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      Nobody told me we’d be staying at a villa.

      “I thought you said we were staying at Monica’s place?” I asked Nick under my breath.

      “That’s what my dad said,” Nick whispered back to me. “Dad? I thought we were staying at Monica’s place.”

      “This is Monica’s place,” Senior said. “You two are supposed to be well-adjusted adults. Don’t embarrass me by acting like you just fell off the potato truck.”

      “More like the pommes frites truck,” I said to Nick.

      “That’s French. We’re in Italy.”

      “What’s potato in Italy?”

      “Po-tah-to.” The two of us dissolved into laughter like a couple of ten-year-olds.

      “Knock it off back there,” Senior said. “If you can’t act like adults, I’m going to have to separate you.”

      At this, we laughed harder.

      Under most circumstances, my husband and I acted like perfectly respectable adults (though if you’ve already met me, you may take issue with this comment). But after six hours of flying from California to Pennsylvania (after an extended Christmas visit with my parents) and a couple of hours of driving to New York (where we waited in the airport before our flight to Italy departed for our vacation with Nick’s dad), we were both a little punchy. Nick Senior—Dad to Nick and Senior to me—had had the luxury of sleeping on the flight, thanks to two glasses of champagne and a reclining seat in business class. The trip was Senior’s treat, but we kids opted to sit in coach so we could hypothesize about his motivation without him knowing.

      It was four days after Christmas or two days before New Year’s Eve, depending on which way you looked at it, but no matter which holiday you chose as your tentpole, it was the end of a whopper of a year. Months ago, Senior considered buying a dude ranch in New Jersey as a potential retirement diversion. We all went to check it out, and during our stay, we learned details about the ranch that made it less attractive as an investment. We’d thought Senior had gotten his wanderlust out of his system, until he gave us our early Christmas present: round-trip tickets to Italy for the lot of us—him, us, and Bardot, his French bulldog companion.

      Senior kept the details of the trip close to his vest, but from what I’d ascertained through a series of polite inquiries and invasive questions, we were going to Monza, a city north of Milan, to stay with Monica Lombardi, a woman he knew from his days running the footwear company Nick inherited. Monica’s daughter, Isabella, had been diagnosed with cervical cancer when she was in her teens, but she’d come out the other side. Thanks to what some might call extreme generosity from an anonymous sperm donor, she also had a daughter who, not uncoincidentally, shared Senior (and Nick’s) DNA.

      Maybe now you can understand why we spent the flight hypothesizing about the visit.

      I was tired and punchy and hungry, but for Senior’s sake, I pulled my act together. After collecting our luggage at the airport in Malpensa, we located the driver we’d hired to drive us to our destination. When it came to Italy, I was familiar with Milan, thanks to my experience as a shoe buyer, but we’d left that city behind. The driver had taken us on a journey through rolling hills, Italian countryside, vineyards, and past a few castles, if my eyes hadn’t deceived me.

      After about an hour, he pulled onto a gravel road that led to a creamy stone villa. The building was set off with clay roof tiles and a surfeit of greenery. The structure sat behind a two-foot-tall wall and locked gate. A Fiat and a rusty car of an unfamiliar make were parked to the left of the entrance, and across the narrow street sprawled a field of olive trees bearing fruit.

      I’d lived in neighborhoods smaller than this.

      Senior turned and slung his arm over the back of his seat. “Go ahead and ask. I know it’s killing you.”

      “Are we there yet?” we asked in unison.

      He cracked a grin. “Yes.”

      As the driver pulled our luggage out of the back of his car, Senior clipped a leash onto Bardot and set her onto the ground. The French bulldog nosed around the grass, periodically looking up at him. I was a little envious that he’d been able to bring Bardot while I’d had to leave my cat, Logan, at home, but whenever I pictured Logan on an extended vacation that included more than one six-plus-hour flight, I knew my cat was better off being looked after by my friend Eddie back home.

      Like Nick and Senior, I was happy to be out of the cramped car. We each stretched our limbs, shook out our legs, closed our eyes, and inhaled the scents of Italy.

      An unfamiliar voice called to us in Italian. A few moments later, a pretty woman with a printed silk scarf stylishly knotted over her head came out of the building.

      “Benvenuto!” she called. She waved, showing a broad, welcoming smile, before saying something to someone behind her. She blocked my view of who she’d addressed, but she quickly turned back to us and said, “Chiara is on her way to greet you.”

      After hours (and hours and hours) of traveling, I’d been looking forward to saying hello and then excusing myself for a restorative nap, but as soon as the door to the gate was opened, revealing a seven-year-old in a red velvet dress, white tights, and black patent leather Mary Janes, I woke right up.

      Chiara charged toward Nick and launched herself at him. He scooped her up and kissed her on the cheek.

      She was a well-adjusted Italian girl with friends in the States. Nick and his dad had brought Chiara to live with us last year while her mother underwent an unexpected round of cancer treatments because of a recurrence. At six years old, Chiara had just the right amount of curiosity to benefit from a broader worldview. Nick had been as surprised by the situation as I had. While he was looking at footwear factories and attending to the sale of his apartment in Milan, Senior had had his own adventure, returning to their hotel room the day of departure with a six-year-old girl in tow. Despite a battery of questions and only the barest of answers, we got the message: Chiara would be nothing but a welcome guest to any of us. Aside from a minor language barrier (not a problem to my bilingual husband and father-in-law), Chiara acclimated to American life easily, and I’d been sad to see her leave. Nick and I had flirted with the idea of starting our own nuclear unit, but it wasn’t in the cards.

      From what I’d noticed, nobody seemed to care very much about her lineage. Chiara was a well-adjusted child with an attentive family, and that was more than a lot of people could say. Nobody complained about receiving too much love.

      While Nick and Senior took turns catching up with Chiara, the woman in the scarf approached me. “You must be Samantha.”

      “And you must be Isabella.” I extended my hand for a formal meeting, but she leaned forward and pressed her left cheek against mine, kissed the air, and then repeated the air kiss on the right side. I wasn’t unaccustomed to Italian cheek-kissing greetings, thanks to years spent traveling to Italy for my job as a designer shoe buyer (and more than one Fellini movie), but since I knew this encounter would be a personal meeting, I hadn’t been sure what to expect. Isabella’s reception was like being zapped with a warming ray of sunshine.

      “Come inside. You must be exhausted from your travels.”

      Nick set Chiara down, and she grabbed the handle of my rolling suitcase with both hands. Using all her might, she pulled it alongside her and toward the doors. I hoisted my tote bag over my shoulder, grabbed another suitcase, and followed. Nick and Senior dealt with their luggage. We were planning on staying for two weeks, and neither of the men had said a word about how much I had packed.

      I mean, Italy. For two weeks. In December.

      One of my suitcases was empty, because… Italy. For two weeks. In December.

      The property was made of rich, creamy stone, with a large patio covered in lush green plants. A bisque-colored gate stood open at the top of a wide stone staircase five steps high, leading to a set of imposing slate-colored doors. The windows were covered with metal trellises that allowed natural sunlight to enter.

      I followed Isabella through the front doors and marveled at the interior. Blond wood floors in a chevron pattern warmed the foyer. Arched doorways trimmed with matching wood allowed the rooms to flow into one another: sitting room into dining room, dining room into kitchen. The balcony doors were closed now, and sunlight filtered through blue-and-orchid panes of glass on the art nouveau design. We passed an office with floor-to-ceiling bookcases, a stately wooden desk, and a white conference table surrounded with modern white chairs. The walls held paintings and tapestries, juxtaposing modern furniture elements with old-world charm.

      “Where is your mother?” I asked. “I’ve heard so much about her, and I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

      Isabella’s body tensed. She looked over her shoulder at a set of closed doors. “She’s—she’ll be out to greet you in a moment.”

      As if on cue, the closed doors opened, but instead of the woman who had invited us to her villa, a man in a dark blue uniform strode out. He held his hat in his hands. At the sight of us, his face twisted into a scowl. He turned back and said something to the woman, who followed him out of the room. She replied in rapid-fire Italian, then she slapped him across the face.
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      The welcoming atmosphere changed in an instant. The man in the uniform cast a glance our way then stormed out the front door. I stared after his receding form. He reached the bottom of the gravel road, got into the rusted car, and drove away in a cloud of dirt. I was about to ask the obvious Who was that? when I felt gentle pressure from Nick’s elbow into my side. Right. We were guests here. On holiday. We weren’t in Ribbon anymore.

      I turned back to the interior of the villa. The woman who had burst so suddenly from behind closed doors seemed to think nothing of the altercation we’d witnessed. She had thick gray-and-white-streaked hair that fell just past her shoulders. Her face was tanned but not overly so, glowing with radiance that also indicated years spent under the sun. She wore cropped pants and a white cotton shirt with a flipped-up collar. A maize-colored wrap rested over her shoulders, the tasseled ends jiggling as she approached.

      “Nicholas!” she said. She went straight to Senior, and the two of them embraced. Despite the ocean that usually kept them apart, they were clearly close.

      “Ma Bella Monica,” Senior said. They pulled apart but kept their hands clasped. Senior leaned closer and said something under his breath to her, and she threw back her head and laughed. The boisterous sound brought a wide grin to Senior’s face. I couldn’t remember the last time he looked this happy.

      Before Senior invited us to come on this trip, I’d occasionally wondered about his personal life. The love of his life, Nick’s mother, had died when Nick was a child, and because Senior was a shoe designer, Nick had grown up in that world. Senior had had at least one female friend, I knew, thanks to some business that came out about him a few years ago, but other than his nights out with a retired homicide detective back home, which seemed to have more to do with poker and sports than women, I didn’t know much about Senior’s social life. He was in his seventies, which meant he’d spent thirty years as a widower. As romantic as the notion of his lifelong love for Nick’s mother was, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn Senior wanted a companion.

      If this trip was about more than a free trip to Italy, it was easy to see what that “more” was. Monica was gorgeous in that effortless, just-woke-up way. Whatever had happened behind those closed doors that led to Monica slapping the strange man hadn’t affected her reception to our arrival.

      She turned to the rest of us. Chiara hugged Nick’s leg as if she never wanted to let go.

      “Welcome to our home,” Monica said. “You must be Domenic and Samantha.”

      “Call me Nick.” Nick stepped forward and air kissed Monica’s cheeks.

      “And Samantha,” Monica said to me, “Nicholas has told me much about you.”

      I tentatively stepped forward, gauging her body language.

      She grasped my hands in hers and beamed at me. “It takes a strong woman to live the life you’ve lived.”

      Until I felt her warm hands against mine, I hadn’t realized how anxious I’d been about this meeting. It was foolish, I knew—Monica wasn’t related to Nick’s dad through anything other than friendship—but she was a part of his past.

      Monica dropped my hands and stared at me. And then, in a surprise gesture, she took my face in her hands and kissed me on the cheek—not the air next to my face, like I’d anticipated. That was the height of acceptance, and I darn near broke out into tears of relief right then and there.

      When she pulled away, she lowered her hands to mine again and squeezed them gently. “Samantha. Our special guest. We are so very happy you are here.”

      Although her welcome was warm, an uneasy feeling settled onto my shoulders. Monica’s attention was off. Even if she treated me the same as Nick—which would have been a stretch—I would have understood, but this greeting felt excessive. I dismissed my suspicions as the result of paranoia, jetlag, and hunger.

      I returned her smile. “I’m so very happy to be here.”

      I felt a tug on my sleeve. Then I looked down at Chiara, looking up at me. “Do you want to see your room?”

      “Chiara! You said that in English!”

      “Si,” she said proudly. “Mamma and I have been practicing.”

      I looked at Isabella and then at Monica, who grinned back at me. I squatted in front of Chiara. “Si,” I said. “I would like to see my room.”

      The young girl took my hand and led me through an archway and down a wide hallway. Tapestries hung on the walls, as did abstract paintings in vibrant shades of paint that mimicked the view outside. Pools of sunlight spilled into the hall from each door, marking a path of sorts, like stepping stones that would vanish at sundown.

      We reached the room at the end of the hall. “Here it is,” Chiara said. She grabbed the door handle with both hands and leaned into the heavy wooden door to push it open. Inside sat a bed made up with a pistachio green matelassé coverlet and two rows of white pillows trimmed in shades of green, orchid, and lavender. The wall to the front of the property consisted of exposed stone, interrupted by a heavy curtain that hung from an iron rod. The curtain panels were secured on either side to reveal the side of a set of doors that opened to a small balcony and a view of the gravel road on which we’d arrived.

      In addition to the bed, the room contained a crackling fire in the hearth, two chairs, a writing table, and a long wooden credenza. The floor was shale, and the ceiling was lined by symmetrical rows of exposed wood beams. Abstract paintings hung on the walls, a modern touch amongst the old-world charm. The anachronistic styles modernized the room through their juxtaposition.

      When Senior said we were going to stay with Monica, I assumed she had a reasonably sized house on the outskirts of Milan. She was a retired footwear model, and most of the shoe factories that I’d visited had been in or around the fashion capital. But the drive from the airport had proven my assumption incorrect. (If I had a dollar for every time that happened, I’d have my own Italian villa by now!) I couldn’t help wondering how a footwear model had found herself living in a villa the size of Rhode Island. That was one more question I wasn’t sure I should keep to myself.

      Nick scooped up Chiara, and she wrapped her hands around his neck. “Grazie, Chiara. It’s perfect.”

      I appreciated Nick defaulting to English rather than Italian. I’d secretly tried to learn a couple of phrases in preparation for this trip, but it was one thing to learn a phrase from a guidebook and another to converse with people who were fluent in the language. I’d managed to get a couple of sentences under my belt. (They were “These are my shoes,” “Where is the pizzeria?” and “Call the police,” possibly the three most popular sentences of my adult life.).

      Chiara, who couldn’t be faulted for speaking Italian, said something to Nick that made her very excited. She waved her hands, and her eyes lit up. She looked at him and then at me. I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought I recognized a word, so I grinned in response, even though I was in the dark.

      Nick set Chiara down. She ran out of our room. The soles of her Mary Janes left the faint sound of receding footsteps on the stone in the hallway.

      “Did Chiara just say ‘pizza’?”

      Nick laughed. “You’ll be fluent yet. Yes. Monica assumed we’d want an early night, so we’re making pizzas here for dinner, and then we can unwind and get a good night of sleep.”

      “We’re making pizzas?”

      “There’s a brick pizza oven at the back of the house. The temperature is dropping, but with the heat from the oven, it should still be a pleasant experience. But if you’re too tired, I can make our excuses⁠—”

      “Shut your mouth, Domenic Taylor,” I said, taking Nick’s name out for a test drive. It felt the way anchovies tasted: unfamiliar and saltier than expected.

      He kissed me. “No one has called me Domenic since I was four years old.”

      “When in Rome…”

      “We’re in Monza.”

      “It’s still Italy.”

      “Rome is over four hours away.”

      “I knew that,” I said too quickly, indicating I did not.

      With the promise of pizza in my future, I left my rolling suitcase and overnight bag on the floor next to the bed. We took turns in the bathroom and headed back the way we came. Despite the villa’s obvious size, it wasn’t difficult to figure out which way the pizza oven lay, thanks to the intoxicating scent of tomatoes, dough, cheese, and basil. Like Toucan Sam, we followed our noses until we arrived at a set of open doors and a kitchen straight out of a Nancy Meyers movie.

      Having a kitchen like this in my house would be pointless, considering I had mastered only four meals (including three-ingredient chicken soup), but at the sight of the room, visions of an alternate reality in which I had Martha Stewart-level culinary skills flashed through my mind. There was a row of stainless-steel appliances, an induction cooktop, stacked ovens, and a small fixture labeled Rofco. Pots hung from a rack over the kitchen island, and a magnetic strip above the sink held an assortment of knives arranged from small to large. I didn’t know what half of the fixtures in the kitchen were, but before I could ask, I heard voices. Female voices. Arguing.

      I glanced at Nick. His expression was one of concern: forehead creased, jaw rigid, eyes narrowed. He took my hand, and together, we crept closer to the stacked ovens, which just happened to be next to an open window—which just happened to be convenient for listening in on the argument outside. God bless marital harmony.

      Words floated to me, mostly unfamiliar, spoken in voices that attempted to remain quiet. I say “mostly unfamiliar” because one word stood out, one of those I’d learned in my attempt to become fluent. And despite our plans for the evening, the word wasn’t “pizza.”

      It was polizia.
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      The second I heard the word, I flinched. Nick appeared to have heard it, too, because his hand tightened around mine. We looked at each other, and he raised his eyebrows. I interpreted this reaction as a silent question, and I nodded to confirm his suspicions.

      “What are you two doing?” hissed a new voice, this one familiar, this one from behind us.

      Nick dropped my hand, and we both turned around. A red-faced Senior stood under the stone archway. No doubt he was angry.

      There was also no point pretending we hadn’t been listening at the window. Big picture: we were here because of Senior. The invitation to visit Italy could have been just for him, but it had graciously been extended to both Nick and me too. We were respectable adults and knew how to behave in social situations, and here we were acting like it was our first day out of the asylum.

      Senior pointed at me. “You, I understand.” He shifted his finger to Nick. “But you? You know better.”

      “I resent that,” I said.

      Nick turned to me. “Really?”

      Marital harmony, she was a fickle mistress.

      Before any of us had a chance to apologize or explain, Monica opened the doors that separated her from us. “We are waiting for you to start the pizzas. Samantha, you have made before, si?”

      “Not in a brick oven.”

      She linked arms with me and led me outside. “Then I will show you how.”

      Once again, I felt like the matron of the house had singled me out. She was making more of an effort to welcome me to her home than Nick or his dad were. I didn’t mind, especially after having been caught eavesdropping on her and her daughter, but it seemed unusual to be the center of attention in a group where I should be the least important one of the bunch. But maybe this was the Italian way. Maybe she recognized that I, as the least familiar, would be the one with the most nerves about this visit. Mental note: relax and enjoy the evening.

      My concerns vanished as I scanned the scene outside. Chiara sat with Bardot, stroking the French bulldog’s bristly black fur. On the wooden table sat several circular aluminum trays, each holding an already stretched disc of unbaked dough. Bowls of tomato sauce, grated cheese, chopped mushrooms, diced green peppers, and diced black olives sat alongside sprigs of oregano, a bottle of olive oil, a block of parmesan cheese, and a cheese grater. Isabella stood by a large domed pizza oven decorated in small square tiles of blue. She expertly maneuvered a pizza peel inside the oven, spinning pies that had already been placed there and removing one of them. The cheese was blackened in spots, and the dough rose in yeasty bubbles as the hot pizza hit the cool evening air. The pungent scent of baked tomatoes and oregano triggered a Pavlovian response, and I salivated in predictable anticipation.

      “We were going to let you make your own pizzas, but you’ve had a long day of travel,” Monica said. She tossed her head back, and her shiny gray-streaked hair fell behind her shoulders. “Isabella thought we should make them for you tonight. Pour yourself a glass of wine and have a seat. You are our guests.”

      “I’m happy to help serve,” I said.

      “Samantha,” Senior chided.

      “Right,” I replied. “Of course. I’d love some wine. Thank you.”

      There are a few things maybe you should know about me. You’ll learn them soon enough, but it seems polite to get them out of the way. I get fidgety when I can’t pitch in and help. I’m a self-proclaimed problem solver, though often in the act of solving problems, I create more problems than existed at first. Earlier this year, when Senior invited Nick and me to a dude ranch, I tried to sit back and relax, but “relaxing” was some of the hardest work I’d done in years. After things went south on that trip and I righted the ship, everybody agreed to give me a long leash to do whatever it was I would do. Still, the memory of Senior’s admonishment in the kitchen stung.

      I filled an empty wineglass to a modest level and sat. Senior carried the carafe to where I sat and added a bit more wine to my glass.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?” I asked.

      “In Italy, wine is social.”

      I raised my glass to him. “This implies you think I need to be socialized.”

      “You said it, not me.”

      Whether it was due to the hours of travel, the wine, or the pizza, I forgot all about my concerns and relaxed over the next two hours. Senior and Monica chatted privately while Isabella tended to Nick’s needs and mine. Chiara played with Bardot, even walking the black dog to the edge of the property, where she relieved herself. Strands of white twinkling lights were strung over our heads, and as the night grew dark, the lights dissolved against the sky. The night was the most magical I could have imagined, and by the fifth pizza, I was ready to send home for my cat and move in permanently. Maybe this was what had been missing from my life. Maybe all I needed to find inner peace was some fresh Italian air, some homemade pizzas, half a bottle of wine, and a group of friends who expected nothing of me other than innocent conversation about footwear.

      I could live with that.

      As the conversation fizzled, I stood to clear the trays.

      Monica put her hand on my wrist to stop me. “No. We do not allow our guests to clean after we make them dinner. We will tend to that after you have retired for the night. But first, my daughter and I would like to talk to you.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

      “You are the one we should thank. For making this journey. Nicholas told me you spent the holidays with your family. I trust you had a nice visit with them?”

      “I did,” I said obliquely. There wasn’t much to say about spending Christmas in SoCal, where shiny balls hung from palm trees and Santa Claus skateboarded next to Venice Beach. My parents fully believed my sister and I were adults in charge of our own lives, and aside from occasional check-ins, we operated as independent units. Like a single-celled organism with three distinct nuclei.

      If I’d spent time on a shrink’s sofa, we might have unpacked the notion that the extreme freedom I’d had to make my own choices—good or bad—had led to a distorted belief that I could solve any problems that came my way. I’d developed a shell of immunity to the repercussions of my choices. If something went wrong, I could fix it. This belief was both my biggest strength and my biggest weakness, depending on who you asked. So while my family knew I’d “insinuated myself” into some “messy situations” after I bought their house and moved from New York City back to Ribbon, Pennsylvania, they also knew I had friends, had gotten married, and made enough money to cover my bills. It was like being in the military in the nineties: they didn’t ask about what they didn’t want to know, and I didn’t offer them unsolicited information.

      You’re getting the picture here, aren’t you?

      As the pizza oven cooled, the chill in the evening air became impossible to ignore. Monica’s shawl was still loosely draped around her shoulders, and her fingers worried one of the thick tassels that hung from the edge. I watched her fluff the strands of yarn then systematically separate them until the tassel looked like a parted head of hair. She closed her palm around the cluster of strands, squished the edges together, and stroked it back into tassel shape.

      “We were not sure you would come,” she said.

      “It was gracious of you to include me in your invitation.”

      Monica looked surprised at my statement. “The invitation was for you. Did Nicholas not tell you?”

      She held my gaze for a long moment, and, despite the chill, I felt myself flush. I diverted my attention from her to Senior, who sat with Nick, Isabella, and Chiara. Bardot was asleep at Senior’s feet. He saw me watching him and bent down to stroke Bardot’s head.

      “I am sorry, Samantha. Do you not know why we asked you here?”

      “I thought—” I glanced around the group again, this time looking for signs that something more was at play. “I thought you wanted Senior and Nick to visit with Chiara for the holidays.”

      “Ah.” She pulled the shawl higher and tossed one tasseled end over
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