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      “That dress makes you look fat.”

      I whirled around from the full-length mirror in surprise to stare at my younger sister, but she’d already averted her eyes. Gianna was stretched out on my bed. She lay on her stomach, reading a copy of Truman Capote's In Cold Blood.

      “You liked it when I bought it last month.” My tone was a bit defensive, but I tried not to let my insecurities show. Didn’t she know this was the most important night of my life? How many senior proms did a girl go to, after all?

      Gianna shrugged. “Yeah, but I'm bored with it now.” She thumbed a page and then furrowed her brow.

      I bit into my lower lip to temper my reply. As much as I loved my sister, she could be difficult to take at times. I doubted that any of my friends’ younger siblings even knew who Truman Capote was. At the age of fourteen, Gianna had everything going for her. She was beautiful, brilliant and a straight A student, while I barely managed to pull B’s and C’s on my report card. Gianna’s goal was to be a lawyer someday, and she enjoyed interrogating me like one if I arrived home past my curfew. She also never lied. I smoothed down the pink lace on my dress and stared in the mirror again. Too bad for me.

      “I don’t even know why you want to go to a dumb old prom anyway. And your boyfriend always gets mad whenever another guy talks to you.”

      Mike Donovan and I had been dating for almost two years and were hopelessly in love. Sure, we had our share of fights, but they were over stupid things. Mike was a bit headstrong and had a terrible jealous streak, even though I never gave him anything to be jealous about. Like the song went, I only had eyes for him.

      At first, I’d thought the jealousy factor was kind of sexy and attributed it to his love for me. I would never admit it to Gianna, but his behavior now concerned me. Maybe it could be attributed to his awful upbringing. Mike’s father had left when he was five, and his mother remarried a man I knew was abusive, although Mike would never admit it. My own parents were a bit on the strange side, but Gianna and I knew we were well loved.

      Little sisters were a proverbial pain in the butt at times. “I thought you liked Mike. He’s always nice to you.”

      "He’s all right, I guess.” Gianna pursed her lips together, as if preparing for her closing argument. “Are you going to marry him?"

      My cheeks grew warm. “Someday. I have to go to college first, remember.”

      She gave me a dubious look. “You’re only going to a two-year community college, and you haven’t even picked a major yet. You’re not the scholarly type, Sal. You should open a business instead.”

      This kid always had to have the last word. “To do what? Are you my mother now?"

      She jutted her chin out in defiance and scowled. “Oh, puh-leeze. Mom’s more concerned with your dress and hair instead of your education. Don’t be dependent on a man, Sal. You need to make your own fortune in life.”

      Good grief. My pubescent baby sister, telling me what to do with my future. The sad part was that she was usually right.

      The door to my room opened and my grandmother poked her head in. She smiled at me. “You look beautiful, cara mia.”

      Next to Mike, Grandma Rosa was the other love of my life. She had come to live with us shortly after Gianna was born. She was the only sane adult in our house. My father worked for the railroad and had a strange obsession with death in all shapes and forms. His favorite television show was Six Feet Under, and lately he had developed a penchant for attending wakes for people he didn’t even know. My mother was unconcerned—heck, she never worried about anything—and simply said he’d grow out of it eventually.

      “Are you sure about this dress?” I asked my grandmother. She had offered to make me one, but I’d secretly been afraid it might look old-fashioned. To my relief, Grandma hadn’t seemed insulted when I refused. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt her feelings.

      With a blush-colored meringue skirt and several tiny rhinestones on the front, the dress made me feel very princess-like. Spaghetti straps may have been a bad choice, though. I was well endowed, so perhaps I should have gone with a different style, such as a dress with a sweetheart neckline and sleeves.

      “Her boobs are too big for that dress.” Gianna remarked, as if she could read my mind.

      Grandma Rosa frowned at her. “That is enough out of you, missy.” She tucked a stray curl behind my ear. “Your young man is downstairs, talking to your mama.”

      Great. She was probably giving him the third degree. “Is Dad with her?”

      My grandmother shook her head. “Your papa went to a wake. Once again, he did not even know the man who died. He said it is fun that way.” She put her index finger on the side of her head and moved it around in a circular motion. “He is—what do you say—a nutsy cookie.”

      I laughed. “That’s nutsy cuckoo, Grandma.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever. But do not keep the boy waiting. That is rude. You go now.” Grandma Rosa looked at me fondly. “You will remember this night always, cara mia.”

      “It’s still too tight,” Gianna insisted. “The dress is going to rip when you sit down. Mark my words.”

      “You are so dead,” I growled.

      Grandma Rosa clapped her hands. “Gianna, come. I thought you were going to help me make genettis.”

      Gianna rolled off my bed. “Yeah, I guess.” She clutched the book against her chest as her large milk chocolate eyes surveyed me one last time. A sly smile formed at the corners of her mouth. “Have fun. I hope it doesn’t split in two while you’re making out.”

      She had succeeded in pushing me too far. “Why you little—” I started toward her, but Grandma Rosa held me back. She shouted something in Italian at Gianna, who giggled and ran out the door.

      “There now.” Grandma Rosa patted my cheek. “Do not mind her. Be sure to enjoy yourself and remember to think before you make any big decisions tonight.”

      I laughed. “What kind of big decisions? Like whether to have punch or soda?”

      Grandma Rosa eyed me sharply. “Do not try to fool me, because it cannot be done. Last month when you went to the beach for the weekend? It was not with Josie and her sister. You lied.” She studied my expression carefully. “You went there with Mike.”

      It was suddenly very warm in the room. I couldn’t look her in the face, but that didn’t matter. My grandmother always knew that she was right.

      She took my face between her two hands, and her voice was gentle. “I will not tell your mama and especially your papa, because then—well, you would not have a boyfriend any longer. Your father might shoot him.  A long time ago, I was also a girl in love. I know what it feels like. But remember there is an old saying. ‘Why buy the cow when you can have the cheese for free?’”

      “It’s milk, Grandma,” I said.

      She nodded. “I like that too.”

      We went down the stairs together, my arm around her waist. Mike was waiting in the living room, talking to my mother. I winced as I took in her outfit. Maria Muccio had a better figure than I did, and she wasn’t shy about showing it off. Even though she was forty-two years old, people often asked if we were sisters. Tonight, Mom was dressed in a tight, leopard print dress cut low in the front. It stopped mid-thigh and had to make breathing difficult. I forgot that she was even in the room when Mike fixed his brilliant gaze upon me.

      Mike rose from his seat on the couch and came to the foot of the stairs, his hand on the rail as he watched me descend. His striking midnight blue eyes, which always managed to captivate me, were shining as they stared into mine. He was dressed in a black tuxedo with a pink tie that matched my dress. His curly black hair was growing long in the back and needed to be cut, but like the rest of him, I found it irresistibly sexy.

      Mike came forward to take my hand and nodded politely at my grandmother, who was a few steps behind me. “Hello, Mrs. Belgacci.”

      She smiled at us. “You children have fun tonight.”

      “We will,” Mike promised. He looked me up and down and drew my hand to his lips. “You look gorgeous, Sal."

      “Be careful,” Gianna cautioned from the landing. “It might be hard to get her out of that dress tonight, Mike.”

      My blood boiled with rage as I turned to fly up the stairs, but Grandma Rosa would not let me pass. “Never mind her.” She crooked a finger at Gianna and scowled. “Come here, little missy.”

      Gianna howled with laughter and ran into her bedroom.

      My mother waved her camera at us. “Come on, you two! I simply must have some pictures of the beautiful couple!”

      Mike and I patiently posed in front of the fireplace as my mother began to snap away. “Turn sideways. Mike, put both your hands on Sal’s shoulders. Sal, don’t blink. That’s it.” The camera continued to click away until I figured she must have taken at least fifty shots. Finally, she giggled, kissed me on the cheek, and then patted Mike’s hand. God, she could be so embarrassing at times.

      “You two have fun. I’ll frame a picture for each of you.” She winked at Mike. "Take good care of my girl.”

      Mike’s cheeks reddened with discomfort. “I will, Mrs. Muccio.”

      We walked outside, hand in hand, to his beat-up Chevy truck. It was rusting on the bottom and sides, with a piece of duct tape holding the tailgate shut. Mike held the passenger side door open for me and bowed gallantly from the waist as I got in. His eyes twinkled at me. “Your carriage awaits, my princess.”

      “It does look like a pumpkin,” I teased. Personally, I wouldn’t have cared if it was a bicycle. I was with the man I loved, and that was the only thing that mattered.

      He grinned at me sheepishly. “Someday it will be what you deserve, Sal. A Rolls Royce or a Bentley. But I promise to make tonight magical for you all the same. This is going to be one evening we never forget.”
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