had gotten out of hand, or, more to the point, when Sage and Willow had. Her cousins would probably agree that she was indeed a spoilsport.

         But joining the Mile High Club was a horrible idea with high potential for arrest and even higher potential for embarrassment. “You’re taking this role-playing a little too far, don’t you think? We’re not Anastasia and Christian, and this is not your private jet, David.” She handed him the blindfold.

         He frowned as if he didn’t understand what she meant, and then his serious blue eyes widened behind his glasses. “No, that’s not why I want you to wear the blindfold.” He huffed a self-conscious laugh. “I can’t believe you thought…” He shook his head and then whispered, “It has nothing to do with…you know—” He glanced around the plane. “Sex.”

         Was it any wonder she’d thought he was joking when he brought the blindfold home? He couldn’t even say “sex” without blushing. She felt a rush of affection for him. They really were the perfect match. “Then why do you want me to wear it? You’ve been acting weird ever since you insisted we join your parents for dinner tonight.”

         David’s parents had invited them for a celebratory dinner at their spectacular vacation home in Hyannis Port. Lila knew the Westfields were excited that they’d finally set a wedding date, but she’d tried putting the dinner off until she and David were settled. They’d arrived in Boston the week before, and they needed to find jobs and a place of their own.

         “I’ve been acting weird? You nearly had a panic attack when I mentioned the dinner.”

         “Because I had to cancel three viewings with the Realtor.” The woman hadn’t been shy about voicing her displeasure. Lila didn’t blame her for being upset. She’d hated canceling at the last minute but David had been adamant they join his parents for dinner. “You know how tight the market is. At this rate we’ll be living out of our suitcases at your parents’ condo for the foreseeable future.”

         She was stressed about finding a place to live and a job, but that wasn’t the reason for her near panic attack. It was David’s parents wanting to celebrate their upcoming wedding at their vacation home. Lila hadn’t broken the news to her family, and Hyannis Port felt a little too close to her hometown for comfort. Her family lived on the northern tip of Cape Cod in the small town of Sunshine Bay.

         She added “call Sage and Willow” to the next day’s to-do list on her phone. She couldn’t put it off any longer. She’d need backup when she broke the news to her mother about her upcoming wedding. She was invoking the Cousins Pact, a verbal contract she, Sage, and Willow had agreed to as children. No matter how the others personally felt about whatever news one of them had to break to her mother—and their grandmother—they’d back each other 100 percent.

         Except this would be a harder sell than the last time Lila had invoked the Cousins Pact. To say her family didn’t believe in marriage was an understatement. And that included her cousins.

         “Stop stressing about where we’ll live. It’s not good for the baby, and I’ve got a… Just trust me, honey. It’s all going to work out,” David said as he glanced out the window. He got an oh crap look on his face and slammed the blind shut.

         “What’s going on? Is something wrong with the plane?” She wasn’t a nervous flyer. She’d been flying across the pond on her own since she was twelve. But she’d rather know if there was a problem. Her motto was “Be prepared.” Even as a little girl, she hadn’t liked surprises.

         “No, we’re landing, and I want it to be a surprise,” he said as he replaced the blindfold and tied it at the back of her head.

         She cringed. He knew how she felt about surprises. But wait a minute… “How is us arriving at Hyannis Port a surprise?” They’d visited his parents at their vacation home before, several times in fact. Then a thought hit her, and she groaned. “Please tell me your parents aren’t meeting us with balloons and a banner.” It was something his mother would do. Jennifer was a sweet woman who looked for any excuse for a celebration. She should’ve been an event planner.

         Even though Lila couldn’t see David through the blindfold, she turned to face him and lowered her voice. “You didn’t tell them about the baby, did you? You promised—”

         He gently rubbed her flat stomach through the beige linen slacks she’d paired with a short-sleeved beige peplum jacket. “Of course not. We agreed to wait until you were twelve weeks,” he said. “My mother will be over the moon.”

         David had been too. No doubt Lila agreeing to set a wedding date the morning after the stick turned blue had added to his excitement. She was still adjusting to the idea that she was carrying a tiny human…and getting married. Of the two, the idea of having a baby was easier to adjust to. She’d been raised by a family of single mothers.

         And they’d be just as thrilled that she was expecting. Lila had considered leading with the baby news and keeping quiet about the wedding news. It wasn’t as if their wedding would make the society pages. David had agreed, albeit reluctantly, to her request that they get married at the courthouse. But she was avoiding the inevitable. As much as she dreaded breaking the news to her family, she had to tell them.

         As David guided her down the aircraft stairs, Lila realized he hadn’t confirmed or denied her suspicion that they’d be greeted by his parents carrying a banner and balloons.

         “Where are your mom and dad?” She couldn’t hear Jennifer excitedly calling their names. All she heard was the quiet conversations of the other passengers, the sound of a car engine idling close by, and the distant cries of seagulls.

         “They’re, uh, meeting us at the restaurant. No, not yet.” He grabbed her hand, stopping her from removing the blindfold.

         “David, this is ridiculous. I feel like an idiot.”

         “You don’t look like an idiot. You look beautiful.” He pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Not much longer now.”

         At the nervous hitch in his voice, she whipped her head in his direction. Something was going on, and she had a feeling it wasn’t something she’d like. She lifted her left hand to lower the blindfold but David grabbed that one too, half dragging her after him.

         She opened her mouth to give him crap, but then she heard his self-conscious laugh as he explained to someone that he had a special surprise for his bride-to-be, adding under his breath, “Smile, honey. I’m not sure they believe me. They look like they might call the cops.”

         The last thing Lila wanted was to be the center of attention. Unlike her mother, she preferred to stay in the background. She forced a smile for their invisible audience, saying through clenched teeth, “Then take this blindfold off me.”

         “Just give me… There’s the cab.” Picking up his pace, David towed her after him. She heard a car door open and felt a rush of cool air enveloping her—a welcome relief from the heat. His hand still encircling her wrists, David helped her inside the car and then got in beside her.

         His grip loosened as he fastened her seat belt, and she pulled her hands free. She managed to get the blindfold off a second before he covered her eyes with his palm.

         “David, if you don’t remove your hand this—”

         “I just need one more minute.” He leaned forward, whispering something to the driver. When the car pulled away, David lifted his palm and peered in at her. “If I take my hand away, will you promise you’ll let me explain before you yell at me?”

         “Why would I—”

         “Please,” he said, a pleading note in his voice and in his eyes.

         “Fine.” She prayed she was overreacting. How bad could it be?

         He lowered his hand and then turned her to face him. She glanced out the window, and her gaze shot to his. “How could you?”

         “I know you’re mad, honey. But just give me a chance to explain.”

         “There’s nothing you can say that would explain why we’re in Sunshine Bay, David.” She turned to the driver. “Can you take me back to the airport, please?”

         The man looked from her to David and then glanced in his rearview mirror. “Are you sure about that? The plane just took off, and there aren’t any outgoing flights scheduled until tomorrow morning.”

         “It’s okay,” David told the driver. “Just take us to—”

         “There’s nothing about this that’s okay, David.” Lila was furious and panicked at the same time. She took several slow, deep breaths in an effort to calm herself and the nausea rising up in her throat before addressing the driver. “Don’t take us to La Dolce Vita. Take us to…” She trailed off. Her cousin Willow had recently moved into a new place in Sunshine Bay, and she wasn’t sure of her address.

         “We’re not going to La Dolce Vita, Lila. I wouldn’t do that to you. I know you need time to figure out a way to break the news that we’re getting married to your family.”

         She didn’t miss the eye roll in David’s voice. No matter what he said, he wasn’t as understanding about her family’s aversion to marriage as he pretended to be. He’d laughed when she’d first told him about the Rosetti curse, and it had become a running joke with him. She hadn’t appreciated his making fun of her family’s superstition and had told him so. It didn’t matter that she didn’t believe in the Rosetti curse either. They were her family, and as much as they drove her crazy at times, she adored them.

         “If we’re not going to the restaurant, where are we going?”

         He raised a shoulder, and then, squeezing one eye shut, murmured, “Windemere.”

         “Are you out of your mind? I’m not going to Windemere.” She crossed her arms and shook her head. “No way.”

         He took her hand in his. “Just let me explain.”

         She pulled her hand away and turned to face the window. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind, David.”

         Familiar sights came into view as the taxi crawled along Main Street behind several people on bikes. The cobblestone sidewalks were crowded with tourists taking in the quaint houses and B and Bs, with their lush and colorful gardens, and the eclectic mix of galleries, shops, cafés, bakeries, and bars that lined the narrow three-mile street that led down to the harbor and Windemere. “It’s bad enough that you lied to me about where we were going. But to bring me to Windemere?”

         All her family could talk about when she’d surprised her mother for her fiftieth birthday in April—sans David and her engagement ring—was Windemere and their fear that the high-end restaurant and inn would put their restaurant out of business. There were several eateries in Sunshine Bay, but La Dolce Vita had been the only fine dining establishment in town before Windemere’s arrival on the scene.

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. I need you with me, and I knew you wouldn’t come if I told you the truth.” He tugged on her hand to get her to look at him. “My dad owns controlling interest in Windemere.”

         “He what?”

         “I had no idea. He told me when he invited us for dinner. I think he’s going to offer me a job. I’m pretty sure he wants me to run Windemere for him. That would be great, wouldn’t it? We wouldn’t have to stress about finding jobs or a place to live, and with the baby coming, you’ll want to be close to your family.”

         She searched his face. He was serious. She’d shared her family’s worries about Windemere on her return to London. But it wouldn’t matter to David. For as long as she’d known him, he’d been vying for his father’s attention and respect. If Gavin offered him the job, she had little doubt that he’d jump at the offer. And she wasn’t sure that she could come up with a legitimate argument to get him to change his mind.

         He rushed on. “I know your family’s worried about their restaurant, but they’re not seeing the big picture. Windemere will attract a high-end clientele to Sunshine Bay, and that will benefit all the local businesses, including La Dolce Vita,” he said as the taxi pulled into the circular driveway in front of the grand historic mansion that housed Windemere.

         David paid the driver and got out of the car, holding out his hand. “Please, I need you. I can’t do this without you. We’re a team.”

         A team that needed jobs and a place to live, she thought on a sigh. She had no doubt David would eventually bring up the fact that he’d worked for her father and lived in London because of her, so she owed him this. It wasn’t an entirely fair argument, but he didn’t always play fair.

         “I promise, we’ll leave as soon as dinner’s over. We won’t even stay for dessert. I’ll rent a car. And you don’t have to worry about running into your family,” he said as she got out of the cab. “It’s not like they’re going to patronize the competition.”

         He made a good point. Her family wouldn’t be caught dead at Windemere’s grand opening. All Lila had to do was get in and out of the restaurant without being recognized. It shouldn’t be hard. She’d left Sunshine Bay for London ten years earlier, and she only made it home for visits twice a year. Something her mother hadn’t forgiven Lila’s father for. No doubt she’d blame him for Lila’s upcoming marriage too. And if Gavin offered David the job, and he accepted…

         She pushed the thought away. Her stomach was already queasy with nerves. The maître d’ greeted them when they entered the dramatic reception area, smiling broadly when David gave his name. Thankfully, Lila didn’t recognize the man. As they followed behind him, she got her first look at the restaurant and sucked in a breath at the view of the shimmering sapphire bay through billowing sheer curtains that separated a white marble dance floor from the patio. The restaurant wasn’t only stunning, it was also packed.

         “Walk in front of me.” She tried to look natural, but it was difficult when she had to bend her knees and duck her head to stay out of sight behind David. “Promise me there are no more surprises,” she whispered in his ear.

         His shoulders tensed. “There might be, but trust me, you’ll be happy about one of them.”

         Lila was about to stop him and get him to tell her what he meant, but she spotted a man with a familiar head of golden hair and broad shoulders sitting at the table with David’s family. It was her father, James Sinclair. Despite having seen him two weeks before, she gave a delighted cry—“Dad!”—and rushed past David to greet her father.

         “What are you doing here?” she asked as she hugged him.

         “I thought you might need my support. How did your mother take the news?”

         “The news?”

         “James, don’t ruin my surprise.” David’s mother pouted while standing to greet Lila and David. She hugged them, then gestured at the empty chairs across from her. “Now sit before I burst.”

         Her stomach gurgling with nerves, Lila greeted David’s father and his older brother with a strained smile. While she loved David’s mother, she wasn’t overly fond of his father and brother. Gavin IV, or Gavin Jr. as she thought of him, was the exact opposite of David in looks and personality. He was a flashy dresser who talked incessantly about himself. Apparently he’d been a big deal in high school and college but hadn’t fared as well when he got out in the real world. He changed jobs as often as he did girlfriends. The last Lila had heard, he was working in commercial real estate. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d put the Windemere deal together.

         Once they’d taken their seats, Jennifer clapped her hands, her eyes shining. “Okay, are you ready for my surprise?”

         Lila’s father rubbed his hand up and down the side of his face, something she’d seen him do when he was avoiding breaking unpleasant news. Gavin must’ve told him he planned to offer David the managerial position. It explained why he’d asked how her mother had taken the news. Lila had talked about Windemere with her father. Unlike David, he understood her family’s concerns.

         “We’re ready for your news, Mom,” David said with a covert glance at Lila. He covered her hand with his as if ensuring she wouldn’t bolt.

         Practically bouncing on her chair, Jennifer made a ta-da motion with her hands. “We’re having your wedding here at Windemere! And you don’t have to worry about a single thing, Lila. I’ve taken care of everything. Your wedding will be the talk of the cape. Everyone is so excited. I’ve already heard back from half the guest list confirming they’re coming, and I only sent the invitations out last month. I think it’s because it’s a weekend-long wedding. They’re becoming quite the thing, you know.”

         “Woman, relax.” Gavin shook his head. “Once she gets started about a party, you can’t shut her up. But hey, even I have to admit, I was blown away by the response. Three hundred of the crème de la crème of Boston society coming to Windemere for a weekend? It’s just what we need to put this place on the map.” He pointed his wineglass at David. “Don’t screw it up, son.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Eva Rosetti willed her body to feel something as the man in her bed nibbled on her neck. She waited for a shiver of desire, a spark of lust, but her body was devoid of anything except frustration. She couldn’t say the same about Ryan. The handsome lobsterman was obviously turned on. So much so that he didn’t seem to notice that Eva wasn’t.

         It wasn’t his fault. Eva’s libido had gone into hibernation the winter before she turned fifty. Up until then, she’d been as passionate about sex as she was about food and wine, and she was desperate to get her groove back.

         “Mmm, you like that, don’t you, babe,” Ryan murmured as he kissed and licked his way from her neck to her chest, his thick head of tawny hair disappearing under the red silk sheet.

         Eva supposed she could simply tell him that no, she didn’t like it at all. But she couldn’t work up the energy for a conversation that would undoubtedly bruise his ego—which she would then have to soothe.

         The weeklong heat wave had sapped not only her energy but her patience, which lately had been in short supply on a cool day. Any day, really. By midafternoon Sunshine Bay had shattered a decades-old record for the hottest day in June.

         As perspiration beaded along her hairline, Eva edged up on the mattress to get a look at the air-conditioning unit in the window across the room, wondering if it was on the fritz again. Her bedroom was decorated in dramatic reds and antique golds, the lush velvet drapes keeping out the light but not the heat. Today her bedroom felt more like a sauna than a sanctuary.

         “Oh yeah, that’s it, babe.”

         She frowned down at the head moving beneath the sheet. What was he even talking about? All she’d done was…bring her breast in direct contact with his mouth. Eva sighed. It wasn’t his fault she’d rather be bingeing Chef’s Table on Netflix or finishing the book on her nightstand than indulging in what was supposed to be some late-afternoon delight.

         “Do you like this?” he asked, kneading her breasts with strong, callused fingers.

         She bit back an ow. She needed to put them both out of their misery. It was too hot for Ryan to work so hard with no reward for his efforts. But just as she was about to fake a foreplay-induced orgasm, a wave of intense heat washed over her, coating her skin in sweat, and not the glowy kind.

         Droplets rolled down her face, and beneath the sheet, Ryan froze. Eva was vain enough that she was willing to put up with his groping rather than have him see her with sweat pouring down her face and her hair plastered to her head. She moaned, adding some hip action to distract him.

         Apparently her hip action wasn’t distracting enough because he shoved his head from under the sheet, his brow furrowing as he patted the mattress along her side. “Babe, did you, uh, wet the bed?”

         Eva swallowed a mortified groan. The air conditioner wasn’t on the fritz; she was having a hot flash! With as much dignified grace as she could manage with sweat dripping into her eyes, she said, “No. I didn’t wet the bed. I’m burning up.” She pressed a palm to her forehead. “I have a fever.”

         He cocked his head. “Are you sure it’s not a hot flash? My mother used to have them all the time when she was your—”

         She didn’t need the reminder that she was old enough to be his mother and cut him off. “It’s a fever.” Ryan was thirty-two, just four years older than Lila, Eva’s daughter.

         “Seriously, babe, you have nothing to be embarrassed about.” He reached for her as she tugged on the sheet, whipping it off the bed.

         “I’m not embarrassed.” She stood up and wrapped the sheet around herself.

         Then, holding her head high, she started to walk to the bathroom. But her attempt at a dignified exit was ruined when her foot got tangled in the sheet and she tripped. Ryan snagged the sheet, no doubt in an effort to save her from falling on her face. Instead he unraveled her like a burrito.

         With a cajoling smile on his face, he reeled her toward him. “Come on, get back in bed,” he said while languidly smoothing his other hand over the mattress and the damp outline of her body. It looked like a crime scene. He wasn’t quick enough to hide his grimace.

         She tugged the sheet from his hand. “Fever, remember? I’m probably contagious.”

         He came to his feet and closed the distance between them, tipping her chin up with his knuckle. “You know, the thing I admire most about you, Eva, is that you don’t care what people think. You’re unashamedly you. No bullshit, no apologies.”

         And that’s why Eva had invited Ryan to her bed. It wasn’t just because he was handsome and had a great body; she genuinely liked him. “Fine. I don’t have a fever. It’s the menopause.”

         He grinned. “The menopause?”

         “I was channeling my mother. That’s what she calls it.”

         “Okay, well, at the risk of offending you and never getting invited back in your bed, which I have to tell you was the highlight of my month, maybe my entire year—”

         Eva snorted.

         “I’m serious. You’re gorgeous, and I’ve been dreaming about being with you since I was sixteen.”

         Eva was used to men telling her she was the object of their fantasies and usually laughed it off as hyperbole. But she could tell by Ryan’s sincere expression that he wasn’t exaggerating, and she was relieved she hadn’t criticized his performance. If he’d been fantasizing for years about being with her, it was no wonder he’d been trying so hard to please her.

         On a rush of affection, she patted his cheek. “You’re a sweet bo—man.”

         “Not exactly what I was going for, but if it means we can do this again, I won’t complain.” He searched her face. “We’re not doing this again, are we?”

         “I’m sorry, but no, we’re not.”

         “It’s because of the Rosetti curse, isn’t it?”

         Everyone in town knew the Rosetti women were cursed when it came to marriage. Eva had never doubted the veracity of the claim. Her mother and sister were proof enough that the curse was real, and if any doubts remained, all she had to do was look up the family history.

         The curse had been passed down through generations of Rosetti women. Their fiancés either died in the days leading up to the wedding or left them standing alone at the altar. The few brides who had made it past the wedding ceremony had found themselves abandoned by their wayward husbands within months of saying, “I do.”

         For the most part, the curse had little bearing on Eva’s life. She had what mattered most to her: her family; their restaurant, La Dolce Vita; good friends; good food; and good wine.

         There’d been only one time in Eva’s life when she’d wished she wasn’t cursed. But in the end, it had worked out for the best. Her love affair with James had ended in heartbreak, but she had a wonderful daughter as a result of their brief time together. She smiled. After years of living and working for her father in London, England, Lila had moved to Boston the week before.

         “Eva?”

         It took a moment for her to remember Ryan’s question. “Yes, it’s the curse,” she said, telling him what she suspected he wanted to hear. “I can’t risk falling in love with you.”

         He smiled, looking pleased that it was a possibility. “We wouldn’t have to get married. We—”

         This was why she didn’t get involved with a man. She was up for a good time, not a long time. Lately, as today had clearly demonstrated, she wasn’t even up for a good time. What a depressing thought. She really had enjoyed sex.

         “I’m too old for you, Ryan. Fall in love with someone closer to your own age, someone to have babies with, someone to marry,” she said, even though she didn’t believe in marriage, and it had nothing to do with the Rosetti curse. There was a reason the divorce rate was so high. In her opinion, women would be far happier living the single life, as she and the other members of her family did.

         “Is there anything I can say or do to change your mind? I really like you, Eva. I want to be with you.”

         “I really like you too, which is why you have to trust me when I say it’s better this way.” She cupped his face between her hands and kissed him. “I have to get to work. Why don’t you come for dinner tonight? The special is lobster tagliatelle. On the house.” It was the least she could do. It was because of Ryan that they had enough lobster for tonight’s special.

         When she’d arrived at the market to pick up their orders of fresh seafood earlier today, she’d discovered that the chefs from Windemere had offered above the going rate, leaving the bare minimum for everyone else. Eva had been worried about the impact the recently completed high-end restaurant and inn would have on La Dolce Vita, her family’s fine dining establishment. But never in her wildest imaginings had she dreamed they’d be fighting against them not only for customers but also for seafood and produce.

         Ryan scooped his board shorts and T-shirt off the hardwood floor. “Can I take a rain check? My sister and her boyfriend are in town, and they’re taking the family out to dinner.”

         Eva noticed the way he avoided meeting her eyes and crossed her arms. “You’re going to Windemere like everyone else, aren’t you?” Tonight was the grand opening, and it was all anyone in town could talk about.

         He winced as he fastened the button on his shorts. “Yeah. But I wouldn’t worry about it, Eva. You know how people are. The novelty will wear off.”

         He didn’t look as if he believed that any more than she did.

         “We’re not worried about it,” she said as she walked to the bathroom, turning as she reached the door. “Ryan, what was it you were going to say that you thought would offend me?”

         “Just that after my mom started working out and lost fifteen pounds, her hot flashes disappeared.” His voice was muffled behind the T-shirt he pulled over his head, so he missed her jaw dropping.

         An hour later, Eva stood behind the stove in La Dolce Vita’s kitchen. She’d been running the restaurant with her sister Gia and their mother, Carmen, for twenty-five years. Before that, their mother had run the restaurant with their grandmother and great-aunt. The sisters had opened La Dolce Vita in 1936. It was one of the oldest restaurants on the cape.

         Not much had changed at La Dolce Vita, Eva thought as she sautéed chopped onion and celery in bacon drippings. But they’d have to make changes if they were going to survive. Now, if only she could convince her mother. Carmen had shut Eva down every time she’d brought up the subject.

         Eva added minced garlic to the drippings, looking over as her sister walked into the kitchen and said something to Mimi, their sous-/line chef. She’d been with them for eight years.

         Gia joined Eva at the stove. “Sorry. I forgot to make the clam chowder. Probably for the best anyway. Mr. Santos can always tell when I’ve made it and not you.”

         For the past ten years, Mr. Santos had been coming in every Friday night for his clam chowder. He said it reminded him of his late wife’s. The first time he’d eaten it, he’d gotten tears in his eyes. It was a memory Eva cherished. She loved that food had the power to move people—her food, her family’s food.

         Eva was usually there to prep for the dinner service, but she’d had a depressing meeting with their accountant earlier in the afternoon. She’d met up with Ryan on her way back to the restaurant.

         “It’s because you always forget to add the secret ingredient,” Eva told her sister as she stirred in the cubed potatoes, chicken broth, and clam juice, adding a pinch of pepper and thyme.

         Her sister rolled her eyes. “Love isn’t an actual ingredient, you know.”

         Gia was an excellent cook, but she wasn’t passionate about food, not like Eva and their mother. As devoted as Gia was to the restaurant, her first love was her art, even if she wouldn’t admit it. In that, she was like her father. He’d been an artist too.

         Eva and their baby sister, Camilla, shared a different father. Gia’s father had died a week before he and Carmen were to marry. A month later, their mother had discovered she was pregnant. Gia had inherited her father’s caramel-streaked brown hair and honey-brown eyes as well as his artistic talent. She must’ve inherited his temperament too. She was sweet and easygoing, the diplomatic one of the family. Eva, the Madonna help them all, had inherited their mother’s temperament. Her ebony hair, green eyes, and tanned skin tone she’d inherited from her father.

         He’d left Carmen a month before Eva was born, returning for a two-week reunion with their mother when Eva was three. Camilla had been born nine months later.

         “Ma’s at the bar. Come join us when you’ve finished up in here,” her sister said.

         At the beginning of every dinner service for as long as Eva could remember, the three of them had had a glass of wine together.

         Eva nodded and brought the soup to a boil and then lowered the heat. Once it had simmered for twenty minutes, she’d combine the flour with cream and slowly add it to the soup, bringing it back to a boil until it was thick and creamy. Then she’d add the clams and the rest of the cream. She covered the bacon bits with plastic wrap. She’d sprinkle them on Mr. Santos’s bowl of clam chowder before serving it to him.

         Wiping her hands on the apron she wore over her black wraparound dress, Eva looked around the kitchen. It was unusually quiet for a Friday. The kitchen staff had filled only five orders while she’d been there.

         “Keep an eye on the clam chowder for me, Mimi?”

         The older woman shooed Eva away from the stove. “I’ve got it. Your momma needs cheering up. You’re good at making her laugh.”

         “I have a feeling it will take more than a couple of laughs to make her feel better, Mimi, but I’ll try.” Eva hung up her apron before making her way into the restaurant. Her mother and sister sat at the bar with glasses of wine the size of fishbowls. At the sight of the nearly empty dining room, Eva poured herself an equally large glass of Chianti.

         As she did, she racked her brain for something to say that would lift her mother’s spirits. Carmen looked as if she were going to a funeral. And not only because of the black wraparound dresses they all wore for work. Her mother’s red-painted mouth was clamped tight, and her eyes were too bright. Eva needed something to distract her before Carmen started ranting about their disloyal customers and sent the few diners they had running for the door.

         It was a shame Lila had postponed her welcome-home dinner until next weekend. There was no better distraction than having the family together. But Lila wanted to get settled first. Eva imagined her daughter had a long list of things she wanted to accomplish before she allowed herself to relax and have some fun. Lila didn’t take after Eva. She was an uptight perfectionist like her father.

         Eva used to joke that Lila had come out of the womb in a beige suit with a BlackBerry clenched in her fist. As she got older, Lila would quip that Eva must’ve come out of the womb in a G-string with a bottle of wine in her hand. Eva smiled. She couldn’t wait to see her.

         Despite their differences, they had a wonderful relationship. Gia and her daughters, Sage and Willow, had the same kind of close relationship Eva had with Lila. They’d raised their girls together, and it thrilled them to no end that their daughters were as close as sisters.

         Carmen pointed her wineglass at Eva, droplets of bold red liquid splashing onto the bar. “Why are you smiling? We’ve had nine cancellations. We’ll be out of business in a month if this keeps up.” She nodded at Gia. “This one, she’ll be fine. But you and I, Eva, La Dolce Vita is all we’ve got.”

         “That’s not fair, Ma. I love the restaurant. You know I do. I put in as much time here as you and Eva.”

         “Certo, sure, but it’s not the same. You aren’t like me and your sister. You have your art, cara mia,” her mother said, her Italian accent still noticeable despite having been born in Sunshine Bay.

         “It’s a hobby. I need the money I earn from the restaurant as much as you and Eva do.”

         “Don’t do that, G. You’re an incredibly talented artist,” Eva protested, as she always did when her sister belittled her talent.

         Gia pursed her lips. “Who doesn’t make any money from her art.”

         “Because you don’t show it to anyone!”

         Carmen, who’d been focused on the nearly empty dining room, patted her chest. “My heart, it’s racing. I think I’m having a heart attack. Get me my pills.”

         Eva held back an eye roll. Carmen had a heart attack whenever she was upset or wanted to manipulate her family into doing what she wanted. “Ma, you don’t have heart medication. Dr. Alva told you you’re as healthy as a forty-year-old, remember?”

         Their mother didn’t look a day over sixty. It probably helped that there wasn’t a single gray strand in her dyed mahogany shoulder-length layered hair. She’d turn seventy-four in December.

         Eva had plucked two silver strands from her own head the day before, and one from her chin. Her mother had pointed out the chin hair in the middle of the previous day’s lunch service. She’d spotted it from across the dining room.

         The woman had 20/20 vision since filling the prescription that had sat buried in her nightstand drawer for ten years. Eva doubted she would’ve filled it if she hadn’t spotted the chic red-framed glasses in the window of the optical shop.

         Carmen took off her glasses and set them on the bar, pressing her thumbs against the corners of her eyes. “What does she know? She’s a bambina.”

         Dr. Alva was the same age as Eva. They’d gone to school together.

         Bruno, a distinguished-looking bald man in a pristine white shirt and impeccably pressed black pants, stood at the hostess stand with a phone pressed to his ear. Bruno had been working at La Dolce Vita for as long as Eva could remember. He was a father figure to her and her sisters and one of their mother’s closest confidants. As though sensing Eva’s attention, he turned his back.

         Madonna santo. Someone else must’ve canceled their reservation.

         “So,” Eva said, drawing her mother’s attention, “you know how you two keep telling me I’m going through the menopause? I discovered this afternoon that you’re probably right.”

         She drew out the story, changed it up a bit to protect both her and Ryan’s reputations—portraying him as a talented lover with no mention of her missing libido—culminating with Ryan thinking she’d wet the bed.

         Her mother and sister stared at her and then started laughing. The three of them were howling with tears streaming down their faces when Bruno approached the bar.

         “Are you going to let me in on the joke?” he asked, but there was no twinkle in his dark eyes, and his movie-star smile was missing.

         Eva covered her mother’s open mouth. No way was she letting her share Eva’s hot-flash story with anyone. She should’ve sworn her mother and sister to secrecy before she’d told them. Their word was their bond.

         “Now you have me intrigued. Come on, tell me your joke,” he cajoled. If Bruno was about to tell them they had another cancelation, he probably could use a laugh as much as the three of them. But no way would Eva talk about her sex life with the man who’d played the role of her father for the past thirty years.

         Her mother pulled Eva’s hand from her mouth; her eyes narrowed at Bruno. “What’s wrong?”

         “Ruth called.” He reached for Carmen’s glass of wine, took a large swallow, and then continued. “They had to cancel their reservation for tonight’s birthday dinner. Several members of the family are ill.”

         It was bad enough that the reservation had been for a party of ten. The fact that Ruth Hollingsworth was her mother’s best friend made it ten times worse.

         “Give me the phone,” Carmen said to Bruno, motioning with her fingers. Bruno would know better than to argue when their mother got that look in her eyes.

         Eva wasn’t so easily put off. She wasn’t about to let her mother say something she’d regret and possibly ruin a decades-old friendship. “Ma, you can’t expect them to come when members of their party are sick. Let it go.”

         “Eva’s right. We’ll store the balloons in the back.” Gia nodded at a pink bouquet of helium-filled balloons at the far end of the bar. It was Ruth’s daughter-in-law’s birthday. “They’ll be fine until next weekend.”

         Eva could tell by the almost-imperceptible twitch of Bruno’s left eye that Ruth hadn’t rebooked their reservation. Her sister must’ve caught it too because she gave Eva an oh crap look. Yes, Eva could almost guarantee it was about to hit the fan.

         Her mother muttered something in Italian and plucked the phone from Bruno’s hand. She brought it to her ear. Ruth answered on the first ring. She was as loud as their mother, and they heard her apologizing for canceling at the last minute. It would’ve been better if she’d stopped there. Ruth gave herself away when listing the family members who were ill and their particular ailments. She said her daughter-in-law had laryngitis, but they heard her distinct laugh in the background.

         The woman was as annoying as her laugh, and Eva wouldn’t put it past her to have had Ruth cancel the reservation when she found out her party was being held at La Dolce Vita. She didn’t like Eva and Gia and barely tolerated their mother.

         Carmen made sympathetic noises. Eva might’ve believed she was being sincere if not for the sneer on her face.

         Her mother disconnected and hopped off the stool. “Come on. We’re going to Windemere.”

         “Why would we go to Windemere?” Eva and Gia asked at the same time.

         “Her family’s not sick. They’re at the grand opening, and no one gets away with playing a Rosetti for a fool.”

         “Cara, what will it look like for people to see you there?” Bruno asked, his voice soothing while behind their mother’s back he motioned for Eva and Gia to help him convince her not to go.

         Even Eva knew it was hopeless to reason with her mother now. She saluted Bruno with her wineglass and Gia did the same, and then they sat back to drink their Chianti while Bruno made his case.

         “Bah.” Her mother waved off what Eva thought were legitimate reasons for Carmen not to go. Their customers were used to seeing them here, and it would look as if they were worried about the competition if they showed up at Windemere, especially if her mother confronted Ruth in the middle of the restaurant. “No one will see us. We’ll take the beach and look over the retaining wall.”

         “Cara, the retaining wall is ten feet high.”

         Their mother shrugged, gesturing for them to follow her. “Come on, girls.”

         Bruno groaned when Eva and Gia drained their wineglasses and did as their mother said. He should know the Rosetti women stuck together no matter what. They always had, and they always would.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The white noise rushing through Lila’s ears sounded like ocean waves crashing against the shore. It drowned out the conversation about the weekend-long wedding. Lila’s wedding. Here, in Sunshine Bay. With three hundred guests.

         She’d never fainted before, but she had a feeling that was about to change and snagged the end of the napkin with the tip of her finger, pulling it off the table so that it fell onto the floor. She ducked under the table as if planning to pick it up but instead put her head between her legs.

         “Are you all right, honey?” asked a voice close to her ear, David’s strained whisper wending its way through the white noise.

         She lifted her head above her knees, injecting everything she was feeling into the squinty look she gave David.

         With his forefinger, he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and nodded. “I know. I know exactly how you feel, but what was I supposed to do?”

         “How about saying, ‘No, Mom, Lila doesn’t want a big wedding’? Or how about instead of letting me be blindsided, you talked about it with me first? You don’t get to make all the decisions, David. This is my life too!” she whisper-shouted.

         “I didn’t get much say about us getting married at the courthouse, did I? I want our wedding to be special, Lila. I want to celebrate with our families and friends.” He searched her face. “Admit it, your family is the only reason you want to get married at the courthouse.”

         “So what if it is? Don’t my feelings matter? Apparently not, since you basically accepted the job to run Windemere without consulting me.”

         He raised an eyebrow.

         “It’s not the same. You were thrilled with my dad’s job offer, and you loved working for him.”

         “I did, and I’m equally thrilled about my dad’s job offer. Can’t you be happy for me, happy for us? We don’t have to stress about finding jobs or a place to live now. You’ll be close to your family, and it’s a great opportunity.”

         And more important to David was that his dad had offered the job to him and not his brother—even though, with his experience, David was the obvious choice. That wasn’t how things typically worked in his family. But David was forgetting one important thing.

         “How do you think my family will feel when they find out you’re running Windemere?”

         He sighed. “Does everything have to be about your family, Lila?”

         “Really? Are you trying to tell me that none of this, the wedding, the job, has anything to do with your family, David?”

         “It’s not the same,” he said with a mulish expression on his face. He looked a lot like his father at the moment. Far from a comforting thought.

         A large, warm hand settled on Lila’s back, and then her dad ducked his head under the table. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

         Her father was protective of her and her half sisters—their knight in shining armor—and he’d move heaven and earth to ensure their happiness. If she told him the truth, he’d whisk her away and back to London. It would be so easy to let him handle everything.

         Her mother would be horrified that the thought had even crossed Lila’s mind. A Rosetti woman didn’t depend on a man to make her troubles go away, even if that man was Lila’s father. Lila and her cousins had been raised to be strong, independent women—the architects of their own lives and happiness.

         But Lila didn’t have only herself to think about. She had a baby on the way. She wouldn’t let her child become a pawn, torn between its mother and father. No matter how good and loving her parents were, the continuous battles they’d waged over her while she was growing up had been a nightmare. One she refused to let her child endure.

         “Yeah, I’m—” She didn’t get the chance to complete the lie. David’s mother joined them under the table.

         Jennifer worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Is everything okay? I didn’t overstep, did I? You’re not mad at me, are you, Lila?”

         She’d seen that anxious expression on David’s mother’s face before—every time Gavin berated his wife for some perceived failing or misstep—and Lila swallowed a sigh. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell Jennifer how she really felt about the society wedding she had planned, and if Lila couldn’t, how could she expect David to?

         “Of course not. I just dropped my napkin.” Lila held up the white linen cloth.

         It was almost worth swallowing her own feelings to see the bright smile light up Jennifer’s face. Almost.

         “So glad you could all rejoin us,” Gavin said when the four of them straightened in their chairs, sharing an eye roll with his eldest son.

         David’s brother smirked into his wineglass and then held it up. “A toast to the happy couple.”

         With a forced smile, Lila touched her wineglass to everyone else’s and then pretended to take a sip. But when talk immediately returned to the plans for their wedding and how beneficial it would be for Windemere, her stomach rebelled. It was an all-too-familiar feeling. Whenever Lila had gotten anxious as a child, she’d thrown up.

         Excusing herself from the table, she pushed back her chair. “Do you know where the restrooms are, Dad?”

         “To the right of the piano and down the hall.”

         “Thanks.” At the question in his eyes, she mouthed, I’m fine, but she felt his concerned gaze following her as she walked away from the table.

         She kept her head down, pressing her fingers to her lips as she breathed deeply through her nose and hurried across the restaurant.

         The woman behind the baby grand piano was playing Roxette’s “Listen to Your Heart.” Even though it was a song from the eighties, Lila knew it well. She should. Her mother had sung it often enough when Lila was growing up.

         When Eva was in her early twenties, she’d been a singer in a girl band that covered female artists from the eighties. She’d met Lila’s father while doing the European club circuit. According to Lila’s grandmother and aunt, Eva could’ve made it big. Lila had no reason to doubt them. Her mother had an incredible voice.

         As a child, Lila had loved when her mother sang to her. She’d been proud of her. But that changed when Lila got older and her mother would agree to sing at some function at the high school or would sing karaoke at a bar Lila had sneaked into with her cousins. She’d been mortified then. Because Eva didn’t just sing, she performed, ensuring that every male in the audience—some females too—fantasized about taking Eva Rosetti home with them.

         Lila quickened her pace and rounded the corner. At the line outside the ladies’ restroom, she groaned into her palm. Her eyes went to the stick figure farther down the hall. Of course there wasn’t a line outside the men’s restroom.

         Lila moved to stand behind a thirtysomething woman—thankfully a stranger—but then her stomach heaved, and she knew she’d never make it. She ran the several feet to the men’s restroom and pushed open the door. Thankfully, it was empty, but at that point, even if it hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have been able to leave. She’d barely flipped the lock on the stall and made it onto her knees before she threw up.

         Five minutes later, she pulled a handful of toilet paper off the roll and wiped her mouth. She tossed it into the toilet as she came to her feet and flushed. As she watched her lunch and the toilet paper disappear, the temper she was so good at controlling—passionate outbursts reminded her of her dramatic mother—came out, and she turned and kicked the stall door.

         She let out a high-pitched sound—a cross between a shriek and a cry—but it didn’t get rid of the anger swirling inside her. The only thing kicking the door had accomplished was hurting her big toe. She had to find a way to release the anger. If she didn’t, she was afraid she’d throw up again and she’d never get out of this bathroom. Maybe the key to getting rid of the anger was articulating exactly what she was feeling, words she’d never say to David out loud. Her parents’ fraught relationship was evidence of how much damage words said in anger could do.

         “You son of a…” Even in the heat of the moment, she couldn’t indirectly curse Jennifer. “…of a scoundrel! You knew I wasn’t ready to get pregnant, but did you care? No, because you were, and you…you arranged a big wedding behind my back with your mother, and you know I can’t hurt her feelings so you get exactly what you want. A baby, a wedding, and a job that, no matter what you say, could put my family out of business. You, you, you…” The word got stuck on repeat as she searched for one that would convey exactly how she was feeling about David at that moment. She couldn’t find one and kicked the door instead. “Ouch. Son of a—”

         A deep voice cut her off midcurse. “Are you all right in there?”

         Her eyes just about popped out of her head, and she covered her face with her hands. What had she been thinking, going off like that in a public place? She wasn’t her mother. She didn’t do this sort of thing. She cringed, praying the man hadn’t heard half of what she’d said.

         But if the baby books she’d been reading were right… She placed a hand over her stomach and whispered, “I’m sorry, baby. I’m mad at your daddy, not you. I love you.”

         “Ma’am, are you okay?”

         She squeezed her eyes closed. He was still out there. Forcing a smile that she hoped would convince him he must’ve imagined the rant he’d overheard, she opened the stall door. The smile froze on her face.

         Clearly someone upstairs hated her, or her guardian angel had gone out for a cigarette. Because standing on the other side of the stall door was the last man she’d expected or wanted to see.

         Luke Hollingsworth. Her high school boyfriend’s older brother. The man who’d seen her half-naked when he’d saved her from giving her virginity to his brother at sixteen.

         “Lila?”

         She didn’t think she’d changed that much. He certainly hadn’t. He was still as gorgeous as she remembered. Actually, that wasn’t true. He was even better looking at thirty than he’d been at eighteen. She realized she was staring and lifted a hand. “Yep, it’s me.”

         “Yep, it’s me”? Really? She’d possibly revealed her deepest, darkest secrets to the tall, dark, and broodingly handsome man leaning against the bathroom stall, and that was all she could come up with?

         She glanced at the restroom door, wanting nothing more than to beat a hasty retreat, but she had to find out how much of her rant Luke had overheard. His grandmother and hers were best friends, which meant she had no choice but to address her embarrassing meltdown.

         “So, how’s your mom and your grandmother?” she asked as she walked to the sink and turned on the tap, carrying on a conversation as if they were in line at the grocery store and not standing in the men’s restroom.

         His mouth twitched as if he were holding back a smile. He’d never been an easy smiler, but that hadn’t stopped Lila from trying to coax one out of him when she was younger. Because when Luke Hollingsworth smiled, it felt as if the sun had come out. At least it had to her. She might have had a crush on him. A small crush, really, really small.

         She bent over the sink and cupped her hands under the tap, then rinsed out her mouth with water.

         “They’re good, thanks. You should stop by the table and say hi.”

         She met his gaze in the mirror, water dribbling out of the side of her mouth. She looked as if she’d had a stroke. “They’re here?”

         “Yeah. It’s my mom’s birthday. She, uh, wanted to have it here.” He brought his hand to his ear, rubbing the lobe between his thumb and forefinger. “Gran’s pretty upset about it, so do me a favor and don’t mention we were here to Carmen.”

         “Trust me, the last thing I want is for my family to know I’m here.” She grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser and wiped her mouth and chin.

         He nodded, jerking a thumb at the stall door. “Yeah, I kind of got that.”

         She winced and then turned to face him, tossing the crumpled paper towel into the wastepaper basket. “How much did you hear?”

         “Enough to wonder if I should congratulate you on your upcoming wedding and the baby or if I should offer you a ride out of town.”

         She could feel the flush working its way up her chest to her face. “I can’t believe I did that or that you heard me. But I guess it’s better that it was you than someone else.” She raised her gaze to his. “You won’t mention it to anyone, will you, Luke?”

         “Of course not. But you sounded pretty upset. Are you sure you’re okay?”

         She considered saying she was fine but ended up telling him the truth instead. “No. I’m actually a bit of a wreck, hence the, you know”—she waved her hand at the stall—“meltdown you overheard. I mean, I’m happy about the baby. It just came as a shock. It wasn’t the best time to get pregnant. And then I found out, instead of getting married at the courthouse like we’d planned, David, my fiancé, and his mother have invited three hundred people to our wedding, and it’s going to be held here, at Windemere. In a month.”

         He winced. “You haven’t told your family yet, have you?”

         “Have you seen my mother running down Main Street pulling out her hair and screaming bloody murder? Has my nonna called Father Patrick and made her funeral arrangements?”

         Whenever her grandmother got news she didn’t like, she’d swear she was having a heart attack. Carmen was as dramatic as Lila’s mother. Although, given the news Lila had to share, she might have an actual heart attack this time.

         Luke’s lips curved in a crooked smile, a dimple appearing in his left cheek, and despite feeling as if she might throw up again, Lila found herself smiling in return. She couldn’t seem to help herself. His smile was endorphin inducing. Maybe she should bring him with her when she broke the news to her family.

         Their eyes met and held, and Lila couldn’t seem to pull her gaze from his. She blamed it on his eyes. They were the color of storm clouds and framed by eyelashes so thick that they made her envious. But David had nice eyes too, and she didn’t get this warm, fluttery feeling in her chest when she held his gaze.

         Luke glanced over her shoulder and cleared his throat. “It might take them some time to come around, but in the end, they will. They love you, Lila.”

         She raised an eyebrow and his dimple deepened. He had to stop smiling at her. “I know they do, but they also believe in the Rosetti curse.”

         “I take it you don’t, since you’re getting married.”

         “No. I don’t believe in curses. I just think they’re unlucky in love.”

         “Really, really unlucky,” Luke said with a rumble of amusement in his voice. They shared another smile, and then they both looked away.

         “And if it’s not bad enough that I’m getting married—in their eyes, I mean—the wedding and reception are being held here.”

         “Why not hold them at La Dolce Vita? You’re the bride. Isn’t that up to you?”

         “You’d think so, but apparently I don’t get a say.” Feeling disloyal to David, she added, “My fiancé’s father owns controlling interest in Windemere, and he’s asked David to manage it for him. They’re basically using our wedding as a marketing ploy.”

         “They know your family owns La Dolce Vita, don’t they?”

         She nodded and told him what David had said about competition.

         Luke scoffed, “Easy for him to say.”

         “I know, right? I don’t understand why he can’t see it.”

         “Come on, he has to see it, Lila.”

         Luke totally understood where she was coming from. She wished David were half as sensitive to her feelings as Luke was. She winced. She wasn’t being fair to David. Luke had grown up in Sunshine Bay and knew her family really well. Except David had met her mother and her aunt when they’d come to visit Lila in London late the previous fall, and it wasn’t as if she hadn’t shared everything there was to know about them with him.

         But she hadn’t shared her feelings for David with her mother. It would’ve been easier if she’d told her mother and aunt that he was more than a good friend and colleague, but she hadn’t wanted to ruin their visit.

         “Apparently he doesn’t. But the one thing I do know is I can’t put off telling my family any longer.”

         Luke glanced at the watch on his tanned, muscular forearm. He wore a white button-down with the sleeves rolled up. “Yeah, I better get back to the party.”

         As they walked to the door, Lila said, “We’re waiting until I’m twelve weeks to tell anyone about the baby, so please don’t—” She broke off when the door began opening.
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