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“Rachael Rose, is that you?”

Rachael’s heart stopped for a second and she dropped a silent F-bomb, which didn’t diffuse her annoyance. She had to count to ten and forced a big fake smile before slowly turning around and facing Tina Wright, whose big blue eyes seemed on the verge of popping out of her head. The surprise in Tina’s voice was as fake as Rachael’s smile. Tina had probably heard through the gossip chat line she was back in town and had sashayed her perfect little ass down to The Greasy Spoon to gloat at Rachael’s prodigal return.

“How are you, Tina?” Rachael politely asked. “Are you here for lunch?” Tina had always lived on salads, snarkiness, and salacious gossip, and would die before she’d let anything at the restaurant touch her lips. She was simply there to see the pig return to her mud as the older people in town liked to put it. The phrase was apt because that’s how Tina had always referred to Rachael. The pig had put on lipstick and pearls and moved to Italy, and now she was back where she belonged, and no one could be happier than the prettiest and most insecure little brat Rachael had gone to school with.

Tina looked around the restaurant and turned up the nose Rachael would bet wasn’t the one she was born with. Her unnaturally plump lips stretched out in a haughty smile. “I was just passing by and saw you through the window. I had to come in to make sure. I have a lunch date at the country club. It’s good seeing you.” 

Tina’s smile broadened to the point where Rachael thought it would split her face in half. Then she turned on her high heels and click-clacked out of the restaurant.  Rachael sent a slew of soft curses after her and then stomped back to the kitchen with the coffeepot and slammed it down on its base. 

"If you break it, I'll take it out of your pay," Big Bertha said without taking her eyes from the flattop where she was scrambling what looked like a carton of eggs, frying a pack of bacon and sausage, and toasting bread all while she puffed on a cigarette and danced to Patsy Cline. The diner had an all-day breakfast special that had always been popular. 

Rachael had worked at the diner during high school and summer breaks her first year of culinary school before she'd escaped to Europe, where thankfully, much of the cuisine was not deep-fried in shortening. The menu at The Greasy Spoon hadn't changed much since the forties, nor had the red plastic and chrome chairs and white tabletops, or the people for that matter. 

She couldn't believe she was not only working her old job, but that she was back in Cold Spring and living at home with her parents. She was an executive chef who'd spent ten years working all over the world and had spent the last three at the helm of her own restaurant in Milan, Italy. She'd been living her version of La Dolce Vita with a gorgeous Italian chef boyfriend. 

But after two years, she'd struggled to keep her healthy alternative restaurant and the relationship. In the end, she'd lost both, and with just enough money left for a ticket home, Rachael had been forced to return to the life she never thought she would have to live again. But at least she was still in the kitchen because that was the only thing keeping her sane.

She wished she was cooking now, though. The kitchen was her sanctuary, the place where she could do what she loved without having to deal with too many people, but another waitress had called in sick and she'd had to work the floor. 

Big Bertha got first dibs in the kitchen because she was the boss—a two-hundred-and-fifty pound brick of a woman with an ash-blonde pixie cut, hard gray eyes, and a wide mouth which rarely smiled. If you didn't know her well, you'd never know that under the brash layers, was a soft heart. 

Fortunately, most of Cold Spring, a little town in Upstate New York, knew Big Bertha. Her grandparents had opened the diner in the forties and it was as much a part of the ambiance and backbone of the town as the numerous historical buildings. Growing up, Big Bertha had been easier to talk to than her mother, but Rachael did not know how to approach her about adding healthier options to the menu. Big Bertha did not play well with others. It had always been her way or the highway. 

"Which one of them boys pissed you off?" Big Bertha asked out of one corner of her mouth as she plated two orders with lightning speed. "I bet it was Sid." 

Rachael laughed. "He hasn't built up the nerve to approach me yet. It was Tina Wright who ruffled my feathers. Oh, Mr. Johnson wants the fried chicken and mac and cheese by the way." 

Big Bertha rolled her eyes. "He's been having the fried chicken and mac and cheese for lunch for thirty years. I don't even know why he bothers ordering. He switches up breakfast and dinner every once in a while to keep me on my toes, but he loves that damn fried chicken and mac and cheese." 

"I'm surprised he hasn't dropped dead from a heart attack, considering all the lard that must be in his arteries." 

Big Bertha glared at her and pulled the cigarette out of her mouth. She exhaled a plume of smoke. "Don't start with that healthy crap, Rachael, like I always tell my customers, I'm your cook, not your doctor. Why was that bitch in here since she’s allergic to real food?" 

“She came to see me.”

Bertha’s blonde brows shot up. “I didn’t know you two were such good friends.”

“We’re not. She was making sure the gossip was true.”

“Ah! Well, the next nosey ass who comes in here better buy something. They don’t get to gawk at you for free. That little bony thing could use a good meal.”

“Or maybe we can offer healthier options to attract the more health-conscious crowd,” Rachael suggested. The slice of Bertha’s glare told her that would never happen. Rachael was not a health nut and had the hips and thighs to prove it, but after shedding sixty pounds, she knew there were better ways to eat. But this wasn't her kitchen, and in Big Bertha’s world, you did as you were told. 

Dinner service was easier because another waitress came on to cover her shift and Rachael finally escaped back to the kitchen and the joy of cooking. At the end of her double shift, she would be exhausted, which should make it easier for her to fall asleep. 

One of the good things about living in a small town was that she could walk home. The sky was crowded with stars, something she would not have noticed in a big city. Maybe being home would be good for her. The predictability of the diner meant she didn't have to think; just every day, do ABC and XYZ and she would be fine. No one had to know how hollow she was inside because she was part of the community, doing what it took every day to make it what it was. 

"Hey, Rach, wait up!" 

Rachael groaned at the sound of Sid's voice, but she stopped and waited for him to catch up to her. He flashed a big smile, which she returned. Sid was a sweet, predictable man. She'd run away from him and a life that had been mapped out for her. If she'd stayed, she would've married Sid Temple, whose family had owned Temple's Grocery Store for as long as Big Bertha’s family had owned The Greasy Spoon. Her family had owned the oldest B&B in town, and their dads were best friends who had joked about their kids getting married for as long as Rachael could remember. There was just one problem; she loved Sid like a brother. 

At one time, she'd fancied herself in love with him. They had been the odd pair in school; the ginger and the fat girl no one else wanted to be with. In culinary school, most of her fat had settled in her chest and backside after she began taking better care of herself and she loved the power her curves gave her over men. 

She caught Sid staring at her chest, but he did not elicit any kind of hunger inside of her, and passion was too important for her to ever consider entering a relationship without it. There had been a time when she thought she was fated to a passionless life, but once she saw that was not her future, she'd more than made up for her sad past. 

"It's good to have you home, Rach, I've missed you." 

"I've missed you too." 

Sid's eyes lit up with promise. 

She started walking again. "I did miss you, just not in the way you want me to." She’d known they would have this conversation. Sid had been coming to the diner during whatever shift she was working even though his mother still cooked every day for most of the staff at the grocery store. He’d watched her like a love-sick puppy while she worked and it’d made her feel very uncomfortable. Hopefully, Sid would finally accept that she didn’t want him.

"So, you only like guys who cheat on you?" 

Rachael stopped and turned to face him. 

Sid blushed almost as red as his hair. "I'm sorry, Rach, but our parents talk. I know you're home because some Italian stud cheated on you. Maybe it's time you tried a nice guy." 

"If your mother knows about my failed relationship, then that means her other best friend, Loretta Butler does, and once Loretta knows, it's only a matter of time before the whole town knows. God! No wonder everyone has been watching me so closely, they all know my fancy restaurant closed, and I had to come back and work at the diner. I thought at least I could mend my broken heart in peace. I should’ve known there are no secrets in this town! They think I got what I deserved, don't they, since I always acted like I was too good for this town." 

Sid walked closer to her and tried to take her in his arms. "I don't think that about you." 

She pushed him away. "Just leave me alone all right? I'm perfectly capable of walking home by myself." 

Rachael was too angry at her well-meaning parents to go home. They had been so good to her, but she didn't need the entire town knowing the full extent of her failures. Old classmates were bad enough. She wished she was in a big city where she could lose herself in anonymity. She didn't know how she could stay in Cold Spring now, but she didn't have anywhere else to go. 

She stopped under a streetlight and held onto the post as she fought back tears. She'd promised herself never to cry again over Stefano fucking Raimondo, the Italian bastard who'd cheated on her with his sous chef. She'd lost herself after their split, and that had made the tough job of keeping her restaurant open even harder. 

Rachael jumped when she heard Adele's melodic voice singing Someone Like You. She fished her cell phone out of her bag. "Hello." 

"Ciao, darling, it's me." 

Rachael almost dropped the phone. "Stefano?" 

"Yes. Is everything okay with you?" 

"I'm fine," she lied. 

"No, you are not. I can always tell when you are upset." 

"Well, you should since you were so good at upsetting me. What do you want?" Her tone belied how fast her heart was beating. Was he calling to try and make up with her? A part of her still loved him, but she'd never be able to trust him again. 

He was quiet for a moment. 

"Yes, I was always good at upsetting you, but, I want to try and make amends to you by offering you a chance to work for Dante Coppola. As you know, he is one of the most famous chefs in all of Italy, and he's also a very good friend. He is opening a new restaurant in Venice; it will be Italian fusion, which is what you love. He has agreed to interview you as a favor to me." 

"What, so you can assuage your guilt and have something to hold over me?" 

"I can only get you an interview. Dante is very difficult, and only your food will get you the job." 

"I still don't want it," she spat. 

"Please, Rachael, do not give away this opportunity because of me. There are so many chefs who want it." 

Stefano wasn't the only reason Rachael was reluctant to try for what would be a dream job with one of the most celebrated chefs in the world. Her failure to make a success of her restaurant made her question her abilities as a chef. Could she cook for someone of Dante's caliber? 

She couldn't take another rejection, to be once again the girl nobody wanted. Maybe she could find another small town, another diner, a fresh start. Yes, that was best. 

"Thanks for the offer, but I think I'll pass," she told Stefano. "It was never my dream to work for anyone, so maybe I'll try reopening my restaurant in the States." 

"Well, then I wish you all the best, my love." 

Rachael closed her eyes for a second. He was charming to the end. "I'm not your love anymore." 

She hung up the phone and swiped angrily at her tears. When her vision cleared, Rachael noticed Celine, the waitress who had called in sick, sitting in the window of the house in front of her. She waved but Celine didn't seem to see her. She had a faraway look in her eyes that chilled Rachael to the core. 

She'd never seen Celine look so unhappy and so lost. Her mother had told her Celine had been an actress but had moved back home after a year of the Hollywood hustle. She'd married her high school sweetheart, who for much of their marriage; had spent more time in the bar than he'd spent with her. She'd always been nice to Rachael and had beamed whenever she'd talked about her daughter, Tamar, who had done what her mother hadn't been able to and was now the lead in a very popular drama series. 

The streetlight highlighted her misery and Rachael felt as if she was looking at her future, maybe not in this town but in whatever little town she would run to. She could tell herself it would only be for a little while until she built up the courage to take a stab at her dreams again. She was sure Celine had pacified herself with a similar speech, and while she'd waited for courage, her life had passed her by. Rachael didn't want to get lost in some new town. She'd spent too many years being lost. 

No one had noticed her until she'd started cooking with her mother for their guests. Suddenly she was admired for something and she had stepped out of the shadows. Food had become her power and her vice, and she'd decided to make it her life's work. She'd had dreams of making an impact in the culinary world, not hiding in diners. Her healthier fare hadn't made the impact she'd hoped but she knew better than anyone how to cook the good stuff. 

Working for Dante would be better than hiding. A few years with him would give her the clout and the training she needed to go back on her own. The fact that Stefano would be the one to help her was the least he could do after what he'd put her through. She fished her phone out of her purse and called him. He was delighted she had decided to accept his help and promised to call in a few days with the details. 

After one last look at Celine, Rachael headed home. Her parents would still be up waiting for her. They didn't have much to do now that they had sold their business. Maybe she should've offered to run the B&B, but at the time, she'd had loftier ambitions. It was too late now. Besides, they had sold it for enough money that along with their pensions, they could have a very nice retirement. Their greatest gripe these days was to watch The Tonight Show and complain about how it wasn't the same since Johnny Carson. Her mother still loved to cook and Rachael would ask for her help in finding a few dishes that were sure to please the discriminating Dante Coppola. She was suddenly filled with more excitement than she'd felt in months. 

Within two weeks, Rachael was in Venice, which had first enchanted her in the movie, Summertime with Katherine Hepburn. She'd eaten her way around Venice her first summer in Europe and realized that everything in her life had been leading up to that moment. She'd fallen completely under the floating city's spell, and that of her first love, a young Venetian named Luca who had broken her heart six months later. She'd decided then that she didn't believe in love anymore and had spent years enjoying the company of men without any commitments. She'd risked her heart once again with Stefano, and now, she would never do that again, especially with an Italian! 

They were all Casanovas who had to be free to love as many women as they possibly could and the sweet words dripping from their foreign tongue had lost their powers over her. 

***
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Opening a new restaurant should have been one of the happiest times in Dante's life; however, he felt nothing but increasing panic as they got closer to the dreaded day because he had a secret that had changed his life forever. 

"You're brooding again." 

Dante turned from the window where he'd been absently watching the latest delivery for the restaurant. What a hassle it was to get anything through the narrow, traffic-free streets of Venice. He smiled at his business partner, Marcello, who had his head buried in paperwork as usual. 

He usually stayed out of the office and Marcello stayed the hell out of his kitchen, but they had to conduct interviews for a new chef, and that required him being in the almost finished office suites for the first part of the interview. Then they would move to his domain. 

"I wasn't brooding," he lied as he moved from the window back to the perfectly neat desk. 

He took the chair opposite Marcello and propped his feet up on the dark wood. Marcello gave him a pointed look over the top of his glasses and Dante pretended not to get the hint and smiled innocently instead. 

The two men had been best friends for thirty years, and under the ribbing, they usually gave each other was brotherly love. Out of everyone close to him, Dante wanted to confess his dark secret to his best friend. He wanted him to know why he didn't seem like himself anymore. Marcello and everyone else attributed his moody behavior to the loss of his wife who'd died in a car accident six months earlier and the stress of opening another restaurant. Both were a part of it, but there was so much more, and keeping it all inside was killing him. 

Even cooking wasn't enough to make him happy anymore. Food had always been a big part of his life, though when he was younger; it had been more from the lack of it. He'd grown up poor and had gone to bed hungry on more than one occasion. Not being able to put food in his family's bellies had eaten away at his father who did odd jobs as a handyman while his mother worked as a cook. 

She would take the most basic of ingredients and turn them into a delicious meal, and on the rare occasions that they could afford more than the basics, her food could've been described as gourmet. 

His upbringing had shaped his philosophy about food, which was it could be simple and good. He'd built three very successful restaurants in Milan, Florence, and Rome specializing in traditional Italian food from the simple to the sublime. His need to provide a better life for his parents had consumed him and he took great pride in knowing they would never go hungry ever again. 

This new venture represented the new phase of his life where he could relax and enjoy his success. He'd traveled the world, met his soul mate in Morocco, and decided to open an international-style restaurant in the city that had captured his wife's heart. The restaurant had been an ode to her, but she'd died before its completion. He'd wanted to give up, but Marcello had kept him going, just as he had so many times over the years. Sadly, Marcello couldn't help him with his latest problem. 

"Try and cheer up, we have a few interviews for today," Marcello reminded him. "The first one is Stefano's ex-girlfriend. I hope you like her since you didn't seem to like any of the other very qualified chefs we've interviewed so far. We are less than a month from opening and we still do not have a chef." 

Dante sighed and checked his watch. "She's late, that's not the best way to create a good first impression. I'll still see her as a favor to Stefano, but you know I don't tolerate tardiness at all." 

"Francesca is also late," Marcello pointed out. "Is that okay because you are screwing her?" 

Dante's hazel eyes darkened. "I don't need you to tell me who I can sleep with." 

"I can't begin to understand what it feels like to lose the love of your life, and I would not begrudge you any little happiness you can find, but what will happen when you don't need her anymore and she develops feelings for you? It can make working together very complicated." 

"It is just sex for both of us," Dante assured him. "You know Francesca. Does she seem like the type that would get emotionally involved with anyone?" 

Marcello laughed. "No, I can't say I've seen Francesca show much of any kind of emotion." 

"Exactly, she's cool and organized, damn good as a manager and she heats up in bed. What more could I want right now?" 

Marcello's eyes twinkled. "Ah, now I understand, you are the reason she is late." 

Dante flashed an impious grin. "Sleeping with the boss does have its privileges." 

***
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As she walked from her little hotel following the directions Stefano had given her, Rachael marveled at the beauty around her as she entered Saint Mark's Square, which was filled with people in colorful costumes and elaborate masks. Rachael realized she'd walked into the midst of Carnivale, the historic street festival held twelve days before the beginning of Lent. Rachael found herself caught up with the revelers and their happiness made her smile. 

Checking her watch, she realized she was early for her one-thirty appointment on the outskirts of the square, so she could take some time and enjoy herself. She needed to get rid of her jitters anyway. She knew she had two good recipes to present, and the blessings of her discerning parents who had provided the rest of the funds she needed to get to Venice. There was a lot riding on this trip, and she intended to make them proud. 

She looked up to say a little prayer and gasped as a flurry of snow drifted down from the sky. It rarely snowed in Venice, and when it did, it usually didn't last for long. Hoping it was a sign that everything would go well for her, Rachael opened her hands and caught snowflakes like she used to do as a child. She felt lighter and spun around in pleasure. She bumped into someone and felt a jolt of sexual energy so powerful it left her breathless. 

She had to look up into the face of the person, a woman in an elaborate black and white costume of feathers and pearls. Her white, jewel-encrusted mask covered the top half of her face. 

The red mouth was wide and sensual and the eyes, uniquely violet and other-worldly, took her breath away. The eyes seemed to see into her soul. Rachael couldn't describe what she felt but it was unsettling. 

The woman turned and walked across the square, and though she didn't know why, Rachael followed. The mysterious woman turned down a side street. She seemed to be walking in slow motion, her movements fluid and sensual. The noise from the square seemed far away as they meandered down the narrow, cobbled streets. Vines grew wild upon ancient walls and most of the businesses looked closed. 

When she arrived at the end of the path, the woman seemed to have vanished. Rachael had taken her eyes off of her for a second to look at a statue of an angel overlooking a small fountain. She was sure the angel had moved though she had to have imagined it. When she'd looked back, the woman was gone. 

She rushed to the end of the street, rounded a corner, and came upon a couple having sex. Their costumes were scattered on the ground but they had kept on their hats and shoes. The woman leaned against a building and the man was on his knees between her legs. She had one foot, clad in a dainty green kid boot, over his head resting on his back. Her breasts, which were still adorned with chains, were pear-shaped and spectacular. She grabbed the man's head, crushed his little hat, and then flung it away as if she was offended by it. She buried her hands in his thick, black hair and arched her back. Her moans of pleasure floated over to Rachael. 

They made such a stunning image with the snow floating around them, but Rachael knew she was intruding and was about to turn away when the mysterious woman appeared beside them. She reached out and ran her index finger from the underside of one of the other woman's breasts up to the nipple which she pinched and pulled as far as the skin would allow her to. The other woman cried out in what sounded like pleasure but looked like pain. 

She bent down and took what must've been a bruised nipple into her mouth. She ran the tip of her pointed tongue around it and then shockingly clamped her teeth around it and started pulling again. She lifted one of her long legs, placed her spiked heel on the man's back, and shoved him to the ground where he lay while she grabbed the other woman's chin and began kissing her with brutal intensity. 

When she pulled away, she began what Rachael could only describe as abusing the woman's breasts, pulling and slapping them. The man licked her shoes and fondled his erection. Suddenly she reached down and pulled him up by his hair. She said something to him and the other woman began to shake her head from side to side. Rachael heard her say no but to what she wasn't sure. 

She found out when the man spun her around and shoved her against the wall. Her hat fell off as he pushed her arms up and the vines on the building moved and wrapped themselves around her wrists. Rachael's mouth fell open. Surely she had imagined that just as she'd imagined the statue had moved. But the woman's hands were securely bound judging by how she pulled on them. 

As the woman struggled, the man drew back and slapped her hard across the behind. Rachael's entire body jerked as he hit her again. She'd never seen a man do that to a woman and she didn't seem to enjoy it. She kicked
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