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To my beloved children, 




Beatrix, Trevor, Todd,


Nick, Sam, Victoria,


Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara,


so greatly loved!


May you be safe and blessed,


strong and whole,


and cherished by those


who love you.


May they love you


as much as I do!


With all my love,


Mom / d.s.












Chapter 1


Darcy Gray always put the finishing touches on her blog, The Gray Zone, on Sunday nights, after she’d let it sit for a few days. She liked to take a last look. She posted it on Mondays, and enhanced it with daily posts on Instagram to introduce additional ideas and products she supported. She had started her blog for fun, thirteen years ago, at twenty-nine, when her fraternal twin daughters Zoe and Penny had started kindergarten. It had been the perfect activity for a full-time, hands-on, at-home mom. She had introduced it before blogs were commonplace, and she used it to share her views about upcoming fashions and trends, her opinions on a variety of subjects, research on new health and scientific information. She treated it like a letter to friends. It had gone viral almost immediately, and for more than a decade she had been one of the most respected bloggers and influencers in the country, and even around the world. Her readers trusted her. Her opinion was sought by magazine editors, companies, and trendsetters of all kinds.


In the years since Darcy began writing The Gray Zone, influencers had become a powerful force in the world of promotion and communications. Companies and major brands sought the attention of major influencers to endorse their products and paid as much as twenty-five thousand dollars for a single post, which could add up to a multimillion-dollar business for a blogger like Darcy, one of the most respected in the business. It was a highly desirable job now.


Darcy was sought after for her authenticity—she never wore, used, or recommended a brand or product she didn’t believe in, and her followers had total faith in her. She never let them down or led them astray for her own gain. Blogging and influencing had become a new way for companies to engage directly with individuals and communities on a personal level to promote their products. Darcy had been among the first to catch that wave to success. Her sincerity, good taste, and good judgment shone through every word.


As the only daughter of the head of a distinguished publishing house in New York, and her mother an editor, Darcy had always wanted to write. She just didn’t know what until she started The Gray Zone.


Because of her parents’ involvement in publishing, they had always pushed her in that direction. They were convinced that she had talent as a writer and encouraged literary ambitions at a lofty level. They hoped she would be an important novelist one day and tried to instill that desire in her. She had been an English literature major at Princeton, which had been her parents’ wish for her. It was her father’s alma mater.


Since her parents had been unable to have children for the first twenty years of their marriage, Darcy had been a late, happy surprise. Her father had hoped for a son to follow in his footsteps at Princeton, and into the literary world. Instead, Darcy had agreed to go to Princeton when she was accepted, but she had her sights set on modern pursuits, and her writing aspirations went no further than the internet while she was in college.


The disadvantage she found in having older parents—her mother was forty-six when she was born, and her father ten years older—was that they were overprotective, and old-school in all their views of the world. Both from New York families, venerable and distinguished but with diminished funds, they wanted Darcy to live in their own familiar world, but she was of an entirely different generation and mindset. She was an independent, free-thinking young woman, and her parents’ lofty literary world held no appeal for her. It seemed like a relic of the past.


In their dreams for Darcy, they imagined her following a path similar to their own, working for ten years as a writer or editor in publishing and marrying someone like them one day, with the same goals and interests. Instead, Darcy had met Charles Gray in her junior year at Princeton, through a mutual friend. Ten years older than she, not long out of Columbia Business School, Charlie was following his own unusual dreams, and was determined to make his mark in the world of retail fashion, where he could see there were fortunes to be made. His ideas were exciting and made sense to Darcy. She hadn’t found her own career path yet, but she was sure that he would go far with the plans he explained to her. She loved how modern and ambitious he was.


They had in common the fact that they were both only children of older parents who had set ideas for them. Charlie’s parents were originally from Boston. His father was in banking, and his mother had never worked. His parents couldn’t understand his fascination with the world of retail and would have preferred to see him go into banking like his father. Charlie wanted to own department stores, which made no sense to his parents.


Both sets of parents felt strongly that Darcy and Charles should seek solid jobs working for other people, for salaries they could count on, that their romance could simmer for a decade, and that they should not rush into anything.


Youth won out in the end. Charlie proposed to Darcy the Christmas of her senior year, and despite their parents’ reservations, they were married in June. Their parents were shocked even further when Darcy got pregnant on their honeymoon, with the twins. In their parents’ opinion, they were moving with lightning speed, without careful planning.


The other thing Darcy and Charlie had in common was that they both had parents who were old-fashioned in their views of marriage. They were of a generation that was reserved, as their own parents had been and had modeled for them. They showed little emotion to each other, or even to the children they loved. Charlie and Darcy were excited by each other’s bright minds, and his visions for the future, but at first they were more comfortable talking business than showing overt signs of affection. They had no role models for an affectionate, playful marriage. It was a meeting of the minds and both of them had been shy for a long time about being open with their feelings. It was their daughters who warmed them up eventually and taught them to love more openly. Both Charlie and Darcy recognized that their similar upbringing hadn’t served them well in teaching them to have a loving, demonstrative relationship. It was unfamiliar to them. They loved each other deeply but didn’t show it easily.


It came as no surprise to Charlie or Darcy when they lost both sets of their parents within the first decade of their marriage, in a period of two years. Darcy’s mother was seventy-seven and died of a heart attack in her sleep. Her father, at eighty-seven, had a stroke months later and had been in frail health for several years. Both of Charlie’s parents had died of cancer at seventy-five and eighty, and his father had had severe Alzheimer’s. It left the twins without grandparents, and had been a hard, sad two years as the grandparents died in rapid succession one after the other. Charlie and Darcy supported each other through it. Their parents’ final years hadn’t been easy, for them or their children. It made Darcy grateful that she and Charlie had had their own children when they were at a much earlier age, and were young parents. With nineteen-year-old daughters in college, they were younger now than their parents had been when they were born. Darcy and Charlie still had years ahead of them to have fun and enjoy their lives and pursue their careers, which they both thoroughly enjoyed.


Thirteen years after she started The Gray Zone, at forty-two, with a husband and twin daughters, and over a million followers, Darcy still loved doing it. She had a widely heard voice on many subjects, not just fashion. She was invited to exciting events all over the world and had an extremely lucrative business. Both her fraternal twin daughters had started college a year early, at Boston University, and were juniors year now at nineteen, studying abroad for a year. Penny, a tall, lanky dark-haired beauty with blue eyes, who closely resembled her equally striking mother, was studying at the University of Hong Kong. She was an econ major, with a minor in fashion merchandising, and wanted to work for her father at his flagship department store in New York, one of his four stores, when she graduated. She had a calm, quiet, sensible nature. Penny had studied Mandarin in high school and college, and was speaking fairly fluent Cantonese now, after five months in Hong Kong, since September. She felt that speaking Chinese would be useful in business, and for working with the factories her father dealt with for their exclusive lines at the stores. She was living in a luxurious apartment her parents had rented for her in The Peak section of the city, with three female roommates. Unlike their own parents, Charlie and Darcy were supportive of their daughters’ ambitions and dreams.


Zoe, Penny’s younger twin by seven minutes, was as different from her sister in looks as she was in personality. Petite, with an elfin air about her, she had long straight blonde hair, big green eyes, and looked like her father and his side of the family. Her father, Charles Gray, was tall, and as blond as Zoe was. She looked like her paternal grandmother. Zoe had a fiery personality and took any difference in opinion from her own as a personal affront. She got along better with her father than with her mother most of the time, but not always. She was studying art history at the Sorbonne in Paris and had a particular interest in the Impressionists. Her dream was to get a job as a curator at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. Darcy was on the board of the Met’s Costume Institute, and Charlie was on the board of MoMA, so the family was well connected in the art world.


Zoe had fallen in love with a young medical student almost as soon as she got to Paris in September. Jean-Paul Thibaut, twenty-six years old and the adored only son of two doctors, was studying at the Faculté de Médecine. He was staying at Zoe’s tiny, quaint Left Bank apartment most of the time in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés area in the 6th arrondissement. She had found it on the internet herself, and was now speaking fairly decent French, thanks to Jean-Paul.


Charles and Darcy had met Jean-Paul during one of their visits to Paris and liked him, but hoped the relationship didn’t get too serious too quickly. They wanted Zoe to come back to the States for her senior year, like her sister, Penny, and graduate from B.U. Zoe was already talking about taking graduate classes in France after her senior year. She had a mind of her own, and was much less compliant than Penny, who was having fun with her three roommates in Hong Kong, and more intent on her studies than on romance, which was typical of her. Zoe took life by the horns, and lived it fully, even at nineteen. Penny was more cautious.


After marrying Charles as soon as she’d graduated from Princeton and getting pregnant with the twins immediately, once they were born they kept Darcy too busy to even think about a job for the first few years, and Charlie was content to have her stay at home to take care of their babies while he built his retail empire. Then she started the blog, which filled her time, eventually brought its own rich rewards, and allowed her to be a full-time mother until the twins left for college. Darcy had never wanted another job. Writing The Gray Zone suited her perfectly, although it had been a mystery to her parents for several years. But Charlie had encouraged her to write it. As a major influencer, she had an enviable position now. Her previews about fashion and all the information she shared in the blog were well chosen and well informed.


When they had first married, Charlie, with an MBA from Columbia, had turned a modest amount of inherited family money from his grandparents into a booming success in retail. Twenty-five years before, while still in business school, he had realized that there was big money to be made in fashion and had bought a small failing department store in downtown New York with a group of investors he’d gone to business school with, and as they branched out into other investments, and once he could afford it, he had bought them out. An important group of Hong Kong investors had subsequently helped him build a highly lucrative chain of four high-end luxury department stores in New York, Chicago, L.A., and Dallas. He ran them all from his home base in New York, with “Gray’s” in New York as their flagship store.


Gray’s Department Store had a reasonable online business, but the real appeal for its customers was the brick-and-mortar experience and excitement of visiting the stores. They were magnificently merchandised with extremely profitable results. They made many of their own exclusive items, some fabricated in China for bigger margins, and others in Italy, especially their high-quality, high-style leather goods. If you wanted gorgeous bags and shoes and accessories, you went to Gray’s. They bought high-priced luxury lines in Paris and carried all the most important American and foreign designers of the day.


Charlie’s success had allowed him to buy a handsome townhouse in the East Eighties early in their marriage, and the house in Southampton shortly after, put his daughters through the best private schools in New York and one of the best colleges, and lead a very comfortable life. Charlie and Darcy were invited to every major social, charity, and fashion event in New York. They were important people to know.


They were a good match and had a solid marriage. They had both grown with their success. They enjoyed each other’s company and were equally busy, constantly attending important events, and Charlie traveled a great deal to China, Italy, and France. Paris was always Darcy’s preference, while Charlie spent more time in Milan and Rome, keeping an active eye on the Italian lines they bought. The store’s fashion director was French, so she traveled more frequently to Paris. Charlie was a hard worker and kept a hand on every aspect of the business, and he frequently asked Darcy’s advice. Their greatest competitors now were the shopping opportunities on the internet, but Charlie still believed that a real live store was king and had its own special magic, and he hadn’t been wrong so far.


Undeniably, two major careers ate up a lot of Charlie and Darcy’s waking hours. There were weeks when they hardly saw each other. They tried to spend quality time together but couldn’t always. Darcy was as busy as he was and wished she had more free time. They managed to be together more once the girls left for college, although he traveled more than ever once they were gone. Knowing that Darcy was busy too, he felt free to travel to Italy twice a month, and to China regularly. Darcy’s real job now was as an influencer of brands of all kinds. She had a powerful voice, and could make or break the creators and individual companies she wrote about on her blog. People begged for her attention, and she was modest about it, but the reach she had across the internet was huge.


Charlie was hands-on about his business and visited his stores outside New York regularly. They never knew when he’d show up, between trips to Europe and Asia. Even his employees loved their stores. They loved working there and the merchandise they sold. He was a good man to work for, a creative and financial genius and a fair boss. The stores were holding their own against their internet competition. Charlie’s stores were a model for success. They had come through a world crisis four years before stronger than ever, after the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020.


Darcy was proud of him and their twenty-year marriage. They had celebrated their twentieth anniversary in New York, and she was planning a little surprise for him. It was always a challenge for them to find time to be alone together and really talk and relax. She knew better than anyone that you had to grab the moments together when you could. Sometimes the best moments for them was when he was on the road. They’d shared some wonderful trips in the past. With the girls gone now, she had no need to be tied down at home. She was free, and wanted to take advantage of spending more time with him. He was a moving target, often traveling.


Charlie had left for Italy the day before. He was starting in Rome, to meet with the managers of the factories he worked with there, and then heading for Milan, which was one of her favorite cities too. Darcy knew he was planning to stay on for fashion week in Milan. She was going to visit Zoe in Paris on the way home, and attend Paris Fashion Week, while Charlie stayed in Italy to oversee their orders and meet their biggest buyers. His fashion director was going to Paris while he worked in Rome.


Darcy was leaving for Rome the next day to surprise him and only planning to stay a few days in Italy, or for as long as Charlie’s schedule would allow. She knew how busy he got on the road, entertaining clients, meeting with important established designers and new ones. He could make a designer successful just with the orders he placed for his stores. A big order from Charlie could make a young designer a star overnight.


Charlie always attended fashion week in Milan, while Darcy was more inclined to attend fashion week in Paris, and sometimes they were like ships passing in the night, which was why she had decided to surprise him in Rome. She’d been planning it for weeks. Even if he was busy, she could join him for dinner at night. Rome was romantic at any time of day. They loved traveling together when they had the time. She was excited about leaving New York the next day on the early flight to Rome. She smiled, thinking of it. It was going to be fun! And a little romance in a twenty-year marriage never hurt.


Their relationship had been strong for all the years they’d been married, although they weren’t always demonstrative with each other. Darcy accepted that about him. Their parents had been that way too. And over the years, she and Charlie had warmed up. Above all, they had a deep respect for each other, and what they had each achieved. Charlie was proud of Darcy, and she admired him. His acquiring Chinese investors so he could make his operation grow into four beautiful, successful stores had been a stroke of genius, and challenging for him. His entrepreneurial talent was one of the things that had attracted Darcy to him in the first place and that she admired most about him. And even though he loved his business, he was a devoted husband and father, and she was a good wife and they loved each other.


He had built his retail empire before most people were seeking partners and investors in China. She had watched him make the business successful store by store, and with the sizeable influx of Chinese money, he had been able to do what he could never have done alone.


Their daughter Penny recognized that too, which was why she wanted to work for him and learn how he ran the business. She was more interested in finance than in fashion. And she hoped one day to convince him to enlarge their online component, to compete with all the online brands that didn’t have a high overhead, because they didn’t have a physical store to support. She knew how much his stores meant to him, but the future was coming and things were going to change. Charlie wasn’t convinced of that yet, but Penny was sure he’d see it one day soon. He was too smart not to.


Charlie was a powerful, handsome man. He was fifty-two years old, ten years older than Darcy, but looked more like he was forty. He played squash at the Racquet Club twice a week, usually with business associates, and tennis once a week at their Southampton house with friends. He was always on the move and stayed in amazing shape. Darcy kept him aware of healthy foods and products and important medical trends, which he attempted to follow as best he could, traveling as much as he did. He was always on a plane to somewhere, most often to Italy. It was the foreign country where he felt most at ease, and at home, other than the U.S.


Darcy liked to say that their marriage was a well-oiled machine that ran on schedule and never went off the rails. She was highly organized, and they both lived by schedules, Charlie’s being dictated by the fashion calendar with set seasons and his travel schedule. Darcy was aware that there wasn’t enough romance in their life, but that was the inevitable casualty of two careers as successful as theirs. Their working life was important to both of them. And the lack of romantic moments in their marriage didn’t bother her. The love and respect in their marriage was more important to her than flowers and frills that she didn’t need or expect from him. She had realized it when their daughters were in high school, and between the girls’ needs and the demands of her blog, Instagram, the research that went into it, and the constant meetings she had with important brands who paid for her support, she and Charlie hardly ever saw each other. She had vowed to improve that after the girls left for college. But even then, once the girls had gone, she and Charlie often had trouble making their schedules mesh.


With the surprise trip to Rome, she was making a concerted effort to meet him where he was, bring a little romance to him, and show him that she cared. He knew she did, but there was so little time to demonstrate it. What better way than a few romantic nights in Rome? Even if he was rushing to fashion week in Milan right afterward, and she was hoping to see Zoe for a few days before she attended Paris Fashion Week, which was always an important event for her work. Her stop in Paris was going to be a surprise for Zoe too. She was afraid that if she warned her, Zoe might let something slip when she spoke to her father and spoil the surprise in Rome. So only Darcy and her travel agent knew that she was flying to Rome the next day. She loved the idea of surprising him. She hadn’t done anything like that in years. But he’d been too busy to give her his schedule, and his assistant in Rome said it changed constantly, so she wasn’t sure when he’d have free time. She decided to surprise him in Rome anyway and adapt to whatever free time he had. His schedule in Rome this week seemed the least likely to be overbooked.


Milan was always much busier, as the Mecca of Italian fashion, and closer to the factories he worked with. His younger, newer designers that he helped develop were often in Rome. The big established firms were in the north in Milan, or the factory towns around it. The factory area around Milan had been the hardest hit in the pandemic four years earlier and had taken time to reorganize and get up and running again. It had slowed production down for a while, but everything had been back to normal for three years now. Italy had suffered enormous losses, and had recovered well. Charlie seemed busier than ever now in Italy.


The pandemic had happened when the girls were in high school, in their junior year, and had taken major organizing to keep their studies on track while they were preparing to apply to college in the fall. Everything had been back in order for their senior year, but their junior year had been a nightmare, with a world health crisis and a two-month quarantine. Keeping teenagers isolated at home had been the greatest challenge, and Darcy had managed to keep her Instagrams and blog active, informative, and interesting in spite of it, offering helpful positive suggestions about how to get through the crisis. Charlie had been in Asia when it happened, and it had been complicated getting home, and then he had to quarantine for two weeks without seeing any of them when he returned. But they’d been careful and lucky, and none of them had caught the virus. There was a vaccine for it now, and all of them had had it, as had people all around the world. They had all been assured that it couldn’t happen again, and if somehow it did, it would be a far weaker strain of the disease and wouldn’t bring the world to a screeching stop the way the last one had. It had been the strangest time of their lives, almost like a nuclear attack on every country on the planet.


Darcy, Charlie, and the children had taken refuge at their house in Southampton for the pandemic while New York blazed with the dreaded virus. Darcy lost a number of friends to it, and Charlie did as well. Teenagers got it less frequently, but a few of the twins’ friends caught it, with no fatalities. It really had been the most awful, anxious-making time of their lives. All the stores had been closed, nationwide, Charlie’s among them of course, and he had paid his employees full salary to stay home for two months, which had nearly bankrupted him, with no income from the stores. His longtime Chinese investors and government bailouts had helped him, and he had righted the ship afterward. They were more profitable than ever now, and it was all a dim memory. But it had been a terrible time for the whole world.


In the four years since, there had been a kind of celebratory atmosphere, a new joie de vivre and abandon to pleasure. People loved each other more, were more demonstrative, more expressive about their feelings, spoiled themselves and each other more readily, traveled and spoiled themselves more afterward, which was great for Charlie’s business. Everyone seemed to take greater pleasure and satisfaction in living, and the knowledge that it couldn’t happen again, once the vaccine was found, was reassuring. It was a kind of delightful delirium. People had sex more readily. More babies were born than previously. People got married, bought dogs, took vacations, smiled at their neighbors and strangers on the street. Every day was a celebration of life and freedom, once they were no longer confined, which in part was what had inspired Darcy to surprise her husband with a quick visit to Rome while he was working. She was excited as she closed her suitcase, slept for a few hours, and got up early the next morning. She couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when she arrived in Rome and surprised him in his hotel room at the Hassler. She smiled thinking about it. They needed more spontaneous time together, and this would be it.


She had booked a car and driver to take her to the airport. She checked in for her international flight, happy that she didn’t have to wear a mask while traveling anymore, although a few people still did.


She had a fruit salad and a yogurt in the first-class lounge, and boarded the plane, as the flight attendants greeted her and escorted her to her seat. She’d brought some things with her that she had to read for her clients. She had promised herself she wouldn’t work in Rome. She was going to soak up the atmosphere of the city, shop, visit churches, and walk around while she waited for Charlie to finish his appointments. She knew he would be happy to see her. Charlie loved surprises, more than she did. She liked organizing every minute and planning things ahead so everything would go smoothly. Charlie was a little more free-form and relaxed about things, when he didn’t have meetings back-to-back, and she hoped he wouldn’t. It was going to be fun, and afterward she would see Zoe in Paris before the shows of fashion week, which kept her running all day.


The plane took off, and she saw Manhattan disappear beneath them as they headed across the Atlantic. She resolved to do things like this more often. She and Charlie needed to be more playful, and put a real spirit of romance back in their life. They’d never had enough of that, having had the twins so soon after they got married. And she had been on bed rest for five months before they arrived and couldn’t leave their bedroom or her bed. For the last nineteen years, she and Charlie had always been too busy working to spend much time together, juggling their careers, trying to be good parents, doing everything they were supposed to do. It was time now to loosen up and have some fun. Neither of them had elderly parents to take care of anymore. And with the girls studying abroad for junior year, their burdens and family obligations were lighter. It was time to make room for each other, and relax. They had the money to do it, and now they had to make an effort to focus on each other.


She watched two movies, ate a sumptuous Italian meal on the flight, and took a nap. When she woke up, they were landing in Rome. The fun was about to begin! She was so glad she had decided to surprise him! She thought it was the best idea she’d had in years, and would add spice and romance to their marriage, which was always a good thing.










Chapter 2


When Charles Gray arrived in Rome, Flavia Tedesco picked him up at the airport as she always did, in her ridiculously tiny Fiat 500, which was fine since he only traveled with carry-on and no luggage. Flavia was a startlingly beautiful thirty-three-year-old designer with a halo of loose reddish blonde curls. Her family had dominated Italian fashion for generations, with her very well-known father Umberto as the current head of the empire. She had a brother, Roberto, and two sisters, Stella and Bianca, in the family business as well. Roberto handled finance, Stella designed shoes and handbags, and Bianca sportswear and swimwear. Their mother ran PR. Their older brother Pietro had been next in line to run the company, and had died in the coronavirus epidemic, as had his wife, an aunt, an uncle, and two cousins. Italy had been hard hit.


Flavia had started her own line of clothing three years before, and Charlie had shot her into the public eye with a massive order when he saw her first show in Milan. The alliance had proven fruitful for them both, and they had worked closely together to successfully launch her line. She had enormous talent, and he knew her family well too. He was particularly fond of her father, who was in his seventies now, and ran the business with an iron hand. Flavia’s father was very proud of her independent success, and grateful to Charlie for his active role in it.


As she drove Charlie into the city, they talked rapidly, catching up on news. She was as stylishly dressed as ever, wearing one of her own new designs. When she needed something new to wear, she whipped something up and had her studio make it. She was wearing an armload of beautiful bracelets, some of which he’d given her, and she glanced at him and smiled, happy to see him. He had been in Rome two weeks before, but his absences always felt like an eternity to both of them.


She was a major success in Europe, and Charlie had made her a success in the United States too. She did beautiful daywear and exceptional evening gowns. Each one was special and had an haute couture look to it. She had her own distinctive style, and her customers and Charlie’s couldn’t get enough of her clothes. Fashion editors loved her designs and her natural elegance. Her clothes sold for high prices in his stores’ designer departments. She had an exclusive with his stores in the States, which had worked out well for both of them. They talked mostly about work on the way into the city.


She drove him straight to her home in the Colli Aniene area of the city, with a view of St. Peter’s. They went to her house, as they always did, so he could drop off his carry-on bag before he went to the office with her. He kept a suitcase of old clothes at the Hassler Hotel, which they put in a room for him during his reservation, just to keep things looking respectable, although he never slept there. He had a buying office in Rome, to keep track of the company’s orders in Europe. It was in the same building as Flavia’s office now, which was convenient for them both. He had to stop off at the Hassler Hotel too, to check in. He used the room for personal deliveries and messages. He hadn’t used the room there in the past two years, but he left the suitcase there so they could put it in his room.


Charlie stayed with Flavia and had a European cellphone to use in Rome. When they first worked together, they had been careful not to let their feelings run away with them. The attraction was palpably there, despite the nineteen years between them. He had made it clear that he was married and loved his wife. But things had subtly changed between him and Darcy over the years, the busier she got. They were best friends, and consulted each other on business matters, but the romance had long since gone out of their relationship. It had just seeped away, and he didn’t know when it had happened. He hadn’t even noticed it, as the twins got older and kept her busier. Between the girls and Darcy’s ever more important work as an influencer, there was never a spare moment in her day for him or anything else. He was busy too, and traveling constantly, in the States and abroad. He was home less and less frequently, without realizing it, dealing with a problem at a factory in Europe or one of the stores in the States. There was no time to connect, warm up, and little tenderness between them. He had learned to live without it, and then suddenly meeting Flavia had brought him back to life and reminded him what it felt like when a man and a woman connected on every level.


It was rapidly obvious that it was more than just physical attraction between him and Flavia, although that had been like an electrical current that jolted him back to life in ways he had forgotten. But the love she shared with him and lavished on him was like rain on a garden that had lived through a drought. He was starving for everything she had to offer him, and she had never known anyone like him. He was thoughtful and giving and caring. Every moment they had spent together had been a joy, and still was. Their relationship was constantly deepening and growing.


When he went home to Darcy, after being with Flavia, Charlie realized that the essence of their relationship had slipped past them while they were busy with everything else. He readily admitted that Darcy had made more effort than he did to keep their marriage alive. But whatever they’d done hadn’t been enough. Neither of them had noticed that the life force had gone out of the marriage, and it was dead. Only their bond over their daughters had kept it alive. He didn’t know when desire had left them, but it had, for a very long time. They’d been too busy to notice.


Flavia had exploded into his life with all the bright lights and excitement of fireworks. He respected Darcy, but he fell deeply in love with Flavia. It had all become impossible to resist on a trip to India to buy textiles together. Every moment between them had been magical, then and ever since. He hadn’t expected it. He had no intention of divorcing Darcy and breaking her heart, but he could no longer live without Flavia. She was the air he breathed, and the blood in his veins. And she never asked him to divorce. She understood his situation and accepted it with the utmost respect. The fact that she didn’t ask brought them all the closer, and now, in the past three months since November, everything had become more intense. He hated leaving her at all, even for two weeks.


He put his arms around her and swung her off her feet when they got to her house, which was stylishly decorated like everything else she touched. She had set up a home office for him, and had everything the way he liked. She always made time for him no matter how busy she was. Charlie was her priority in a way he never had been to Darcy. But Flavia also didn’t have teenaged twins to deal with, only him. She was a brilliantly talented designer, and the woman of his dreams. He had no idea what the future would look like, but he knew how much he loved Flavia, and also how much he owed Darcy for standing beside him for twenty years. He didn’t want to hurt either of them, and had no idea how to avoid it. So he had made no sudden moves, and lived every moment to the fullest with Flavia.


Her family knew what was going on. Her father turned a blind eye to it, out of his long-standing respect for Charlie in other ways, but he was worried about his daughter. Her brother Roberto was more outspoken. He and Charlie were good friends, and Roberto told him in no uncertain terms that he should get divorced and marry Flavia. She told Charlie to pay no attention to him, it was none of his business.


The coronavirus pandemic four years before had changed everyone and made everything more precious. It had raced through Italy like a forest fire, before Flavia started her business, and she met Charlie a year after it ended. Losing her older brother in the epidemic had inspired her not to wait any longer to pursue her dreams, and she had branched off on her own then, as Italy was rebuilding. Her father had given her his blessing to go out on her own, for the same reasons. Life and time meant more than ever before, and one never knew how much of either one had left. It had been the right decision for her, and she felt that the relationship with Charlie was too. And now another element had been added to bind them even closer together.


They made love as soon as they got home. She made him lunch afterward, before they left for the office, stopping at the Hassler on the way, so he could check in, in case Darcy called him there. It was a courtesy to her that he still paid for a hotel room every time he was in Rome, although he lived with Flavia, and had for two years. They had reached a comfortable point in their relationship with a certain stable reliability to it. They didn’t advertise the fact that they lived together, in deference to Charlie’s situation, but their intimates and her family knew.


When they had time, they made short trips to Venice, Lake Como, Puglia, London, Paris. He always explained that Flavia was there to advise him on their collections, in the coming season. She had come to New York a few times in the last two years, but it was riskier for him there, and they preferred being in Europe together. He didn’t want to hurt Darcy, and he knew it would kill her if she found out about them. He had been tormented about it at first—it was his first and only affair, and a very serious one, and now more than ever. They were having a baby in August. It had been an accident, but he couldn’t repress the profound happiness he felt about it. Everything she did made him happy, and he knew their baby would too. They had decided together to proceed with the pregnancy. And as soon as they did, and he guessed, her brother Roberto began to hound Charlie about a divorce, which Flavia did not. Her father didn’t know about the baby yet, but Flavia was a grown woman, and she knew he would accept her choice, whether he approved or not. He ruled the family as he did his business, but he respected Flavia as an intelligent, honorable woman, and Charlie as an equally honorable, responsible man.


She had no regrets about the baby. Others she knew had similar arrangements, with children out of wedlock. Working together was a joy for her and Charlie, and having the baby would be a bigger one, an even stronger bond.


After they showered and dressed and had a quick lunch in her sleek modern kitchen, they got back in Flavia’s tiny car, and this time Charlie drove. They made a handsome couple, both blond. Flavia was tall with a model’s body and soft titian strawberry-blonde hair. Her mother was Florentine, and it was a familiar hair color there, as were her big green eyes. She smiled as Charlie slid into the Roman traffic, which made him feel like a race car driver. It had taken him years to get used to it, and now he loved it. He loved the lively streets and atmosphere of jubilant chaos of Rome. It was so different from the life he had led growing up. His parents had been serious and conservative. Overt demonstrations of affection made them acutely uncomfortable. They were originally from Boston and had moved to New York, when Charlie’s father became the head of J.P. Morgan when Charlie was seven. Flavia’s exuberant Italian family would have shocked them. They were much more at ease with a family like Darcy’s New York social register parents. They had always liked her and approved of the marriage.


“Don’t forget we’re having dinner at my father’s house tonight,” Flavia reminded him. “I think everyone will be there.” The family congregated regularly, either to discuss new business plans or simply enjoy a meal together. He loved their big noisy Roman family, with their father presiding and their mother fluttering around, enjoying being surrounded by her children, as many as possible. They had an enormous dining room and kitchen to accommodate everyone.


“We should tell your father about the baby soon,” Charlie reminded her gently. “Do you want me to tell him?” he offered, and she shook her head and ran a light hand through her curls.


“No, I will, at the right time. When I’m alone with him.” Umberto pretended not to know they lived together but she knew from her older sister Stella that he did. He just didn’t want to have to acknowledge it and put the heat on Charlie. He figured that Charlie and Flavia were old enough to work it out for themselves. Their nineteen-year age difference didn’t bother him at all. Umberto was in his late seventies, older than Flavia’s mother Francesca. The fact that Charlie was married was a bigger problem, one that he hoped Charlie would ultimately resolve whatever way he felt was right. Unlike his son, Umberto thought it was best to let Charlie decide how to handle it. He felt sure that Charlie would do the right thing in the end. He was that kind of man. He was surprised that Charlie hadn’t so far, since he’d been so obviously in love with Flavia for two years, but Umberto could easily imagine that the situation was complicated. They appeared to be sublimely happy. It always pleased Umberto to see them together. And given his age and personality, Charlie brought a degree of seriousness to the situation, and obviously didn’t take the relationship lightly. Umberto was a man of the world, and he wasn’t shocked by it. All he wanted was a good outcome for Flavia. She never seemed to be suffering when her father saw her, or even when he didn’t, according to all reports from her mother and siblings.
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