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			Prologue

			NINA CHICKALINI IS no stranger to the tiny, windowless room just off the rectory of Most Precious Mother church on Ditmars Boulevard in Queens.

			It was here that she made her first—­and last—­confession to Father Hugh. Make that, the late Father Hugh. But that part—­the late part—­wasn’t her fault, no matter what Joey Materi said then . . . and continues to say.

			Until that May weekday afternoon a decade ago, the parishioners of Most Precious Mother made their confessions in the blessed anonymity of the closest-­like confessionals in the main church. But apparently, face-­to-­face confessions in a casual setting had become all the diocesan rage, and Nina’s pre-­confirmation class was to be initiated into confessing their sins in the new-­fangled way.

			Ordinarily, Danny Andonelli would have gone first. But he had caught a nasty throwing-­up kind of flu from his little brother—­or so he said. Nina suspected he was loathe to confess his failure to Keep Holy the Sabbath Day—­he’d been caught throwing water balloons at passing subway trains the previous Sunday afternoon.

			Anyway, Danny was absent that day, leaving Nina alphabetically next in line to make her first confession.

			She sat on the folding wooden chair opposite the kindly old priest, took a deep breath and forced herself to look him in the eye.

			“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” she began, as Sister Mary Agnes had taught them to do in CCD.

			He nodded encouragingly.

			But Nina noticed that he seemed a bit pale and distracted as she launched into a detailed account of her sins: cheating on a social studies test (but not really, because she had glimpsed Andy O’Hara’s paper merely by accident); taking the name of the Lord in vain (which she couldn’t really help doing because she had dropped Grandma Valerio’s massive hardcover bible on her fragile pinky toe); covering her friend Minnie Scaturro’s brand-­new canopy bed—­

			Suddenly, the priest keeled over, clutching his chest.

			“Father Hugh?”

			He writhed on the floor, gasping.

			For a moment, Nina thought he was kidding. After all, he had a pretty decent sense of humor for someone who wore somber black from head to toe every day of his life.

			It turned out Father Hugh wasn’t kidding.

			Nina ran shrieking out into the rectory, where her pre-­confirmation classmates were waiting to make their first confessions.

			As Sister Agnes rushed to call 911, Joey Materi said, “Holy shit, Nina, you must’ve confessed one hell of a sin!”

			That remark was miraculously overheard by the distracted and nearly-­deaf Sister Agnes, resulting in an unpleasant penance for Joey, who had his mouth washed out with soap.

			Nina never did receive any penance for her curtailed first confession.

			And Most Precious Mother promptly went back to using the confessionals—­which is why Nina hasn’t set foot in this tiny room since.

			Now, on a rainy Saturday June afternoon, the first thing she notices is that it looks exactly the same—­pea-­green indoor-­outdoor carpeting, beige-­painted cinderblock walls, a ­couple of wooden folding chairs, and a giant wooden crucifix as the only decor.

			It smells the same, too—­of incense and mildew, mothballs and musty hymnals.

			The next thing she notices is that unlike the room, Joey Materi—­whom she has seen practically every day of her life—­looks startlingly different.

			It isn’t just that his dark hair is slicked back from his handsome face, or that he’s wearing a black tuxedo instead of his usual jeans and flannel shirt.

			The thing is, he suddenly looks like . . . well, like a man. The tux makes his shoulders appear broader than usual, his lean frame taller than usual. His dark eyes bear an uncharacteristically solemn expression as he stares off into space, and his full lower lip is pensively caught beneath a top row of even white teeth. The devilish, jocular Joey Nina has known all her life is gone, replaced by this—­this man. This . . . Joe.

			Nina takes a step closer to him, her periwinkle taffeta skirt rustling around her dyed-­to-­match satin pumps. She can hear faint organ music coming from the adjacent church, which is packed with expectant friends and family. You’d think someone would have instructed Millicent Milagros to stop playing “The Wedding March,” but she’s just launched into yet another round.

			Nina closes the door behind her, shutting out the music and instantly becoming aware that Joey doesn’t just look different—­he smells different, too.

			Not that she is prone to sniffing Joey Materi. But she senses that if she were, he wouldn’t normally smell so . . . yummy. She can smell the white carnation that’s pinned to his lapel, a scent that reminds her of the Easter Sunday corsages her father used to buy for her. She can also smell a tantalizingly musky, citrus scent.

			“Are you wearing aftershave or something?” she asks incredulously.

			Joey looks up, startled, as if he’s just noticed her. “What the heck are you doing back here, Nina?”

			Oh. That.

			She takes a deep breath, forgetting all about the cologne.

			“I have something to tell you,” she says, trying not to sound overly ominous.

			“Who’s dead?”

			Okay, so she needs to work on the ominous thing. Then again, why beat around the bush?

			“Nobody’s dead, Joey . . .”

			“Thank God.”

			“It’s worse.”

			“Worse than dead? What can be worse than dead? And why are you telling me this now? I’m getting married any second.” He checks the gold wristwatch he borrowed from his older brother, Phil.

			Phil, who is currently shirking his best manly duties, the lousy coward. In Nina’s opinion, Phil’s the one who should be doing this. Not her. The maid of honor is supposed to tend to the bride, not the groom.

			Then again, the bride must be halfway to the Port Authority right about now.

			Meanwhile, Phil is suddenly nowhere to be found, the other groomsmen are useless in the wake of last night’s rousing bachelor party, and the stricken bridesmaids are dabbing mascara-­tinted tears from their cheeks in the ladies’ room.

			Which leaves only Nina to break the bad news to Minnie’s would-­be groom.

			She puts a hand on his arm.

			“Joey . . . you’d better sit down.”

			“Nina, what the he—­” He glances at the crucifix—­“heck is going on?”

			“Shit!” She gives him a little shove toward the folding chair.

			He sits.

			“Nina, why are you—­” He breaks off, and then an uh-­oh expression dawns. “Where’s Minnie?”

			“She’s . . . gone.”

			Joe gasps—­a sound not unlike Father Hugh’s last tortured breath.

			“I’m sorry, Joey,” Nina says, swallowing hard over a lump in her throat.

			“What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

			“She’s left town.”

			The look on his face tells her he doesn’t get it. She’d better be more specific.

			“She’s left . . . um, you.”

			“She’s left me? But—­”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“This can’t be happening. She can’t leave me.”

			“I’m sorry, Joey,” she says again, patting his muscular arm.

			She can’t leave me. . .

			The same haunting words were spoken by Nina’s father just last summer, about her mother Rosemarie.

			She can’t leave me. . .

			But Mommy is gone, too. Just like Minnie Scaturro. And Nina is left behind once again to pick up the pieces.

			“Where did she go?” Joey asks miserably.

			Nina sighs, forcing away the image of her mother lying eerily still in that hospital bed. “Minnie said she wants to find—­”

			“Wait, let me guess. To find herself? Isn’t that why ­people get jilted? Because the other person wants to find herself?”

			“I don’t think it’s herself that Minnie’s going to find, Joey.”

			“Then who is she going to find?”

			“God,” Nina says flatly. “She said she’s going to find God.”

			Joey looks at her in disbelief. “God’s right here,” he says, gesturing at the crucifix. “I mean, this is a church, for Christ’s sake. Where does she think—­”

			“She said she got the calling, Joey,” Nina blurts.

			“The calling?”

			“The calling.”

			“She got the calling now?”

			“No. Last night.”

			“Last night,” he repeated. “Last night, while I was out turning down lap dances and watching Danny puke all over the limo because he drank too many Jell-­O shots, Minnie was getting the calling? Is that what you’re telling me?”

			Nina nods sympathetically. “I’m so—­”

			“Sorry?” he cuts in. “You said that, Neens. A few times.”

			“I don’t know what else to say.”

			“I don’t, either.” He shakes his head, tears in his eyes. “I love her, Nina. You know that? I’ve loved her since eighth grade. Every plan I’ve ever made was built around marrying her.”

			“I know, Joey. I know.”

			She holds him close while his heart shatters into a million pieces, wishing she were anywhere but here. Wishing she were the one on the number seven train heading for a whole new life.

			For the first time since the canopy bed, Nina finds herself envying Minnie Scaturro, who, instead of settling for a boring life as boring Joey’s boring wife, gets to leave Queens behind at last.

			Any day now, I’ll be outta here, too, Nina consoles herself as Joey’s tears soak her taffeta-­covered shoulder. Any day now. . .

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			Fifteen years later

			“NEXT YEAR AT this time, I’ll be on the French Riviera,” Nina announces, tapping her bare foot in time with the pulsating beat of hip-­hop music vibrating from a passing car.

			“Yeah? I thought you were going to be in South America with Minnie.” Joe settles on the stoop next to her and licks his scoop of frosty lemon-­white Italian ice.

			“Not in August. Come on, Joey, how many times do I have to give you my itinerary? I’m going to visit Minnie at the beginning of July—­”

			“Oh, yeah, on the fourth.”

			“Not just the fourth.” Nina licks her own neon green ice dotted with small dark flecks, wondering how many times she’s explained to Joe exactly why she’d selected that particular departure date. She’s waited a lifetime to leave the confines of Queens—­to fly off on her own and be free at last. What better day to start her new life than—­

			“Independence Day. Right.”

			“And then after I leave Minnie I’m going to see Pete and Debbi in Germany . . .”

			Pete and Debbi would be her brother and his bride, both in the military.

			“Right, and then you’re going to Paris and then the French Riviera. Gotcha.” Joe shoves his white fluted paper cup beneath her nose. “You want a taste?”

			“It’s lemon, Joey. If I’m not mistaken, I think I may have tasted lemon before.” She grins and offers him her own cup. “Want some of mine?”

			“Nah. Looks like that slime stuff Ralphie used to play with. And those dark things look like—­”

			“They’re chunks of pistachio.”

			“Well, they look like—­”

			“Don’t say it.”

			Naturally, he says it.

			Nina makes a face. “What is it about me that brings out the twelve-­year-­old boy in you, Joey?”

			He just laughs.

			She gazes at the familiar street scene before them, wondering if she’ll miss the old neighborhood when she’s gone. She didn’t used to think so . . . but maybe she will get a little homesick.

			After all, she’s spent all thirty-­six years of her life right here on Thirty-­third Street just off Ditmars Boulevard in Queens. It’s one of the nicer blocks in the neighborhood, although it could use a few more trees—­especially on a steamy August Saturday at high noon.

			There’s certainly no shade here on Joe’s concrete stoop. Nor is there any shade on the nearly identical stoop of her nearly identical house next door—­which she can practically reach out and touch from here. The houses on the block—­most of them vinyl-­sided, two-­family homes—­are all set so closely together that you can sniff the air at four-­thirty every afternoon and know precisely what the neighbors will be having for dinner.

			The tiny yards, most bordered by low black or white wrought-­iron fences, are barely big enough for a few blades of grass, let alone the occasional religious statue. When they were kids, Joe irreverently referred to those ubiquitous plastic sculptures of the Blessed Mother in an arched grotto as “Mary on the half shell”—­but only when pious Minnie was out of earshot.

			Nina shoves a sweat-­dampened tendril of dark hair from her forehead, wishing she never decided to grow out her bangs again. They’re at that awful in-­between stage, and tufts of hair keep escaping the confines of her high ponytail.

			Every time she reaches this stage in bang-­growing, she gives in and has them cut again. But how long can she go around with the same hairstyle she’s had since she was three? Same bangs, same straight, shoulder-­length brown hair.

			Her sister Rosalee—­the wistful veteran of many home perms and body waves—­is always telling Nina how lucky she is to have such a nice head of naturally thick hair. Rosalee’s hair, when it isn’t fried from overprocessing, is fine, limp and flat.

			But on a humid day like this, Nina would quite happily settle for less hair—­or for being bald.

			Giving up on the bangs, she pushes her black sunglasses higher on the slippery bridge of her sweaty nose.

			“New shades?” Joe asks.

			“Yup. Five bucks on the street, down on Saint Mark’s Place,” she says proudly. “I got them from the same guy who sold me that great retro pink-­ and orange-­flowered umbrella that day in April when I was meeting you for lunch and it started pouring.”

			“Yeah, that umbrella was a big hit when you showed up in front of my building,” Joe says dryly, gazing at her from behind his own black sunglasses—­a designer brand, of course. She was with him when he bought them in an upscale department store and he paid roughly fifty times what Nina’s cost.

			“Hey, somebody has to liven up Wall Street,” Nina informs Joe.

			“It’s Vesey Street.”

			“It’s all Wall Street to me,” she says with a shrug. “And my umbrella was the only splash of color within a ten-­block radius.”

			“Oh, you’re a splash of color, all right, Neens.”

			She swallows a big gulp of slushy ice, then clutches her skull as a sharp pain radiates from her throat to all points above.

			“What’s the matter?” Joe licks his own ice. “Head freeze?”

			She writhes in agony. “Yeah . . . ow!”

			An elderly woman, oblivious to Nina’s torture as well as to the blazing August sun and humidity, trundles by wearing a long-­sleeved black dress with black stockings and sturdy black shoes, pushing a wire cart full of purchases from the supermarket down the street.

			“Hello, Mrs. Mylonas,” Joe calls.

			Mrs. Mylonas, who is all but deaf, just keeps on going.

			“Poor thing,” Joe says.

			“Poor me.” Nina rubs her throbbing temple with one hand, holding her drippy ice in the other.

			“You know, I can’t help noticing that you’re not so good with pain, Neens.”

			“Shut up, Joey.”

			“All I’m saying is that you have a low tolerance for pain.”

			“And all I’m saying is that right about now I have a low tolerance for you, too.”

			“Uh-­huh. You know you love me,” he says, as Nina notices two teenaged girls walking slowly up the block. They’re both wearing skimpy tank tops with shorts that expose long, bare, tanned legs.

			“Yeah, yeah, I love you . . .” Nina admits absently, glancing down at her own legs. They’re long, bare—­and paler than Joe’s lemon ice. She hasn’t had a tan in years. But next year, on the French Riviera . . .

			Sigh.

			“I love you with all my heart, Joey,” she goes on. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t a great pain in the—­”

			“Watch it, Chickalini. You need me.”

			“Who says?” She sticks out her tongue at him.

			“I say. I also say your tongue’s turned an attractive shade of green,” Joe observes, as the two girls shuffle to a tentative stop a few feet away. He looks over at them. “Lost, ladies?”

			“Uh, does Ralphie live there?” asks the one with the brunette curls, gesturing at the house next door.

			“Ralphie Kramden?” Joe says, deadpan. “Or Ralphie Nader?”

			“Ralphie Chickalini,” says the straight-­haired brunette.

			“Never heard of him,” Joe says.

			“See? I knew he didn’t give you his real address, Jamie,” Brunette Curls says in a told you so huff. “Let’s go back to the subway. This neighborhood is sooo not happening.”

			“Bye, girls.” Nina waves cheerfully.

			Joe exhales an exaggerated sigh as they walk away. “Oh, good. I thought they’d never leave.”

			“They were actually kinda cute.”

			“Very kinda cute.”

			“They’re too young for you, Joey.”

			“Yeah, but . . . who isn’t?”

			“Let’s see . . . Mrs. Mylonas?”

			“Hmm. Think she’s busy next Friday night? Because I’ve got two tickets to—­”

			“Forget it. She’ll probably be hanging out with Mr. Mylonas again.”

			“Oh, right. That fifty years of marriage thing. He could be a problem.”

			Nina grins. “For what it’s worth, I’m not busy Friday night. And I’m single. Plus, I’m an older woman.”

			“By fourteen whole days.”

			“I’m still older. And you keep saying you want to date older women.”

			“Not older than me. Just older than the women I keep meeting. They’re all in their early twenties, and they seem so . . .”

			“Shallow?” Nina supplies helpfully.

			“Not necessarily shallow, but . . .”

			“Stupid?”

			“Not stupid. Just . . .”

			“Boring?”

			“No! Geez, Nina, will you let me talk?”

			“I would, if you’d talk.”

			“I’m just trying to figure out what I want to say. Unlike you, I don’t spout the first thing that comes to mind.”

			“Hello-­o? Ralphie Nader?”

			“Okay, next time two nubile teenyboppers happen along looking for your brother, I’ll just go ahead and say, ‘Oh, you mean Ralphie Chickalini? He lives right over there and I’m pretty sure he’s home. Oh, Raa-­allphie!’ ”

			“Yeah, and Ralphie’ll just go ahead and beat you up.”

			“I’d like to see him try.”

			Nina rolls her eyes. At six-­foot-­three and growing, her beanpole baby brother is surely destined to become a whole head taller than Joe.

			“Hey, don’t roll your eyes at me!” Joey protests. “I may be two or three inches shorter than Ralphie—­”

			“Or five or six inches—­”

			“Three at the most, Nina. I’m five-­eleven. And anyway I’ve got a lot more muscle than Ralphie does. In fact, I’ve been to the gym every day this week. Check this out.”

			He flexes. Nina gazes at his tanned arms. Okay . . . his biceps are straining the sleeves of his short-­sleeved gray T-­shirt.

			“Hubba hubba, Materi.”

			“Told you.”

			She pokes a muscle. “Rock hard. Very nice. What about the abs?” She tugs on the hem of his shirt, pulling it up.

			“Whoa, Nina, careful, there . . . you’re undressing me in public.”

			“Since when are you modest? Aren’t you the same guy who steps out onto the porch in boxers every morning to get the paper?” She examines his tanned, taut abs.

			“Crunches,” he explains. “They work wonders.”

			“Yeah, there’s no sign of the last sausage and onion pizza you downed in one sitting.”

			“Thanks.” Joey quirks an eyebrow at her, a gleam in his dark brown eyes. “Want to see more?”

			“You wish.”

			“Nah, not anymore. I’m long over you, babe.”

			“You wish,” she says again, feigning nonchalance as she drops the hem of his shirt and pretends to concentrate on catching a drip from the rim of her fluted paper cup.

			The thing is, she and Joe never talk about what happened that night . . .

			His would-­be wedding night.

			The wedding day, they talk about. Analyze, even. Frequently.

			But the night is off-­limits. They never, ever discuss it.

			Never. Not even teasingly.

			Right. So maybe he wasn’t referring to it now. Maybe he forgot it ever happened.

			But Nina hasn’t forgotten. She’ll never forget. And seeing Joey’s tanned, bare masculine body up close brings it all right back.

			Stop it. Get your mind out of the gutter.

			“Poor Ralphie,” she says, promptly shifting gears. “I can’t believe how bold all these girls are lately, chasing after him all the time.”

			“Yeah, well, apparently, he gave those two his legitimate address,” Joe points out. “Maybe he’s discovered the opposite sex at last.”

			“Not Ralphie. All he cares about is basketball and pizza.”

			“That’s all I cared about when I was his age.”

			“Oh, cut the crap, Joey. You were madly in love with Minnie when you were Ralphie’s age.”

			“How old is he again?”

			“Sixteen.”

			“Already?”

			Nina nods, although already isn’t exactly how she would phrase it.

			It’s about time is more like it.

			After all, she’s spent her entire adulthood waiting for her youngest brother to grow up so that she can have a life of her own. In June—­as soon as Rosalee has a wedding ring on her finger and Ralphie has a high school diploma in hand and Dominic has graduated from college and moved back home for good—­she’ll be free to start packing her bags at last.

			“I guess I was in love with Minnie when we were sixteen,” Joe muses. “Wow, that’s young.”

			“You were in love with Minnie when we were six, Joey.”

			He contemplates that, then shrugs. “Well, what other girl could shoot a spitball at a moving target from twenty paces back? I happen to admire that quality in a woman.”

			“No wonder you’re having a hard time finding Miss Right.”

			“Yeah, no wonder. Could it be that the only woman I ever loved left me at the altar to become a nun? Face it, Neens—­I’m scarred for life.”

			“Oh, come on, Minnie wasn’t the only woman you ever loved. What about Amanda?”

			“You mean Amanda how-­many-­carats-­can-­you-­afford Parker the-­Park-­stands-­for-­Park-­Avenue Johanson?” He rolls his eyes. “Don’t get me started.”

			“You were engaged to her for an entire year, Joey. And you were with her for two years before that. You must have loved her. Or at least, you must have thought you did.”

			“Yeah, I thought I loved her . . . until she told me that she didn’t want kids. What kind of woman doesn’t want kids?”

			“Minnie doesn’t want kids.”

			“She’s a nun. She doesn’t count.”

			“Well, I don’t want kids.”

			“Only because you already have kids. Four of them.”

			True. As the oldest of the Chickalini brood, Nina had mothered her four younger siblings ever since their mother died, the same year she graduated from a local community college. Then again . . .

			“You know, I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have had them the old-­fashioned way,” Nina confides. “You know . . . to give birth.”

			“You?” He shakes his head, crumpling his empty paper cup into a ball. “You can’t even deal with a head freeze, Nina. You’d never survive childbir—­” He clasps a hand over his mouth, realizing what he just said. “Oh, God, Nina, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—­”

			“It’s okay.”

			And it is. Really. It’s been a long, long time since Rosemarie Chickalini died giving birth to Ralphie.

			“No, it isn’t okay.” Joey shakes his head. “You’re right, Nina. You’re not the only one who spouts the first thing that comes to mind. You know that I didn’t mean—­”

			“I know you didn’t. And you’re the one who’s right, Joey. I’d never get through childbirth. I’d fall apart at the first contraction. Can you just see it? I’d be screaming, cursing, begging for drugs.”

			“Yeah, that’d be you, all right. You’re not one to suffer in silence.”

			“Nope. I want the world to share my pain.”

			A block away, an elevated subway train rattles by.

			Two ten-­year-­olds ride by on skateboards, waving and shouting, “Hi, coach!”

			“Hey, Tino, hey Dougie!” calls Joey, who coaches Little League every spring. “How’s it goin’?”

			Nina licks her nearly melted ice, gazing wistfully at a passing yellow cab.

			“What are you thinking about, Neens?” Joe asks after a few moments of silence.

			She shrugs. “I was just thinking, you know, that I’ll never know what it’s like.”

			“To give birth?”

			“Yeah. I always say I want to live my life to the fullest, and that’s gotta be one of the most amazing adventures a woman can have. To grow an actual human being inside your body . . . to know that another person exists because of you . . . I mean, that’s incredibly powerful. You know, Joey?”

			“Yeah. I know. And if you ever get the urge to go through it—­”

			“Trust me, I won’t. I don’t want to be a mom, remember? I’ve been there, done that. I don’t have a maternal bone left in my body.”

			“Yeah, but if you get the urge to experience childbirth, you can always hand the baby to me after you pop it out. I’d be a great dad.”

			“You would be a great dad.”

			“Amanda Parker Johanson didn’t think so.”

			“Oh, Amanda Shmamanda.”

			Joe is amused. “Shmamanda?”

			“She was too selfish to care about whether you’d be a great dad. At least she knew she’d be a real suckwad of a mom.”

			“Suckwad. Another priceless gem from the vast Chickalini vocabulary.” Joe stands and stretches. “Don’t you have to get to work?”

			“I always have to get to work.”

			Work being her father’s pizza parlor around the corner.

			“Where are you off to now?” she asks, reluctantly rising from the stoop. “Let me guess. Home to catch up on paperwork?”

			“I’m not working on weekends anymore, remember?”

			“Don’t tell me you’re actually still sticking to your new year’s resolution. I thought I was the only one who did that.”

			“That’s because yours is easy.”

			“Easy?” She pokes him. “Mine isn’t easy. Do you know how impossible it is to scrub that entire house from top to bottom every single week on my one day off?”

			“Easier than it is for me to resist being a workaholic, and to find time to get myself to the gym five days a week.”

			“Is that where you’re headed now?”

			“Nope. I was already there this morning, while you were still sound asleep.”

			“Oh? When was that? At five A.M.? Because that’s what time I got up to walk Yank.”

			“I thought that was going to be Dominic’s job from now on.”

			“Yeah, just like it was going to be Dominic’s job to take out the garbage from now on. Which I did yesterday morning at six A.M. Meanwhile, Dominic hasn’t even slept at home the last two nights.”

			“Does your dad know?”

			“Of course he knows. But Pop’s feeling is that Dominic’s a grown man.”

			“At twenty? Not quite.”

			“Well, he’s not officially living at home anymore, anyway.”

			“Not when he’s home from college for the summer.”

			“Whatever.” Nina brushes off the seat of her khaki shorts. “Do I have dirt on my butt?”

			He checks. “A little.” He brushes her backside.

			“Thanks. Anyway, Dominic gets away with whatever he wants. The old double standard.”

			“You sound like you’re about twelve, Nina.”

			“Sometimes I feel like I’m still twelve, Joey. I might as well be. Here I am, living at home—­”

			“I still live at home, too,” Joe points out.

			“Yeah, and as I said earlier, you still act like you’re twelve, too,” she reminds him. “And anyway, it’s different with you, Joey. You live here alone except for the two weeks your parents visit from Florida. I live with my father, three siblings, a dog, and that disgusting gerbil of Ralphie’s that refuses to die.”

			“Well, maybe you should shake the old guy up a little,” Joe suggests as they head down the short walk toward the street.

			“Geez, Joey. The thing gives me the creeps—­I mean, it’s a rodent, for pete’s sake—­but I’m not about to kill it.”

			“Not the gerbil! I meant your father. You should shake your father up a little. Show him you’re a grown woman.”

			“Yeah? How do I do that?”

			“I don’t know . . . don’t come home some night.”

			“Yeah, I’ve always wanted to sleep in a doorway somewhere.”

			Joe stops by the black wrought-­iron gate and opens it for her. “The point is, you need a life, Nina. A real life. A social life.”

			She steps through the gate. “And I’m going to get a life in June, just as soon as Ralphie graduates and Rosalee walks down the aisle.”

			“Yeah, but you can’t keep living this way until then. I bet Minnie gets more action in her convent than you do these days. It’s been more than a year since you broke up with Kevin.”

			Ah, Kevin. Kevin the artist-­slash-­writer-­slash-­waiter. Kevin the would-­be love of her life. But he wasn’t willing to wait for her. He didn’t “get the whole family thing.” He didn’t see why Nina couldn’t just pick up and leave New York with him.

			Last she heard, Kevin was a bartender at a resort in the British Virgin Islands.

			“You haven’t even gone on a date since I set you up with Ned on New Year’s Eve,” Joe points out.

			Ned. Right. Joe insisted that Nina and his colleague would be perfect for each other, apparently basing that notion on the fact that both their first names begin with the letter “N.” She couldn’t imagine what else they possibly might have in common.

			“Listen, I think he’s coming back from London next month, and he’s still not seeing anyone as far as I know. Want me to—­”

			“No!”

			“Okay, okay, don’t bite my head off!” He puts his arms up in mock self-­defense.

			She takes a deep, cleansing breath and says calmly, “Thanks, Joey, but no thanks. You definitely need to brush up on your yenta skills. You’re a terrible matchmaker.”

			“I never said I wasn’t, Nina. You’re the one who asked me if I knew anyone eligible that you might like.”

			“That was only after I drank all that eggnog that night at your aunt’s Christmas party. I had no idea there was so much rum in it.”

			“Oh, come on. You knew. Aunt Theresa puts rum in her meatballs, for God’s sake.”

			“Well, I was lonely. I was desperate. I was—­”

			“You were wasted.”

			“Exactly. I was wasted. So maybe I momentarily lost my mind, but I’m over it now. I’ll find my own man . . . and I sure as hell won’t find him around here. In fact, the last thing I want to do right now is meet somebody that I really like.”

			“Well, maybe if you do, you’ll change your mind and stick around.”

			“Yeah, and maybe you’ll be flat broke tomorrow.”

			“Don’t laugh. It could happen.”

			“Not to you, Joey. Nah, you’ll go back to being a workaholic sooner or later and just keep making loads of money and I’ll be off trotting around the globe. That’s the plan, and I’m sticking to it.”

			“You always do, don’t you, Nina?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You always need to have a plan. You don’t like to play it by ear, ever.”

			“Play what by ear?”

			“Life in general.”

			She scowls. “Yeah? So? What’s wrong with that? I happen to like setting goals and being organized and having a sense of accomplishment.”

			“Relax, Nina. It’s not a criticism. It’s an observation.”

			“Yeah, well, observe this.” She leans toward him and waves her hand. “It means goodbye. As in I’m going now.”

			“Globe-­trotting?”

			“I wish. No, I’m going to serve pizzas and bus tables. But on July fourth . . .”

			“Have fun at work, Nina.”

			“Have fun lounging around without a plan, Joey.” She heads off down the street toward Big Pizza Pie.

			“SO ANYWAY—­” DANNY Andonelli tosses the basketball at Joe—­“I tell her not to even think about going to China. I mean, she’s never even been on a plane and she’s going to fly to China?”

			Chewing furiously on a wad of cinnamon-­flavored gum—­not sugarless, and his one vice—­Joe dribbles the ball. “I don’t know, Danny. If that’s your only option . . .”

			“It’s not our only option. We’re on waiting lists to adopt right here. Sooner or later—­”

			“Most likely later . . . much later—­”

			“Yeah, but eventually, we’ll get a baby. Barb just has to be patient.”

			Joe shoots. The ball hits the rim and bounces off. He wipes sweat from his forehead with the hem of his already-­soaked shirt. This new recreational lifestyle he’s been trying to adopt is a lot of hard work. Maybe weekends were easier when he spent them at the office after all.

			“You want to call it quits?” he asks Danny. “I’m dying out here. I told you it was too hot to play.”

			“Yeah, I know, but I had to get out of the house. Barb’s driving me nuts with this China thing. Between my law school tuition and the rent, we don’t even have the money for takeout Chinese, and we’re going to fly to Beijing?”

			“I’ll give you the money, Danny,” Joe offers as they walk toward the bench at the edge of the court, dribbling the ball between them. “You know I will. I told you before, if you need money . . .”

			“Thanks, Joey. I appreciate it. But—­”

			“But you’re not going to China. I know.” Joe plops down on the bench, peels off his T-­shirt, and wipes his face on it.

			“Well, would you?”

			“Go to China to adopt? Hey, if I don’t meet someone pretty soon and get married and have a baby the old-­fashioned way . . .” Joe opens the bottle of Poland Spring he’d left on the bench. “You never know, Danny. I want a kid.”

			“You’ll have one. You’ll meet someone. And hopefully you’ll both be fertile so you won’t have to go through what Barb and I have.”

			Joe nods, gulping water. Poor Danny and Barb.

			After desperately trying to conceive a child from the moment they were married almost a decade ago, his friends resorted to expensive fertility treatments, to no avail. Finally, they made the decision to give up and adopt. That was two years ago—­right around the time Danny fulfilled a lifelong dream by enrolling in law school.

			“You know, you spend your teen years trying not to get anyone pregnant,” Danny says, “and then you spend all of adulthood doing the opposite.”

			“Speak for yourself.”

			“Oh, yeah, I forgot. You spent your teen years dating a nun.”

			“She wasn’t a nun yet. Not back then.”

			“She might as well have been,” Danny says with a wry grin.

			It might be amusing now, but at the time, Minnie’s fierce attachment to her chastity had been traumatic. At least, for Joey, who was convinced he was the only twenty-­year-­old male virgin in the greater metropolitan area.

			If it hadn’t been for Nina, he might still . . .

			Nah. There have been a lot of women since Minnie.

			And Nina.

			Too many women.

			“You know, I’m sick of women,” Joe confides to Danny, who is guzzling his own water.

			“You and me both. I mean, I grew up with three older sisters. Then there’s Barb. And her mother, and her sisters. And if we get a Chinese baby it’ll definitely be a female. The orphanages over there are full of them. Then I’ll be outnumbered in my own house.”

			Joe suppresses a sigh. Back to the baby thing again. It’s all Danny wants to talk about these days.

			As his friend goes on about Barb and her latest adoption plan, Joe allows his thoughts to drift back to his earlier conversation with Nina.

			The way she had talked about never knowing what it was like to give birth . . .

			Well, it almost sounded like she’d be willing to go through with it, just for the hell of it.

			But then, that’s Nina.

			She wants to try everything at least once. Bungee jumping. Marijuana. Indian food.

			But giving birth is different, Joe reminds himself. Nobody—­not even Nina—­would just pop a baby out, say, “well, that was cool,” and move on to the next thing.

			Would they? Would she?

			Well, it was that way with the bungee jumping.

			And with the marijuana, which they had sampled together, along with Minnie, at the tender age of fifteen behind the movie theater on Steinway Street.

			“What’s the big deal about this?” Nina had asked, coughing her brains out. “It smells disgusting, and I don’t feel anything . . . except totally guilty. My father would kill me if he found out.”

			The Indian food experience was even less satisfying. Nina had discovered that curry made her sick. So sick that she spent the next twelve hours in the bathroom.

			But she had said, when it was all over, “I’m still glad I tried it. At least now I know what it’s like.”

			Would it be that way with giving birth?

			Yeah, right.

			Nina—­who thinks nothing of jumping off a cliff wearing an elastic cord and safety harness—­has a thing about pain. In fact, for all her daring, she’s a wimp when it comes to physical discomfort. There’s nothing more dramatic than Nina with a sliver in her finger. Or Nina stubbing her bare toe.

			He grins, shaking his head.

			“You think it’s funny?” Danny’s voice cuts into Joe’s thoughts.

			“Huh?”

			“You seem amused by the fact that my wife spent the first six years of our marriage standing on her head after we had sex because some quack doctor told her the sperm would swim faster that way.”

			Oh. He didn’t even hear Danny say that, but . . . “Well, that is funny, Dan.”

			“Not to me. Not when it turns out my sperm weren’t swimming at all.”

			“Hey, I’m sorry.” Joe pats him on the back, then tosses his empty water bottle into a nearby wire trash can. “Look, I’ve got to get home. I have to make a ­couple of phone calls.”

			“Yeah? Who do you have to call?”

			“Somebody at work gave me a pair of orchestra seat tickets to The Book of Mormon for next Friday night and I’ve got to figure out who I’m taking.”

			“Haven’t you seen The Book of Mormon twice?”

			“Three times,” Joe says. “But it’s great. I’d see it three more times. Unless—­hey, do you and Barb want the tickets?”

			“I wish. We have to go to Jersey for her mother’s sixtieth birthday party that night.”

			“That’ll be fun. Weren’t you just telling me earlier how much you love your mother-­in-­law, and how she made that manicotti just for you on your birthday last week?”

			“Yeah, Betty’s great, but trust me, Friday night won’t be fun. All Barb’s sisters’ and brothers’ kids will be there, and Barb will cry all the way home, the way she always does when we see the nieces and nephews. It’s gotten to the point where she gets all teary if anyone even walks by us in the supermarket with a baby in the cart.”

			“I’m sorry, Danny.”

			“It’s okay. We’ll survive.”

			They begin walking toward the edge of the park.

			“Hey, Joey!”

			Joe looks up to see a group of shirtless teenaged boys in long, baggy shorts, backward Yankee caps, and hightops.

			The tallest of the bunch is waving at him.

			“Hey, Ralphie. What’s up?”

			“We’re goin’ to shoot some hoops. How you been? Hey, Danny.”

			“Hi, Ralphie.”

			“How’d you get out of working this afternoon?” Joe asks Nina’s kid brother. “Your sister filling in for you again?”

			“Yup.”

			“You’re gonna owe her big someday, you know that, kid?”

			“Yeah, I guess.” With a shrug, Ralphie continues toward the basketball court, dribbling a ball back and forth with his friends.

			“Were we ever that young and lean and carefree?” Danny asks, shaking his head and patting his generous stomach.

			“So I’m told,” Joe says, thinking of his earlier conversation with Nina.

			She, of course, was the Queen of Carefree . . . until her mother died and she had to grow up and take charge overnight.

			No wonder she’s so anxious to get out of here. She’s been a prisoner her entire adult life, chained to a house and kids and the grind of a family business.

			Joe doesn’t blame her for wanting to leave Astoria and never look back. But that doesn’t mean he’s not going to miss her like crazy. He’ll be the only one of their old crowd left here, still single.

			Other than Paulie Caviros, who is in the process of divorcing his wife Angie. But hanging out with Paulie is nothing like being with Nina. For one thing, Paulie doesn’t get most of Joe’s jokes—­not the clean ones, anyway. For another, Paulie keeps talking about how great life is going to be now that he’s shed the old ball and chain.

			“Ball and chain?” Nina had echoed incredulously earlier, when Joe recounted his latest conversation with Paulie. “He actually said that?”

			“That and more.”

			“Wow. Angie’s not my favorite person in the world, but she’s better off without him.”

			“Yeah, except now we’re stuck with him,” Joe pointed out.

			“Correction. You’re stuck with him. I’m outta here.”

			“Not until next summer.”

			“Well, I can put up with anything for a few more months. Even Paulie.”

			Joe and Danny are passing a fountain filled with splashing, giggling children. The benches surrounding it are filled with mothers and nannies, some with carriages, some cradling newborns in the shade.

			There’s just one man, as conspicuous in this crowd as a heavyweight boxer wearing a thong at a bridesmaids’ tea.

			The stranger has an infant, wrapped in blue, strapped to his stomach in one of those Snugli things, and he’s helping a toddler in a pink ruffled bathing suit out of the fountain. Joe watches him bend to kiss the little girl’s head before he wraps her in a towel.

			Thoughtfully chewing his gum, he wonders where the man’s wife is.

			Then he wonders if he even has a wife.

			Maybe he’s a single father.

			Maybe—­

			“Hey, watch it, Joey,” Danny says, catching him on the arm.

			“Hmm?” Joe stops short, then realizes that he almost stepped into a pile of dog poop.

			“What are you doing? Too busy checking out that blonde au pair in the skimpy cutoffs?”

			“Yeah, you know how it goes . . .” Joe shakes his head and focuses on the path ahead. “I just couldn’t help myself.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			NINA SWATS AT a clump of too-­long bangs that fall across her eyes as she bends to sponge off a table just vacated by a family with two toddlers. She wipes vigorously at the red-­and-­white-­checked plastic tablecloth.

			Families are the worst. Well, teenaged boys are slobs, too. But families . . .

			Nina scrubs at a sticky substance on the red vinyl seat of a chair, then bends over to pick up a litter of crumpled napkins from the floor beneath the table. She’s about to leave the table when she sees that somebody has clearly licked the silver, perforated top of the glass Parmesan cheese dispenser on the table. It’s covered in drying slime and the cheese is clumping in the holes.

			Oh, ick.

			Why don’t parents keep a better eye on their kids when they eat out?

			She scans the other half-­dozen small tables, making sure everything else is in order. Three are empty, one is occupied by a group of giggling teenaged girls, and another by a middle-­aged ­couple.

			Nina pauses to straighten a framed, ancient poster of Cher and Nicolas Cage from the movie Moonstruck, then heads toward the kitchen, taking the disgusting cheese dispenser with her. She passes her teenaged cousin Cara, who is standing behind the register taking an order from an elderly man.

			“Hello, Mr. Cebriones,” she says, pausing to empty the cheese into the garbage behind the counter.

			“Hello, Nina. You look beautiful today, as always. Doesn’t she?” he asks Cara.

			“Stunning,” Cara says deadpan, around a big wad of gum.

			“She is stunning. Ah, Nina, if I were twenty years younger and you were twenty years older . . .”

			“I’d be twenty years older than you,” she says with a wink. “Tell Mrs. Cebriones I said hello. And try the tomato-­mozzarella salad tonight. I just made it and the tomatoes are perfect.”

			Nothing, in her opinion, can beat sweet, deep red August tomatoes sprinkled with good olive oil and layered with aromatic green basil leaves and fresh mozzarella.

			“For you, I’ll try it,” Mr. Cebriones says. “For you, I’ll do anything.”

			Nina grins, pushing through the double doors to the sweltering kitchen. A rotating floor fan does little to stir the humid, garlic-­scented air.

			“What’s going on out there? Are things slowing down?” her father asks, expertly kneading and stretching a white blob of dough on a stainless steel countertop.

			“Picking up, Pop. The dinner crowd’s starting to trickle in.” She tosses the cheese dispenser into a sink full of soapy water.

			“Already?”

			“It’s almost five-­thirty.”

			“Yeah?” A scowl bends Anthony Chickalini’s fleshy Mediterranean features. “So where’s your brother?”

			“Probably still in the park with his friends.”

			“I didn’t mean Ralphie.”

			“Dominic? Who knows where he is, Pop?”

			“He’s probably on his way.” Her father swiftly presses the dough into an olive-­oil-­coated pan, drizzles more olive oil on top, and begins sprinkling it with oregano.

			Nina sighs and leaves the kitchen behind, wondering if her father will ever get a clue about her oldest brother. Probably not. Dominic is a classic middle son—­at least, in the Chickalini family tradition.

			Nina can’t help comparing her brother to her Uncle Cheech, Pop’s younger brother and the middle son. He’s on his third marriage—­probably has a mistress this time, too—­and has embarked on yet another career, trying to make it big with some kind of investment business that sounds suspiciously to Nina like a pyramid scheme.

			Cara, Uncle Cheech’s daughter from his first marriage, has been working at the pizza place every weekend, trying to save money for college. She frequently rolls her eyes about her father, but Nina is careful not to voice her own opinion of hapless Uncle Cheech. After all, as Pop likes to say, blood is blood.

			She buses another table, takes several telephone orders, and returns to the kitchen, wiping her hands on her long red apron.

			“Pop, you should go home,” Nina says, seeing her father wince as he lifts a long-­handled paddle bearing a pizza into the brick oven. “Your bursitis is acting up, isn’t it?”

			“I’m fine. I’ll go when Dominic comes.”

			“No, you don’t have to do that. I’ll take over the kitchen until he gets here.”

			“I need you up front.”

			“I’ll get Ralphie to cover with Cara.”

			Pop looks old, Nina realizes, watching him rub his sore shoulder. His thick hair is more salt and pepper now than black, and the usual circles beneath his eyes seem darker and deeper than ever. His face is flushed—­perhaps dangerously flushed—­from the heat.

			“I thought Ralphie was in the park,” her father says.

			“So I’ll send someone to find him if he doesn’t show up here first. You know he’ll be in for pizza any second now. Go, Pop. You should rest.”

			It’s been three years since the heart attack that almost killed him. Three years since Nina heard a thump in the middle of the night and found Pop lying on the floor beside his bed, gasping for air—­instant flashback to Father Hugh and her first confession.

			Three years since she made two wee-­hour phone calls: the first to summon an ambulance, the second to summon Joey. He was there in a matter of seconds. By then Pop had stopped breathing.

			It was Joey who performed CPR as Nina hovered helplessly, and Joey who was credited with saving Pop’s life.

			It was Joey who paid for Pop’s weeks of hospitalization and rehabilitation when it turned out he’d let the health insurance policy lapse so that he could afford Dominic’s college tuition.

			And it was Joey who took several weeks of vacation time from his job in order to run the restaurant while Pop was recovering and Nina was taking care of Pop and her siblings.

			Three years since Joey saved Pop’s life . . . saved all of them, really.

			Three years. Long enough for Pop to have gradually slipped back into his old, dangerous habits: working too much, eating too much, resting too little.

			But Nina hounds him now, until finally her father agrees to go home and take it easy.

			Left alone in the kitchen, Nina deftly takes over making pizzas, a job she’s been doing since she first started helping out in the restaurant, back when she could count her age on two hands.

			She’s in the process of layering a pie with iceberg lettuce, sliced tomatoes, and shredded carrots when Joe Materi materializes in the doorway.

			“Whatcha doin’, Nina?” He looks freshly showered and shaved, wearing a navy polo shirt with crisp white shorts and leather deck shoes.

			She makes a face. “I’m making yet another salad pizza. Why these things are so popular lately is beyond me.” She drizzles vinaigrette over the whole pie. “Ugh. This couldn’t be more soggy and disgusting. They’ll love it.”

			“Schmamanda used to adore salad pizza.”

			“That is just so not surprising.” She juts her lower lip to blow a sweaty clump of bangs away from her forehead.

			“So what are you doing here, Mr. Materi?”

			“I was on my way back from renting a video and I came in to get a pizza.”

			“What kind?”

			“Sausage and onion.”

			“Which video?”

			“That hostage thriller
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