Prologue

There was something different in the air that night. Something strange. Something alarming. Only Pippo and Alessio didn’t know what it was. All they could do was stare at the door, listen to the footsteps outside their nursery and wonder. They sensed it. They knew it was there, the trouble.

Suddenly, the door to their nursery was opened. Pippo immediately returned his attention to the children’s book version of Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations that he was reading while Alessio resumed his playing of the toy cars.

A tall, dark-haired man appeared from the doorway and his footsteps filled the soundless room. He kneeled down and gazed at the two boys. Sensing his gaze, Pippo lifted his eyes from the book to the man’s eyes. So did Alessio.


He smiled lovingly at them. But that smile just looked different from the usual ones they usually received from him. Their big, round and innocent eyes knew. They could not be fooled.


“Hey, you two, what are you doing?” the man asked.


“Making a race,” Alessio answered at the same time Pippo answered, “Reading Dickens.”


The man smiled. “Ah, my boys, sometimes I cannot believe you are still seven and five.”


“I’m going to be six next month,” Alessio protested. 


“And me eight,” Pippo complied solemnly.


The man smiled again. “Of course you are.”


After that, there was silence hanging in the air inside the small nursery. Pippo then closed his book, rose from his seat and approached the man who had given him life. 


“Papa, why can’t we play with Simone?” Pippo asked quietly.


Alessio continued his playing but his ears were listening intently. The man’s eyes turned dark. Pippo noticed the change. He recognized that look. That look always appeared on the man’s eyes every time there was something false going on. The man cleared his throat.


Then he answered slowly, “He’s still too small to play with you and Alessio. He’s still a baby. And at the moment, he’s sick. He can’t… can’t wake up too long.”


“Can we see him at the least?” Pippo asked.


“No, son, I am afraid you can’t.”


“Why not?” Alessio asked, his eyes looking at the cars but his mind to the matter.


The man didn’t answer. Pippo asked again, “But we can later, can’t we?”


The man sighed. He tried hard to fight the tears. His voice was raw when he answered, “Of course, son. Of course.”

3 days later…

“We are sorry, Mr. Laurentiis. But there’s nothing else we could do. We tried the best we could. As Dr. Montero had told you, he’s too small to fight on his own. And yet, the medicines would do no good. He’s much too young to handle the medicines,” the young doctor said.


Arturo Laurentiis bent down his head and covered his face with his two hands. He just couldn’t believe the news he had just heard.


Where had it gone wrong? Where? After two boys who managed to grow to become strong, healthy and intelligent, why did this one fail? Why did he have to fail? They had waited so long for Simone. He was finally there. He was there for a little more than a week. But why did He have to take him away so soon? Just a little more than a week, for God’s sake! Simone had not even had the chance to look at his mother’s eyes… 


He wondered how Marisa would feel, would react. No, he didn’t have to wonder. God help him, he didn’t need to. He knew exactly just how she would feel…


“That is MINE!” Alessio shouted to his brother’s face.


Pippo stepped backward a bit, avoiding Alessio. “No, it’s MINE! You finished yours three days ago!” Pippo replied, shouting just as loud.


“No, you took mine!” Alessio retorted, trying to grab the bag of sweets Pippo was holding.


Pippo drew it back just as Alessio’s arm came inches before reach. He ran outside the nursery. “TRY TO GET IT IF YOU CAN!”


“THIEF!”


Alessio started to chase his brother outside the nursery. They ran all the way to the west wing of their house. Pippo was a swift runner, but so was Alessio. Alessio caught up with him, just a pace behind him. Suddenly Pippo stopped running, just right in front of his parents’ chamber. The moment he stopped, Alessio lunged, sending him to the floor. Pippo fell flat on his behind with Alessio on top of him. Alessio punched Pippo’s face.

Pippo was startled but he didn’t say a word. He didn’t even try to punch him back. He just lied still. Alessio rose to his feet.


“Give me the candies!” Alessio demanded.


Pippo glared at him and erected his body into a sitting position. He hissed to his brother, “Shut up!”


“I want my candies!” Alessio replied stubbornly.


Pippo stood up. He turned to Alessio and held his brother on the shoulders. He whispered, “Listen! Someone is crying.”


Alessio shrugged. He just wanted his candy. So what if someone cried? He only wanted the sweet caramel candy inside that bag. He snatched the candy bag from Pippo’s hand. But Pippo didn’t seem to care anymore.


He was busy staring at the door as if it could pass through the big, wooden door. 


To his surprise, the oak door opened. It opened slowly but the screeching sound made by the rusty bolts at the sides of the door sent shivers down his spine. He stepped backward as a tall woman in white came out from the room behind the door.


She looked down at the two boys. For a moment Alessio stopped worrying about his candy and paid attention to what was happening. Just as Pippo did, he looked up to see the woman who came out of the room.


“Ah, the boys… I should’ve known… please don’t make such loud noises… your mother is trying to get a rest,” she said.


“Who are you?” Alessio asked suspiciously. He had a feeling that the presence of this woman offended his mother, whom he knew very well was inside the room.


“I’m her nurse. Now, please, run…” she replied. But she didn’t finish her sentence because Pippo dashed inside the room in the speed of lightning. “HEY!”


But Pippo ignored her. He went inside the chambers. Alessio panicked. He might have hit his brother’s face but he despised being out of his company, especially around strange surroundings. The children rarely went to this area of the house so being there was a bit fearsome for Alessio. So, doing what his brother did, ignoring the lady in white, Alessio clung on his bag of candies and ran after Pippo. 


“HEY!” the nurse exclaimed.


Pippo stopped abruptly for the second time in that period of the day, which caused Alessio to bump on him. Pippo fell down again but not on his behind, rather on his knees. He almost smacked Alessio’s stomach for that but a wrenched, sobbing voice stopped him from initiating his intentions. 


Both of the boys became static. They turned their little heads to the direction of the big, white bed inside the room. 


Their mother was on that bed. She had her face turned down on the pillows. She was the one who sobbed. Pippo jumped to his feet, followed by Alessio. He walked slowly and quietly to the bed, with Alessio tugging at the back of his shirt. With each passing moment, they grew nearer to the edge of the big bed.


Finally they saw a clear picture of what was happening. Their mother, their usually cheerful and compassionate and smiling mother was crying. The sound of her cry was heartbreaking. They didn’t know why but the sight of their mother like that made them want to cry too. They wanted so badly to make her stop crying, just like she did to them whenever they cried over a fight or having just been angered by their father.


“What’s wrong with Mama?” Alessio whispered.


“I don’t know,” Pippo answered, also in a whisper that was lower than the sound of breath.


“Is she sick, like Simone?” 


“I don’t know.”


Suddenly the crying and sobbing ceased. Pippo and Alessio simultaneously stopped their whisperings. They didn’t dare move for a while. But then the gruff voice of their mother was heard, “Pippo? Alessio? Are you there?”


Pippo and Alessio dared themselves to speak this time. They answered, “Yes, Mama.”


And then they finally saw their mother. Pippo and Alessio gasped quietly seeing her. Was she really their mother? Was the woman on the bed who had just called them really their mother? What happened to her bright green eyes? What happened to the color of her face? What happened to the smile that was always tugging on her beautiful mouth? What happened to the mother they knew?


This woman in front of them was paler than the sheets of Alessio’s bed when they were not stained with the dirt that came from his shoes after playing at the park. There was no spark on her green eyes. They used to look like emeralds but now it didn’t shine as bright. They were dark, as dark as their nursery at night with scattered toys all over the floor. And yet, she was still their mother. Pippo and Alessio knew it. They were just not used to it.


“Ah, my princes,” she said tenderly, “You are here… finally! I haven’t seen you for days! Come here…”


Now, that was something they recognized. She loved to call them my princes. And the way she said come here was always something they knew. They always looked forward to be told come here because it meant they would be close to the mother they loved.


For a moment, Pippo and Alessio doubted. Should they move forward?


“Come on, I want to see you,” she said.


Pippo and Alessio carefully took of their shoes and jumped on to the bed. They crawled to their mother. She extended her arms to welcome her children to her embrace. Without hesitation, they entered the warmth of her arms. Once they were inside, she clasped her arms tightly around the both of them as if she was never going to let them go ever again. And slowly, the momentarily stopped tears came back to her eyes, running down her cheeks. Her tears fell down to Pippo and Alessio’s faces. 


They were devastated seeing how their mother was. And slowly, their little hands began touching her cheeks and eyes, trying to wipe away the tears. She smiled at them, feeling better for the first time in days. Suddenly, a surge of calmness washed over her heart and mind and she started stroking the boys’ backs and gently humming the lullaby she always sang to them before they went to bed at night.


The nurse, who had been secretly listening and watching this scene, glanced down at the tranquilizer shot she had been holding throughout the minutes that had passed. She meant to give the lady an injection to calm her down. But now, as she looked at the woman and her sons, she wondered why hadn’t she brought the boys earlier. They certainly were much more effective than this shot.

August, the same year…


“Happy birthday, Pippo! Happy birthday, Alessio!” 


“You’re certainly tall for someone aged 8, Pippo!”


“How old are you now, Alessio? Six, is it? And already you are giving your brother height competition!”


“Papa said you have a new bike for birthday. I want to see it!”


“Licia! Stop bothering Alessio about his bike! He wants to eat his cake!”


“Pippo, let’s go fly a kite!”


“The cakes are here! Make way, make way!”


Pippo and Alessio turned to their mother and father coming from inside the house bringing two large cakes in each of their hands. They stared at them in awe, with eyes and mouth wide opened. 


They had chosen their own cakes at the bakery yesterday and they were ecstatic to finally be able to eat it today, at the joint celebration of their birthday.


Pippo and Alessio were both born in the summer. Alessio was born in the 23rd of July while Pippo on the 9th of August. Every year, they always celebrated their birthday together. The celebration would start on Alessio’s birthday but the real one happened on Pippo’s birthday. Their parents always threw a grand party for the boys and showered them with presents. 


But, somehow, this year’s party was bigger than last year’s. Every single one of their relatives who lived even outside the country was invited. They also invited the whole member of Pippo’s class and Alessio’s. Usually, only the close relatives and close friends were invited. 


Arturo and his wife Marisa put down the cakes on the table in the garden and called everyone to come forward to sing. Everyone approached the table as Arturo started to light the candles. Pippo and Alessio waited impatiently to start, because after singing happy birthday and blowing the candles, they would be able to start opening their presents.


Arturo gave the cue to everyone and they started singing. Pippo and Alessio grinned at each other happily. When the song was over, they blew the candles together and everyone clapped their hands. Alessio insisted that he could eat the cakes later because he wanted to open his presents now but Pippo wanted the cakes first before the presents. Marisa laughed and accompanied Alessio to the stack of presents that was stationed inside the living room while her husband helped their eldest cut the cakes for himself and for everyone else.


“No, slice it over here. Yes, like that!” Arturo instructed Pippo. 


“Wow, cakes…” Licia, Pippo’s cousin who lived in Florence, said.


“Want some?” Pippo offered.


“Can I cut it?” Licia asked.


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s my cake!”


“Alright… I just want a big piece of it!”


Arturo smiled hearing their conversation. Licia was the daughter of his cousin, also his best friend, Marco. She was about Pippo’s age and the two of them could be sworn enemies as well as partners in crime. When with Licia, Pippo could be one devil of a child.

“You better be careful… Licia and Pippo could eat away one whole cake without sharing it with the others,” Marco jokingly reminded his best friend.


“Don’t worry… all we have to do is go back to the bakery and order another one,” Arturo replied.


“And they would do it all over again!” Marco retorted laughingly. Arturo laughed with him. Marco sobered, looked around and asked to Arturo, “Art, do you happen to see Fernando? I thought you were going to invite him!”


“I am inviting him but last night he called me from Milan and told me that he was going to be delayed because of a business affair. He will arrive sometime this evening. Nevertheless, he will come and will meet the boys,” Arturo answered.


To the men’s surprise, Licia and Pippo were listening to their fathers’ conversation. Licia asked, “Zio Nando will not come this afternoon?”


“No, Licia. Until this morning he is still busy, so he will leave Milan in the afternoon, which means, he will arrive here in the evening,” Arturo explained the whereabouts of his best friend.


“I wish Zia Ilda bring caramel candies… if she doesn’t, I will ask her to make it for me!” Licia said.


“Your teeth will rot like Alessio’s if you eat too many caramels!” Pippo mocked.


“Alessio’s teeth are not rotten!” Licia said.


“Yes it is… with worms… ugh!” Pippo said with a grimace.


“You are rotten!” Licia replied.


“No, I am not. I am clean!” Pippo said.


Licia frowned and then she took a handful of cake with cream and threw it straight to Pippo’s face. Pippo gaped but not for long. He quickly took even a bigger handful of cake and cream and avenged Licia. But Licia ducked before it got her and the cake hit Pippo’s father instead. Arturo was shocked. He wasn’t aware of the fact that Licia had hit Pippo first so he turned around to Pippo and glowered at him. 


“PIPPO!”


“It was Licia who started it, Papa!”


“You little…”


Pippo instantaneously dipped his hand to the cake and then smacked the cake to his face and said, “Look, Papa! I am dirty too… just like you!”


And for a moment, no one said anything. Marco, who had been busy chuckling for his friend’s misfortune, became quiet and now he was staring at Pippo in amazement. Just how lucky Arturo was to have a son like him?


Arturo himself was astounded. Then his glaring face softened, smiled, gently lifted Pippo and said, “You are taking a bath, young man!”


Alessio basked himself in the pile of presents that he received while Pippo was reading a book. Their parents were busy cleaning up the party mess inside the house while the servants tidied up the garden. 


It had been a wonderful day, except for one thing: the funny and friendly Zio Nando had not come. 


“Alessio, stop lying around there and take a bath,” Marisa ordered, entering the room with a large cardboard box to carry the presents to the nursery.


“I still want to play with my new robot!” Alessio protested. 


“Alessio!” Marisa replied in an authoritative voice.


“I want to wait for Zio Nando!” Alessio tried once more.


“Zio Nando won’t arrive until late tonight, Alessio,” Marisa said.


“Ah, Mama… please?” Alessio pleaded.


Arturo came. He brought another cardboard box. “Alessio, do as your mother say!”


“I want to see Zio Nando!” Alessio whined. 


“Alessio! Don’t be such a baby!” Pippo told him.


“You’re the baby!” Alessio retorted.


“Boys, please!” Marisa exclaimed.


Pippo and Alessio silenced themselves and bent their heads down. After what happened three months ago, they did not want to upset their mother. Their silence awed their parents. Usually, the boys were hard to be silenced, but now they were silent by their own will. 


Arturo then grabbed both boys and lifted them both up with his hands and carried them upstairs. Neither of them complained. Arturo just said to his wife, “You go and take care of the presents. I’ll make sure these boys are tucked in bed.”


“Thanks, honey,” Marisa replied. She smiled and gave the boys each a kiss-bye.


Alessio took a bath by himself and then put on his favorite pajamas on. Then he went to his bed on the left side of the room. Arturo was tucking Pippo in and when he saw Alessio had already finished he moved to his bed. Alessio let his father tucked him in and pulled the blanket over his body but he was also playing stick-your-tongue-out with his brother.


“Pippo! Alessio! Stop it! Can’t you calm down? This is already night!” Arturo said. His voice pleading, his face exasperated but he was also joking.


“Sorry, Papa,” Pippo and Alessio apologized.


“Good. Thank you.”


“For what?” Alessio asked.


“For being such good boys,” Arturo said.


Pippo and Alessio smiled. Arturo then kissed their foreheads. Then he went to switch off the lights. Just when he was about to do that, suddenly Pippo called for him, “Papa?”


“Yes?” Arturo turned around and faced his son. 


“Papa, is Mama still sad?” Pippo asked.


“Why is Mama sad?” Arturo asked, confused.


“Because Simone died,” Pippo answered matter-of-factly.


That struck Arturo like a bolt of lightning thunder. Arturo felt a lump on his throat. Since Simone died, Arturo and Marisa decided to give all of their attention to their first two sons. They decided not to think about it or talk about it anymore for Pippo and Alessio’s sake. But deep down, Arturo knew Marisa was still devastated inside. He often saw her on the verge of tears every time she was with Pippo or Alessio. But he didn’t know Pippo and Alessio noticed.


Arturo then looked back to his two sons. Arturo took a deep breath and cleared his throat before answering, “No, Pippo. She’s not sad anymore.”


“Then why does she seem to be almost crying all the time?” Alessio asked.


By God, they knew! Arturo smiled and said, “That’s because she’s happy to know that even though Simone is not here, she still has the two of you.”


Pippo and Alessio were silent after that. They looked at each other, causing Arturo to tense. These two boys knew more than he did. It was as if they understood. 


Suddenly, Pippo said, “Papa, can I ask for another birthday present?”


“You don’t like the bike I gave you?” Arturo asked, thankful that the subject had changed.


“I do like it. But we want something else, Alessio and I,” Pippo said.


“What? As long as it’s not difficult to find…” Arturo said.


“No, it’s not!” Alessio quickly said. He didn’t know what Pippo want but he somehow also wanted it, so decided to urge his father too.


“What?”


“A brother… so that Mama can be happy again and Alessio and I can play with him,” Pippo said solemnly, which sent his father straight into tears.


It was 3.23 in the morning. Arturo couldn’t sleep but he didn’t leave the bed to work on something or watch the TV so that he could relax himself and drift off to sleep. He just lied still on his spot on the bed, beside Marisa who was sleeping soundly. He tried to forget what happened on the boys’ room earlier but he couldn’t. 


Pippo’s idea was the best idea he could have ever thought of. It had been three months since it happened. It should be safe for Marisa and him to try again? Why not? But somehow, he just couldn’t. He couldn’t bring up the matter to Marisa. It would remind her to what happened before. He just couldn’t.


Why? 


He didn’t know. 


Suddenly, there was a knock on the door from outside. Arturo sat bolt upright. Was that a real knock?


Knock, knock. The knock again.


“Arturo, what is it? Is someone out there?” Marisa sleepily asked.


“I guess so,” Arturo replied.


He slipped out of bed, put on his robe and went to the door. He opened the wooden door. The person he saw in front of him was Toro, his personal gofer. He looked distressed.


“Toro? What is it?” Arturo asked.


“Signor, there is bad news,” the short, frail man answered.


“What bad news?”


“It’s about Signor Fernando,” Toro answered. 


“What about him?” Arturo asked, starting to panic.


“He’s dead, signor. His car crashed, fell off a cliff. Signora Ilda died instantly, they said. Signor Fernando was at the hospital before he died. He asked the nurse to call you. He told the nurse some things and she wrote it down on shorthand. The doctor told him to rest but he wouldn’t. He said everything is up to you. So, after giving the message, he passed away. The nurse from the hospital called me,” Toro said quietly.


Marisa came to join Arturo just in time as Toro said his two last sentences. She clamped her hand to her mouth and gasped. 


“In which hospital was he in, Toro?” Arturo asked.


Toro told him the hospital’s address and Arturo dashed inside to get dressed. Marisa was nailed to her place. A perturbing thought crossed her mind. She turned to Toro.


“Toro, did they say anything about their baby? Fernando’s baby?”


“There aren’t any babies with him, signora,” Toro said, “The nurse said the victims were only signor Fernando, his wife and the truck driver who had hit them.”


Marisa turned around in horror. “Arturo!”


“What?” Arturo asked.


“The baby… Ilda and Nando have… had a baby, didn’t they?”


That stopped Arturo from moving. Then realization struck his mind. “Sandro!”

  January, one and a half years later…


“He’s so small!” nine-year-old Pippo commented on the one-week-old baby on his mother’s arm.


“He looks like Papa,” seven-year-old Alessio complied. Then he turned to the two-year-old Sandro who was tugging at his shirt. “What do you think, Sandro?”


Sandro just nodded. Arturo smiled. “You all look like me! You are all boys, right?”


“Hmm,” Pippo replied. “Why don’t we have a baby sister the next time?”


“The next time?” Marisa exclaimed laughingly. “You still want another sibling, Pippo?”


Pippo shrugged in his usual I-don’t-know style. But then he lifted his eyes to meet his mother’s and said, “I want to have a baby girl when I grow up. All girls…”


“All girls?” Arturo laughed. “Ah, Pippo, you’re still a long way from there! Long, long way…” Pippo shrugged again and continued cuddling the baby.


“What’s his name again?” Alessio asked.


“Francesco, Alessio. His name is Francesco,” Marisa said with a giggle.


“Coco,” Sandro suddenly said.


“No, Francesco!” Alessio protested.


“Coco!” Sandro said. In his baby voice, he said, “I want to call him Coco.”


“That’s not a bad idea. Until he grows up, I guess we can him Coco,” Marisa said.


“Coco? That sounds like ‘choco’, as in ‘chocolate’!” Alessio commented.


“Did you take my chocolate again, Alessio?” Pippo suddenly asked.


“No way!” Alessio replied.


“Boys, no fighting!” Marisa ceased.


“Hey, it’s already nine. It’s time to go to bed, children!” Arturo announced.


The boys whined. Pippo wanted to argue but he didn’t want to upset his mother. So he signaled Alessio to agree. Alessio nodded. Then each one of the boys took turns kissing their mother and father goodnight. Sandro jumped behind Pippo’s back for a piggyback ride back to their rooms. They did it almost every night. If not Pippo’s back, then Alessio’s.


“Bye, boys,” Marisa said, smiling to see her sons, “See you in the morning. Don’t be late waking up. Licia needs to be picked up at the station very early in the morning!”


“Yeah, we know,” Alessio said.


“Bye, Mama! Bye, Papa! Bye, Coco!” the three of them said before closing the door.


Arturo glanced at Marisa and smiled. He sat down beside her and said, “I can’t believe those devils could turn into angels near you, Marisa.”


“Arturo… they’re not devils!” Marisa protested although she had to admit what her husband said was true. 


Arturo sighed… “I wonder if they would still be like this when they grow up…”


“Oh, Arturo,” Marisa chuckled, “I don’t think they’ll ever grow up. Look at Pippo… he’s almost 10 and he still asks me for a cuddle!”


Arturo chuckled too. “I suppose so… but, let’s just wait and see.”

Chapter 1


“Gloria!” came a booming voice from the intercom.


Everyone in the executive room became very, very still. They didn’t dare to say a word, or even breathe loudly. And slowly, everyone turned to the beautiful brunette woman who was sitting in front of the main secretarial desk in front of the boss’ room. She looked pale and aghast. 


What does he want this time?, Gloria complained.


Clearing her throat, she forced herself to rise up from her seat and grabbed a notebook and a pencil and headed towards the superior one’s office.


Usually, wherever she went, the males looked at her in awe for her beauty. And indeed she was the most beautiful employee in the enterprise. However, also for many times, men, and women for this case, look at her in pity because her boss was the deadliest one in the company. No doubt, this time she was the recipient of many pitying looks from the rest of the colleagues who worked with her in that floor.


Trying to act casual, she strolled inside the room. When she saw her boss, she gave him a pleasant smile and politely inquired, “Yes, sir? You called?”


“Yes, I did. Sit down and listen carefully,” the rigid-looking man behind the big desk in front of her replied coldly.


Gloria sat on the chair in front of the desk and opened the notebook. She was ready to take any notes he was going to dictate her.


“First of all, I want the personnel manager inside my office before four o’clock. Then get the financial manager to report to me before three and I want the letters for our company in France ready before lunch. After all that, get someone to find the vice president of this company to face me immediately. If he doesn’t report before six, I will fire everyone who is in front of my face. Make sure everyone gets my message and I want my orders fulfilled immediately!” 


Gloria almost gulped. The personnel manager before four, financial manager before three and two letters in French before lunch. And… the vice president immediately?


“Is that clear, Gloria?”


“Yes, sir, perfectly. I will start right away.”


“You may leave.”


“Yes, sir. Excuse me.”


Once Gloria was outside, she immediately passed the orders to the other secretaries to send messages to the people the boss wanted to meet. She had two other lower positioned secretaries under her, Paola and Francesca. She ordered Francesca to prepare the letters and told Paola to find the managers.


“Is that all?” Francesca asked.


Gloria paused before answering. Then she said, “No, that’s not all. We have to find the vice president of this company immediately before six or else, he will fire everyone in front of his face.”


Both Paola and Francesca lost the color on their faces. They gulped. How were they going to do that?


Alessio hit the gas as hard as he could and his car went from 234km/h to 270 km/h. 


“Wow! Go easy on the gas there, boy… the last thing we need is an accident!” his mechanic’s voice reminded through the earphone he was wearing for communications. 


Alessio answered from the small microphone that was set in front of his lips, “Don’t worry… this is a safe speed.”


“Safe speed?” the mechanic exclaimed in disagreement. “Safe speed to heaven?”


Alessio chuckled. “Don’t worry, Beppe! The track is only for me today, remember?”


“I mean it, Alessio! Slow down. You’ve been going around for 35 laps, with old tires!”


“Well, there’s one good reason for us to buy new ones, right?”


“But…” suddenly the mechanic stopped. He seemed to be talking to someone next to him. And then his voice returned, “Hey, Alessio… I think you better stop. This time I mean it, boy. There’s a phone call for you from the office. Everyone’s been going mad looking for you.”


Alessio replied excitedly, “Is it that sexy Gloria who called? Or the sweet Francesca? Or maybe that cute Paola?” 


“You really want to know?”


“Yes, of course.”


“Hey, who called just then? Oh! Okay… it was someone named Mauro.”


Alessio’s voice fell flat. “Oh, him. I wonder what Paola sees in him that they’re now engaged.”


“Alessio! Quit fooling around and get your ass down here immediately!”


“Okay, okay! Just a moment… one more lap!”


“NOW!”


Alessio sighed. “Fine!”


Alessio drove the car smoothly inside the garage. He needed that one extra lap after all to slow down his car. When he entered the pit, the team of mechanics who worked with him had already been waiting with every kind of equipment imaginable. Indeed Beppe had told everyone to work on the damages Alessio caused this time so that the car could go for a race next month. 


Alessio dismounted from the car as soon as he stopped. He took off his helmet and shook his head. His dark colored hair didn’t look messy although he had been wearing the helmet for more than an hour. He had it cut just last week and the short appearance of his hair just made him look more adorable than before. 


He shrugged off the racing jacket he was wearing and took off the sweaty undershirt he was wearing. He wore a separate jacket this time, not like the usual jumper he wore. He looked fit with his muscles and all. His tall, strong figure was almost irresistible for any female. And thank goodness there weren’t any females around, or else they would have fainted minutes ago.


“Look at this! The carburetor! It’s almost burnt up! Thank you, Alessio!” Beppe shouted as soon as he took a glance inside the machine.


“Oops!” Alessio lightly replied with a grin on his face.


“Don’t worry, we can fix it. But it will take a long, long time before we can go home tonight,” said one of the mechanics with a sarcastic voice.


“Just buy a new one,” Alessio said easily. 


“Easy for you to say… the parts for this car of yours are not sold everywhere, you know? We have to go to Turin to buy this kind of thing!” Beppe grimly said.


“Hey, didn’t you say a friend of yours is going to Turin?” another mechanic mentioned.


Beppe snapped his fingers. His face immediately brightened. “Terry is going to Turin next week! All we have to do is ask her to buy it for us!”


“First of all, we need to cool this baby off first,” another mechanic said.


Alessio smiled at Beppe and the rest of the crew. He told them, “I’m going to take a shower and… tell Terry to see me if she is willing to buy the parts for us.”


“Sure thing!” replied Beppe.


Alessio whistled as he entered the bathroom. He took a quick shower and did the necessary things. He was never someone who took too long in the bathroom. As soon as he finished the shower and put on his clothes, he finished off by combing his hair and checking himself in front of the mirror.


“Presentable,” Alessio commented on himself.


He stuffed all his things inside the locker in the change room and grabbed his bag and car keys.


Just as he exited the change room, someone passed by in the hall. It took Alessio a few minutes before he could recognize who was that person. When he did realized who it was, a slow grin appeared on his face and chuckled.


“Well, well, well, if it isn’t my dearest Terry!” Alessio called out.


The person stopped walking and turned around. “Ah! There you are!”


“Hi, Ter!” Alessio greeted.


“Hi, Al,” replied Terry.


“You’re looking beautiful day by day…” Alessio complimented.


“You must be joking!” Terry retorted.


“No, I am not joking. But what’s with the oil, Ter? Is it the in thing right now?” Alessio replied.


Terry blinked a few times. She had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. Alessio smiled again and said, “You’ve got black oil on your face, sweetie!”


Terry lifted her hand to her cheeks. She touched her left cheek and gasped at the discovery of something oily, black and reeking in smell. Alessio smiled. Alessio took out a small towel from his bag and threw it to the girl in front of him.


“There you go! Wipe yourself off before your father finds out you’ve been messing around with the machines again,” Alessio said. He gestured Terry to walk with him towards the exit. Terry wiped off her face with the towel.


“What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be in college or something?” Alessio inquired curiously.


“My schedule doesn’t include Fridays, Alessio.”


“So that’s why you always come on every Friday?”


“Gee, how smart you are! You’re supposed to know that since a long time ago!”


Alessio nudged her. Terry exclaimed, “Ouch! That hurts!”


“I know…” he mischievously replied.


“By the way, smartie, there was a phone call from your office… twice. Everyone there is busy looking for you. Your brother is angry because you were nowhere to be found. And the person who called told us that he promised to fire everyone in front of his eyesight if you don’t come before six,” Terry informed.


Alessio grimaced suddenly. “Oh, I am in trouble, aren’t I?”


“Yes, I believe so, smartie,” Terry said.


Alessio stopped, checked his watch and grimaced once again. He looked at Terry once more, abruptly tousled her hair and smiled, “Thanks, Oil Girl!”


“You’re welcome, smartie!”


Alessio flashed her a smile and then ran in the speed of light to the door. 


It was 17.57. 


Pippo’s jaws were clenched so hard that Gloria was afraid that he would break his teeth. Gloria glanced at the clock and she suddenly felt like trembling. She, and Lorenzo, the personnel manager, was inside his office. And considering that their boss was someone who always kept his promises, there was a big chance that they would be fired on the spot if he didn’t see the vice president before six.


Gloria’s mind drifted away to the thought of her being jobless… she still needed to pay for the rent of her apartment. And not mentioning her mother’s medical bills… what would she do if she got fired?


Suddenly the door burst out opened and Alessio appeared on the doorway. He looked calm and nonchalant despite the tension inside the room. 


“I’m here! I’m here! I’m not late, aren’t I?” he said when he realized his brother was glowering at him.


Gloria let out an unconscious sigh. She was somehow glad and she wanted to kiss the feet of her boss. When she looked at Lorenzo, she had the feeling he had wanted to do the same. Lorenzo relaxed in his previous stiff sitting position and seemed to be relieved. Now, if they could only just escape the thunderous tirade their boss was going to deliver to his brother, they would be just safe, Gloria thought.


“Gloria, Lorenzo,” Pippo called in a strained voice. “Thank you for your presence in my office. I appreciate your work. But now, I have to deal with the vice president. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Gloria casually nodded although her heart was beating uncontrollably. Lorenzo nodded as well and regarded Pippo with a polite smile.


“Good evening, sir,” Gloria and Lorenzo said, rising from their position in front of Pippo’s desk. They strolled nonchalantly towards the door but when they were just a few meters from it, they practically scurried off the room, closing the door behind them with a soft click, not daring to make any sounds. 


Alessio turned to his brother. To him, Pippo looked very crimson to him.


“Where have you been?” Pippo asked. His voice was still concise.


Alessio started, “I was at the circuit, practicing for the race. You know where I am every Friday, Pip… And then, as you well know, I have to take my laundries every Friday, so I went to Mario’s place first.”


Pippo said nothing so Alessio continued, “I see you have succeeded in making everyone terribly nervous, brother. Did you even see the look on Gloria’s face? You should stop looking like a zombie, Pip… it does you no good. I particularly like it when you are inside the auditorium in campus. Now, that’s what I call…”


Suddenly Pippo slammed his fist on to the table. Alessio jumped back a step in surprise. He shouted instantly, “Damn it! I wouldn’t be looking like a zombie if I work for six days every week! And don’t you dare ask me why I should work six days a week, Alessio! I am busy taking care of your share in the company! And still, I give you your share of money! I didn’t take a single cent! And yet, it had to be my responsibility to make sure everything in your part of the company is all right! 


“Have you any idea what I’ve been going through for the past five years, Alessio? I let you go racing, in hope that you might find your sense and sensibility… that you might realize how important your real job is! But, no! You completely forgot about everything for one whole year!”


Alessio shook his head and lifted his two hands in Pippo’s directions to calm him down. “Hey, hey, stay calm! It’s not like I don’t know I have a company!”


“You are the vice president of this company, Alessio! Vice president! Papa gave you that position because he thought you were capable of doing it!”


“I know what I am in this company, Pippo!” Alessio said, raising his voice.


“Don’t you dare raise your voice at me, Alessio!” Pippo warned.


“I am not! You’re practically chastising me! Why can’t I do the same?”


Pippo took a deep breath. He didn’t have the tiniest idea how they managed to grow up together. For all they had the same star sign and personality, they were as different as the sun and the moon at times…


At the same time, Alessio wondered how in the world the man in front of him could have been his brother. He was too stern to become his brother, too conservative to become his brother, too workaholic to become his brother… well, perhaps the last one was not Pippo’s doing…


Alessio sighed. He looked up to his brother and found Pippo’s eyes sparked with fire. 


“Listen, Pippo…” Alessio started.


“WHAT?” he snapped.


“I’m sorry…”


“WHAT?”


“I said, I’m sorry,” Alessio said.


“Do you think it’s as easy as that? Apologizing? Just like that?” Pippo asked.


“What the hell am I supposed to do then? Get down on my knees and bow to you?” Alessio argued. 


“I don’t care about apologies, Alessio. I want you to know that your division is having a big problem. I want you to take care of the mess. That’s what I want you to do,” Pippo said.


Alessio creased his forehead. “What do you mean my division’s in trouble?”


Pippo straightened up. He opened his drawer and pulled out a stack of files. He dropped them on the table, in front of Alessio. Alessio reached for them and took the file on the top. With his eyes still on Pippo, he opened and read it. It didn’t take him long enough to finish and when he did, he threw it back to where he had taken it and shrugged.


“I don’t see anything wrong with that file. It’s just the sales report of our products, right?” Alessio said.


Pippo shook his head. “Read the others!”


Alessio sighed heavily. “Do I have to…”


“Yes, you do. Read them.”


Alessio sighed again. There was no point arguing with Pippo. So he sat down on the chair in front of Pippo’s desk and grabbed the second file from the stack. He began reading those files, one by one. Pippo watched his brother doing so and sat down on his own chair. If he had to stay up all night and give up dinner to make sure Alessio read each one of those 57 files in front of him, he would do it. 


By 19.47, Alessio had done reading each one of the files Pippo presented to him. He looked terribly displeased, not because of what his brother had made him do anymore but more due to the fact that contents of the files were something perturbing. 


“I can’t believe you didn’t tell sooner, if you had we wouldn’t be in this kind of trouble,” Alessio said.


“I didn’t even know such problem exists until three days ago, when Gianluca contacted me,” Pippo reasoned.


Alessio sighed. Pippo said in a calmer tone, “I suppose you know now where you messed up. I expect you to take responsibility. I am not blaming you for what happened but, please, this time, take care of the problem yourself.”


“You won’t help me?” Alessio asked.


“Not this time. This is only one of many other big problems we are having, Alessio. There are about 10 problems in this company. I am only asking you to take care of one, while I take care the other nine.”


Alessio stared blankly at the ceiling. Pippo continued, “I know you love racing, Alessio. And I am not against that. But you have to remember that you have a job here in this company and it’s more important than cars and circuits and races. This concerns many people’s job, Alessio, not just one person’s satisfaction. Can you understand that?”


Alessio leveled his gaze with his brother’s. His jaws were tight as he spoke, “Perfectly. Just tell me what I have to do as of tomorrow.”


Pippo didn’t hesitate. “Whatever you think is necessary. And until this problem is clear, I don’t want you out of the office anymore.”


Alessio entered his apartment and slammed the door behind him. He tossed his bag to the sofa and shrugged off his jacket as he walked to the kitchen. He switched on the light and opened the refrigerator. He took a bottle of mineral water and opened the cap. As he drank, he opened the buttons of his shirt. He went to the dining room that was just next to the kitchen and put down the bottle as he opened his shirt too, leaving him with just his undershirt. He made a detour to the bathroom and threw the shirt inside the laundry basket. Then he returned to the dining room.


He picked up the bottle and went to his room. He opened the door and turned on the lights there. 


He almost screamed when he saw someone sleeping on his bed. When he found out who it was, he relaxed. But he wasn’t going to let his bed be used this time, especially because he needed sleep tonight.


“Hey! Wake up!” Alessio said, shaking the person sleeping on the bed’s body.


The occupant of the bed slowly groaned and then opened his eyes. He came to a sleeping position and Alessio almost burst out laughing seeing his appearance – messy hair, messy everything.


“What did you do? Did your girl tire you out?” Alessio commented, “You look messy.”


The occupant of the bed blinked a few times, needing to absorb the words he was being told. He was completely perplexed after a four-hour sleep. And damn it, the headache’s still there.


Alessio sat on the edge of the bed. “So, mind telling me what you’re doing here on my bed?”


Now that he could finally see clearly who was in front of him, the occupant grimaced. He greeted Alessio, “Hey, you’re back.”


“Since a few minutes ago. Didn’t you hear anything I said?”


“Sorry.”


“I repeat, what the hell are you doing here?” Alessio asked.


“Hmm… I needed a place to stay and since I don’t have the keys to my apartment, I came here instead. That woman who cleans up your place was about to go home when I came so I asked her for the keys. Had I failed to meet her, I’d come straight away to any of the other two’s places,” he answered.


“Smart tactic, brother. What happened to your keys?” Alessio asked.


Alessio’s youngest brother grinned and said sheepishly, “I left it in the change room on campus, inside my locker.”


“Fool,” Alessio mumbled.


“But you’re not supposed to be here, right? What are you doing here, anyway?” Coco asked.


Alessio gave him a dagger stare. “What do you mean I’m not supposed to be here? This is my apartment, my room, my space… now, the question is, what are you doing in my air?” Alessio replied.


“Well,” Coco said, “I thought you always stay at Laura’s place.”


Alessio was a little stung by that. He creased his forehead and said, “Who told you I was dating Laura?”


“Everyone knows you’re dating her, Alessio…”


“Who does?”


“Everyone! Gees, your dating Rome’s top socialite! Of course everyone knows!”


Alessio became silent. He sighed. “Never mind.”


“You look troubled. What happened?” Coco asked, jumping out of the bed. 


Alessio’s eyes widened, shocked. “What are you doing with my boxers?”


Coco looked down to the boxer shorts he was wearing. He grinned. “Oh, sorry about this. I needed something comfortable to sleep in. I’ll… uhm, put it in the laundry basket so you could wash it right away.”


Alessio wanted to punch him. Coco ignored his brother’s annoyance towards him. He just went outside, walked inside the bathroom, and did the thing he said he was going to do. After putting on his own outfit, he returned to Alessio’s room. He found his brother still on the same position as he left him a few minutes ago. 


“Hey, what’s wrong with you?” Coco asked.


“Nothing,” Alessio answered shortly. 


Coco’s eyebrows snapped close. Now he was worried. Something must have upset Alessio so bad or else he wouldn’t be acting like this right now. Alessio had always been a carefree person whereas his other three brothers were not as so. He was always easy-going, in terms of taking everything lightly. Nothing could ever upset him so badly. And only Pippo could match him in his moods. They were both almost alike, although they didn’t want to admit it. Coco knew that, because Pippo and Alessio both had the same way of thinking but different way of showing.


Perhaps it is Pippo…


“So, what did Pippo do to you this time?” Coco asked coolly.


Alessio stiffened. Coco knew he had hit the jackpot. Must be him, he thought. Alessio then straightened up and rose from his sitting position. He grabbed a pillow and a spare blanket from his closet and dumped them on Coco’s hands.


“You take the couch. I take this room. No sounds, okay? You make breakfast, I’ll do the cleaning,” Alessio said.


Coco pretended to whine. “Oh, damn! I knew I should’ve gone to Sandro’s place or Pippo’s place!”


“Get out of here!”


Alessio couldn’t sleep that night. He was worried. Not worried about what might happen to his being unable to race for a while but he was worried about the problem he was facing at the office. In real life. 


Their company had received six major orders of red and white wine. They were ordered during the past seven months by various companies all over Europe. But none of the orders had been received by those companies. From the reports, it had been said that each of the companies that made the orders called in to their office, saying that they had never received the wines they wanted. The financial report showed that there had been no input from these orders. The problem was, the wine supply had decreased rapidly during these seven months.


So, their company was in danger of losing money, losing supply, and losing trust.


It was obvious that the last one was Pippo’s main concern. That was why he was frantic and asked for Alessio to come. Alessio realized that. But how the hell was he going to solve this problem?


Alessio turned to his right and stared at the window in the darkness as he pulled the covers up to his naked chest. 


Sure, he received the education for business management. But he didn’t have the heart for business. Or maybe he did, but this case was more like a detective case. And he didn’t like it. All his life, he had always been having fun and never took anything seriously. He learned that it was the only way not to get hurt, never taking anything seriously. He applied this philosophy of life to almost every aspect of his life. 


But he was always serious about his family. This company was his family’s company. And that meant he had to be serious this time. He must.

Chapter 2


The sound of the doorbell woke Pippo up. He didn’t have a good night sleep, thanks to his earlier unfriendly encounter with Alessio the night before. So he was glad that morning came and he was glad that there was finally a sound on his usually quiet apartment.


He kicked the covers of his bed and jumped out of bed. Only wearing an undershirt and a pair of boxer shorts, he went to get the door. He unlocked the door and opened it.


The face of his brother, Sandro, appeared before his eyes.


“Good morning, Pip. May I come in?” he greeted.


Pippo yawned and nodded. “Yeah, sure. Come in.”


Sandro walked in. He was already fully dressed. He was wearing a polo T-shirt, a pair of jeans, a pair of boots and the jacket he had owned since he was in high school. His hair was combed neatly and he had his backpack hanging over his shoulder.


“Why are you up so early?” Pippo asked.


“I couldn’t sleep last night. So I decided to get ready early,” Sandro answered.


“Hmm… you too, huh?” Pippo replied.


Sandro took a closer look on his brother and realized that he, too, didn’t look like someone who enjoyed his sleep last night. “Wow, you didn’t too? That’s quite weird. We all didn’t have good night sleeps last night.”


“We?”


“Coco just called me this morning and he told me that he couldn’t even close his eyes. The problem with him was that he had a headache in the evening and he decided to sleep. Four hours later, Alessio came and woke him up and after that he couldn’t sleep.”


“Coco stayed at Alessio’s?” Pippo asked as he closed the door.


Sandro answered as he walked to the kitchen. “Yeah,” Sandro replied.


By the time Pippo entered the kitchen, Sandro was already holding a glass of orange juice. He offered some to Pippo but Pippo declined and made a cup of coffee instead. 


“What brings you here, brother?” Pippo asked.


“I needed a place to eat breakfast. But my money’s all gone. So, I was looking for something free,” Sandro answered jokingly.


“Cute,” Pippo replied sardonically. He opened the refrigerator and took out four eggs and a bag of sausages. “You’re cooking, I’ll do the cleaning.”


“I always wonder why you and Alessio never wanted to learn to cook from Mama…” Sandro said. 


“That’s because whenever you and Coco were in the kitchen, you were always making a mess. And then, Mama would tell Alessio and me to clean it up. Why would we want to take the risk of having to clean up a messy kitchen just to learn to cook?” 


Sandro grinned. He took the eggs from Pippo’s hands and put them on a bowl. “Scrambled or omelet?”


“Anything, as long as it’s not too salty,” Pippo answered.


Pippo took a fresh shower and put on his dark business suit. He put all the documents he needed inside his leather case and walked out of the room to the kitchen.


“It’s ready, scrambled, no salt, one toast, butter only, coffee, black, one sugar, two sausages, extremely well done… and white napkin. Just like the way you like it,” Sandro said.


Pippo smiled. “Thank you.”


“Your welcome. Now, don’t be angry at me if I eat up the rest of the contents of your refrigerator because I think I deserve a payment after doing all this for you,” Sandro said.


“Fine with me,” Pippo said.


Suddenly, Coco strolled inside the room. “Hey, here are your newspapers! And I have to read La Gazzetta first! No arguing! After all, I did take these for you from downstairs!”


“What are you doing here?” Pippo asked, surprised but not annoyed of the presence of his brother.


“Don’t fret. I’m here too,” Alessio said, following Coco from behind.


Sandro and Pippo turned around. They gasped and went static when they saw Alessio. It was not because he was there, but what he was wearing. 


Off from his usual jeans and tight T-shirts, Alessio was clad in a business suit that looked exactly the same as Pippo’s. From tie and button to trousers and suits, he wore exactly the same suit as Pippo’s. 


Facing his gaping brothers, he smiled and said, “How do I look? Every inch a businessman?”


Sandro said in awe, “Right on!”


Pippo just sat there, staring, unbelieving. Alessio gently put his briefcase on the empty chair next to Pippo’s and sat on the other chair next to that one. He turned to Pippo and cleared his throat.


Alessio said, “You want me to take care of that problem, you got it. You want me to take part, you got it. And here I am.”


Pippo smiled. He patted his brother’s shoulder and said, “Good. Thank you. I knew you’d understand.”


“So, tell me, Pip, how did you make him,” Coco said to his oldest brother with a finger pointed to his second oldest brother, “wear suits like that?”


“And why did you decide to wear the same suit as Pippo’s?” Sandro asked.


“Well, I’d rather wear the same suit as Pippo’s rather than wearing an apron like you right now. I wouldn’t be caught dead in something like that!” Alessio retorted tartly.


“Enough!” Coco seized. “Bring out the food!”


“Help Sandro, Coco,” Pippo ordered. 


“Oh, great! Now he’s got me doing something too!” Coco said. But he did as he was told anyway. The laughter of his brothers filled the room as Coco, too, took an apron for a cupboard and put it on.


Pippo, Alessio, Sandro and Coco had always been close. Of course, the first two were closer to each other because of their age, and so were the last two. But they were inseparable in general. Thanks to their parents, they had always been like that.


Pippo, of course, held the commands. He was the leader as he was the oldest and the most mature. He was the quietest. Although he was a tough person, and he had never been involved into serious trouble. On the other hand Alessio lived an indomitable, gutsy life. He could be reckless at times and he loved everything adrenaline-pumping. He was the typical happy-go-lucky guy. Coco stepped into his shoes although he was only half as heedless as Alessio was. Sandro played the sweet guy role. He was sensitive and was always aware of the things his brothers were doing. Pippo and him were the ones who stood by for when the other two came for scrapes. 


“God! I’m late! I’m terribly late!” Pippo said after a quick glance at his watch.


“Why are you in a hurry? It’s only 7.30!” Alessio said.


“I know… I have to come early so I can finish everything before lunch! I have a lecture this afternoon,” Pippo said, quickly finishing his coffee.


“You’re going to give a lecture today?” Sandro asked.


“Yep, care to join me?” replied Pippo.


Sandro shook his head. “No, thanks. I’d rather work on that thesis of mine. I’m only two chapters away from finish.”


“Good luck,” Pippo said. To Alessio he said, “You, in my office at nine.” And to Coco, he said, “And you, don’t you dare think about missing one more classes!”


Coco grinned. “Yes, sir. Hey, by the way, do you think you can get me a date with that lovely assistant of yours?”


“Lay off!” Sandro warned.


“What? Is she dating you?”


“No, she’s dating my friend.”


“So?”


“So, lay off!”


Gloria smiled to Alessio as he walked inside the office. Everyone there was quite surprised to see their vice president came in to work. Alessio just smiled at everyone and then entered his office, next to Pippo’s. Paola then moved to the secretarial desk in front of his office. Originally, Paola was Alessio’s personal secretary. But because Alessio was rarely seen at the office, she asked Pippo if she could just join Gloria and Francesca in assisting Pippo. Since Pippo was taking care of Alessio’s jobs too, he didn’t mind and was glad to have one more help.


However, her original boss had come. She was to return to her original position.


Alessio didn’t wait long to start working. He asked Paola what were his assignments and appointments for today. Paola showed him the journal and they commenced right away.


“What time did he come yesterday?” Francesca asked.


“Three minutes before six. Lorenzo and I were inside his office when he strolled in,” Gloria answered.


“So, none of you got sacked, right?” Francesca asked.


“No, thank goodness,” Gloria answered.


The intercom buzzed. Gloria pushed the reply button to answer. “Gloria,” called Pippo’s authoritative voice, “I need my files now. Bring me the files from this month of last year as well. Remind Lorenzo of our meeting at 10. Make sure everyone gets the notes I told you to write down yesterday. Tell Francesca to type the remaining letters in French. And then tell her to open our e-mail and check if there’s any letter from our Spain branch. If there is, print three copies of it and send two to Lorenzo and Alessio, one for me. I need them all before eleven.”


When the connection was off, Francesca grinned and said to her friend, “Now, do you regret not being fired?” 


Pippo closed the last file containing a contract document that he had just signed and handed it to Francesca. He turned to Gloria, “If anyone asks for me, tell them I won’t be coming back until next morning. But please forward every important call to the other Mr. Laurentiis on the other room.”


Gloria smiled and nodded. Pippo then rose from his seat and walked to the private bathroom inside his office to get changed. Five minutes later, Pippo walked out of the bathroom. Gloria and Francesca who were cleaning up Pippo’s desk from scattered papers looked up to him and smiled. 


He was already wearing a simple blue shirt, a pair of khaki trousers, and a jacket of the same color as the trousers. He wore a simpler tie and had put on his reading eyeglasses. He looked every inch like a college professor.


“So, do I look professor enough?” Pippo asked, grinning.


“Yes, sir, you do,” Francesca answered laughingly.


“I bet your students don’t know at all that you’re actually a businessman too,” Gloria said.


“They don’t care, which is good. I want to keep a low profile,” Pippo replied. He grabbed his teaching briefcase and then walked towards the door. He said, “See you in the morning.”


“Goodbye, sir,” the secretaries replied.


When he had left, Gloria said, “I wish he goes to office wearing that kind of outfit everyday. He looks less… intimidating this way.”


“Agreed,” Francesca said dryly. “He’s a nicer person as a teacher.”

Chapter 3


“Oh my God, there she is…”

“Who? Oh! Hey, is she really having a relationship with…”


“Sssh… she’s looking this way.”


“Who cares?”


“Well, Fio, looks like everyone’s talking about you now,” Nadia said.


“Why should they?” Fio replied.


“They are wondering whether you are really having a relationship with Marco or not,” Valentina said.


“With Marco? You mean, Marco Di Vaio?” Fio replied, flabbergasted.


“With him, yes,” Valentina answered.


Fio blinked at what her friend had just said. Then she burst out laughing. Nadia and Valentina looked at each other in confusion. “Oh my God… after all these years… they still think Marco and I have got nothing to do at all!”


This time, Nadia and Valentina were the ones who stared at her in astonishment. Fio turned to them and replied, “And don’t tell me you don’t know about it too!”


“Know what?” Valentina replied.


“Know that Marco is my brother,” Fio answered.


That almost sent the other two girls down on their behinds. They were shocked to hear that piece of information. Nadia, all wide-eyed and mouth opened, stopped Fio from walking and shouted, “BROTHER?”


It was a good thing the corridor was loud with many different noises.


“Hey! That was supposed to be a secret!” Fio hissed.


Nadia lowered her voice, “Marco Di Vaio is your brother?” 


“Exactly,” Fio answered.


“But, your surnames are different!” Valentina argued.


“He’s using a different surname because he doesn’t want everyone to know he’s our father’s son. He walked away from home when he was a teenager and he lived alone, using the name DI Vaio to disguise his whereabouts. He finally returned just three months before he was supposed to start college. Our father forced him to turn decent. So he repeated one year of high school and he waited for me to finish high school and we enrolled ourselves together. Therefore, we start on the same year,” Fio explained in a low voice.


Valentina and Nadia, still stunned, didn’t reply. They just nodded. Fio then laughed. “Come on, it’s no big deal. At least now you know that I don’t have any love thing going on with Marco.”


“But how come you don’t look like brother and sister?” Nadia asked curiously.


“You don’t think so?” Fio replied. She laughed. “I guess I’m the beast and he’s the beauty. Don’t know.” She shrugged.


“Well, whatever,” Nadia replied.


Suddenly came a voice from a behind. “Excuse me,” the deep voice said.


The three girls immediately made way for whoever was behind them. The man behind them passed through. All they could see were the tall, muscular body of the man and his dark hair. Nadia, Valentina and Fio held their breath. Even from the back they could see how attractive he was. Suddenly he stopped and turned his head to the left. The girls saw him from the side and they were greatly delighted to find how amazing his features were. He had a pointed, chiseled nose with luscious lips. His cheekbones were high and the skin deep tan. His eyebrows were straight and thick. 


Fio let out an unconscious sigh. “Who is that man?”


“Apollo.”


Valentina laughed. She was the only one with a boyfriend between the three so she was not appealed. She teased, “Apollo is blond. This guy’s dark. So he’s Hermes.”


“So long as he’s not herpes,” Nadia said, joining Valentina in the laugh. She was also in love with someone else so this man didn’t appeal to him.


But he did to Fio. He appealed to him. He was gorgeous. He was everything Fio wanted. Even from the way he walked, Fio could tell that she wanted him badly. He walked with the casualness that Fio had never seen before. He looked strong and yet gently at the same time. And his voice… she was almost sure it was the voice of god…


“Fio, darling… stop staring… or else you’ll drool!” Nadia teased.


Fio didn’t reply. She just stood still. A surge of desire momentarily took over her body. She was paralyzed, nailed to the floor. She was in love with a stranger and she loved the feeling.


Nadia and Valentina burst out laughing as they sat down for afternoon snack at the cafeteria. They had been laughing at Fio’s behavior since they met that guy. Whoever he was, he had succeeded in making Fio – the infamous campus beauty – fell in love… hardly.


“Oh wow! I can’t believe she’s now actually the one who’s in love with a guy,” Nadia said.


“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” Fio said.


“Admit it, Fio. I’ve known you since we were in elementary school. Guys always chase you around but never once, NEVER, have I ever heard or seen you actually fall in love for a guy on your own will!” Nadia said.


“Hmm… I think I remember who he is,” Valentina suddenly said.


“Who is he?” Fio asked curiously.


“I forgot his name but I remember seeing him in one of the lectures we attended. What was the last lecture we attended together?” Valentina replied.


“Hmm… I think it was two weeks ago, a lecture by that Laurentiis professor, who is so handsome by the way… now, he is more my type than that guy…” Nadia said.


“Nadia!” Fio protested.


“Okay, okay! It was on contemporary English literature,” Nadia said. 


“Oh, so you remember every detail?” Valentina teased.


“Of course. Unlike the two of you who don’t believe in the power of a journal, I do!” Nadia replied confidently.


“That’s good news for you, Fio,” Valentina said, “He attended the same lecture as we did, which means he’s on the same major, right?”


Fio was beaming. She nodded excitedly. “I shall never miss a lecture again.”


“Okay, so now that her problem is solved a bit, can we talk about my problem?” Nadia said.


Fio’s face showed concern. Nadia rarely had problems. And when she did, it was usually something big. Fio asked, “What is your problem?”


“You see, you know I have a shift at the café tonight, don’t you? But tonight, I have to go out for dinner with my uncle who came from Madrid. We haven’t seen each other for about five years and he really wants to see me. And he said his handsome son is coming along. Now, I don’t want to miss the opportunity to get to know my handsome cousin and meet my dear uncle. So, I have to skip my job tonight, right? Unfortunately, the manager couldn’t find someone to replace me. So, I have to find someone to take my place… just for tonight,” Nadia explained. Then with hopeful eyes, she looked at her friends. “Can you replace me?”


Fio and Valentina groaned. “I knew she was going to say something like this!” Valentina complained.


“Please?” Nadia begged.


“Nadia, please! You can still meet your uncle tomorrow or another night, right?” Fio replied in annoyance.


“No. He’s leaving tomorrow morning. He’s only staying in Rome for today. Tomorrow he’s off to Florence to see my parents,” Nadia said.


“Oh man!” Fio complained.


“Look! You can keep the money!” Nadia said, “I don’t mind! I just want to see my handsome cousin!”


“She’s crazy,” Valentina said.


“Exactly,” Fio complied.


Nadia clasped her hands in front of her and switched her voice to a baby-like one. “Please?”


“I can’t tonight. It’s my turn to cook,” Valentina said. She lived with her sister in an apartment and they shared the cooking chore. 


“Fio?” Nadia asked, turning to her best friend.


Fio sighed. She rolled her eyes. Nadia pursued, “Come on… you’ve got nothing to do tonight, right? You told me three days ago that your father will be working late and you don’t want your mother to take you to the meeting of her club, right? Please, Fio!”


Fio said in an exasperated tone, “Fine! I’ll do your job. But don’t blame me if anything wrong happens! I don’t know anything about your job!”


“You don’t need too! No one will care if you drop the coffee on their laps because you’re so beautiful that they just want to look at you!” Nadia said happily.


“Nadia.”


“Yes, Fio?”


“Shut up.”


“Okay!”


“Thank you for coming. I’ll see you on Thursday next week,” Pippo said, concluding his two-hour lecture on Italian literature.


Everyone clapped their hands and gave Pippo a standing ovation. Pippo just smiled and dismissed the show of appreciation with a wave of his hand. 


Pippo had been teaching literature at the University of Rome for more than two years. He studied literature for six years in college at the same time he was studying economy. He decided to take dual majors because his father wanted him to be in the family’s business while his original wish was to study literature. 


Literature had been his passion in life. He began reading books since he was a toddler and as he grew older his profound love for literature had grown with him. His parents agreed with him on the decision to take dual majors as long as he succeeded in both. And he did. 


He was very good in economy but excellent in literature. After he received his degree in economy he started working in the family’s company. With the money he received from his job, he decided to continue his education in literature and finally got his doctor’s degree. When he did, the University of Rome asked him to become a professor. Because he didn’t have the time, he agreed to be a part-time professor, delivering lectures on two days of the week – Thursdays and Fridays.


He was perhaps the most popular professor in the faculty of literature. The auditorium was always crowded whenever he was delivering the lectures. And usually, the lectures ended with the same situation as this: a standing ovation. If not a standing ovation, then a long applause. 


“Nice lecture, professor,” the students said as they passed his desk on the way out to the door.


“Thank you,” replied Pippo as he took a sip of his drink.


“See you next week, professor,” some girls said.


“Ciao!” Pippo responded.


“Hey, professor, can I have your autograph?” a student joked, followed by the laughter of others.


Pippo grinned. “On your examination answer sheets!”


The room was almost empty when suddenly Sandro and Coco arrived at his desk. They were grinning and their eyes were sparkling with mischief. Pippo looked up to them and gave them a suspicious gaze. 


“Nice, Pip. Even though this is absolutely not my major, I just love it!” Sandro said.


“Hey, there were three girls behind me who wondered if you had a girlfriend. I told them you did and they asked me out instead. Thanks, brother,” Coco joked.


Pippo made a face. He grabbed his briefcase and then walked out of the auditorium together with his brothers. His two brothers kept teasing him so he just stayed quiet and let them have all the fun. It was not everyday he could relax and joke without having have to maintain a stern, straight-to-business expression on his face. So he intended to have fun while he was out of the office. 


Suddenly someone bumped on Coco.


“Oops, sorry,” the person said.


It was a girl. She looked very, very angry. 


“Never mind,” Coco replied.


Abruptly, she walked away from the three of them and covered her face with a handkerchief. Coco turned around to watch her leave. He watched her as she turned around the corner. 


“What’s her problem?” Coco commented.


“You,” Sandro joked.


“Shut up!” replied Coco.


“Please, no fighting!” Pippo seized.


“So, are you going to be home for dinner?” Sandro asked Pippo.


Pippo glanced at his watch and saw the date. It was today that he had a date with his girlfriend. He turned to Sandro and answered, “No, I’m not. I have a date.”


Sandro nodded. Coco said, “I won’t be home too. I have a date as well.”


“Who asked you?” Sandro replied.


“Damn you!” Coco said, nudging his brother on the ribs.


Pippo smiled as he watched his two brothers walked away nudging and pushing each other. Crazy people. Crazy family, he thought.

Chapter 4


Paola poked her head through the door in front of Alessio’s office. Her boss was leaning back on his chair, looking bored as he studied a document. 


“Excuse me, sir,” Paola called, breaking the silence. 


Alessio lowered the document he was holding on his hand and inquired with a gesture of one raised eyebrow. Paola informed, “There’s someone here to meet you. She said she hasn’t made an appointment but she needed to see you immediately. She said this is important.”


Alessio looked confused. Who would want to see him? He hadn’t even told anyone he was back on his position as a vice president in the company once again. 


“Shall I show her in, sir?” Paola inquired.


“Yes, sure,” replied Alessio.


Paola disappeared behind the door for a while and then returned with the guest. Alessio lifted his gaze up to see who it was and he was delightedly surprised.


“Terry!” Alessio exclaimed. “It’s you!”


“Good afternoon, sir,” Terry replied, half teasing.


Alessio turned to his secretary and said, “Thank you, Paola. If there’s a call for me, tell them I’m busy and I don’t want to be disturbed with my guest.”


Paola nodded, smiled at her boss and the guest and left the room. As soon as the door was shut, Alessio rose from his chair and made his way to welcome Terry. They exchanged friendly kisses on the cheek. Alessio then gestured her to sit on the couch inside the office. 


“Please, sit down!” Alessio said.


“Thank you, sir,” Terry replied. She tried to hold back a laugh.


Alessio shot her a chastising look. He pretended to sound hurt as he said, “How could you say that? Are you laughing at my suffering?”


At that, Terry did laugh. “And I actually thought rich people are proud when they are seen wearing their expensive suits!”


Alessio chuckled. “Well, you’re wrong about that. For one thing, I don’t like wearing suits, and although I just found out that when you’re a big boss the secretaries treat you heavenly, I’d still prefer being treated like a jackass by your father.”


“Oh, by the way, my father told me to give you his regards and deepest sympathies. He told me you called him last night and said that you won’t be driving that baby of yours for the next two or three weeks,” Terry said.


Alessio sighed and replied, “Tell you father thank you and I hope my absence will hopefully save him from a heart attack.”


Terry didn’t laugh. She knew, as much as his father and Alessio liked to make each other go up on their nerves they also liked each other very much. In fact, Alessio was like his own son and sometimes it made her jealous. But whatever feelings they have, Terry was secretly depressed too knowing that Alessio wouldn’t be coming to the circuit anymore… because her only chance of savoring the sight of the man she loved was only in that way.


“So, did you come here just to humiliate me or do you have something else in mind?” Alessio asked. He gave her a lazy smile that made her heart skip a beat.


Terry grinned mischievously. “What do you think?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” he said as he shrugged nonchalantly, “perhaps you’re kind enough to rescue me?”


“Now, how can I possibly do that?” Terry joked, “Abduct you through the window?”


Alessio laughed. “Good idea!”


Seeing him laugh was a lovely scene for her. She could just kiss him then and there. Terry then remembered what she came there for. “Listen, as much as I want to rescue you from your office duties, I can’t. Tomorrow morning I’m going to Turin for a study tour with my friends and I’ll be going away for a week. My father told me to buy some new spare parts for you. He had listed what the car needed but he was wondering if you agreed with the list. He wanted to call you on his own but since I’m in town, he just told me to come to you by person so that if you needed something else, you could hand me the list immediately.”


His face brightened. He nodded excitedly. “Okay! Let me see the list!”


Terry opened her backpack and took out a list from one of the books inside there. She handed it to Alessio. Alessio read the list quickly and grabbed a pen from his pocket and started ticking. After a while, he scribbled something at the bottom of the paper. Then he reached for something inside his trousers’ pocket that turned out to be three paper moneybills. He returned the paper to Terry along with the money.


“There you go, I only added three more things,” Alessio said. “The money is for buying them.”


Terry’s eyes scrutinized the list and when she found out what he had written at the bottom of the page, she burst out laughing. Alessio grinned childishly. 


“Tiramisu, cappuccino and sandwich from La Freccia? You are out of your mind!” Terry said still giggling. “What’s with the one in La Primavera?”


“I just love the ones from La Freccia better. Since I won’t be able to come to La Freccia until two weeks later, and I am in bad need of taste of the food in that heavenly café, I just have to figure out the way how to get it quickly,” Alessio said.


“But I won’t be back until next week!” Terry argued.


“At least it’s one week quicker,” Alessio replied.


“Fine, whatever you want, sir,” Terry said.


Alessio pinched her on the arm and she yelped. “You are acting very childish for an executive, Al!” Terry said.


“That’s better! Please, never EVER call me sir again!” Alessio said.


Terry laughed. “Promise!” Then she rose from her seat. “Well, I must be off now.”


“Leaving so soon? Oh please, no! You are the closest thing that can give me the atmosphere of the circuit!” Alessio said.


Terry pretended to be insulted. “What? Are you saying that I look like a circuit?”


Alessio burst out laughing. He sank on his chair and shook his head in amusement. “See, no one will ever say that to me in this office! And everyone at the circuit treats me like that!”


Terry smiled. “I’d love to stay, but I really have to go. I have to catch the bus so I can get to my friend’s house. We’re going to Turin together so tonight I am staying at her place.”


Alessio nodded understandingly. He rose from his seat. His tall figure towered Terry’s short one. “Very well. Thanks for dropping by, Oil Girl.”


Terry grinned. “Sure thing, sir.”


For a moment, they just exchanged looks. But the moment Alessio made a move towards her, Terry immediately stalked to the door. She laughed and opened the door and disappeared through it before he was able to catch her. Alessio laughed as he opened the door and stepped out of his office. Terry was already near the elevator. Alessio halted.


“Make sure you buy me those three things, Oil Girl!” he shouted.


Terry held her thumb up. At the same time, the elevator door opened and she stepped inside. As the door was closing, she exclaimed, “I’ll buy you double, sir. And if you like, sir, I’ll even return the change!”


Alessio just shook his head, still amused, and returned to his office. Paola was inside with three more documents for him to read. His laughing face fell and a grim expression appeared. He went to his desk and sat down once more on the chair behind it.


“More documents?” Alessio asked.


“Yes,” Paola said with an apologetic look on her face.


“Phew!”


“There was a phone call from your brother, sir, while you were with your guest. He called twice and on the second time, he asked if you would like to join him at Café Primavera for afternoon tea,” Paola said.


“Which one of my brothers?” replied Alessio.


“I am not sure, sir. I don’t recognize his voice because I rarely take calls from your brothers. But I am quite certain that it’s not Mr. Filippo,” Paola answered.


“Well, I just have to go and find out, don’t I?” 


“Yes.”


“What do executives do when they have an appointment at the same time they have to read three documents, Paola?”


“I believe when it happens, sir, they take it home with them and attend the appointment.”


Alessio nodded. “Ah, I see… thank you very much, Paola. In that case, I’ll be taking these three documents home and meet my brother.”


“Exactly.”


“Thank you, Paola. It was nice working with you again. I’ll see you in the morning,” Alessio said.


“Your welcome, sir,” Paola said.


Alessio grimaced at the mention of that one title. “Please, call me Alessio and not sir. Okay?”


Sandro sat down quietly at the table near the side windows of the café La Primavera. 

It was a classy place, with exclusive classic decorations all over the room. Everything was designed to make everyone feel as if they were rich and posh. The room was circular, with a round bar at the center, while the tables were set along the lines making three circular lines around the room. At one corner of the room, at the left side, in between two large tables, there was a small stage with a piano on it. A pianist would usually play music – jazz or classic – for entertainment in the café. Each table was decorated with a flower vase, a smooth table sheet and the necessary tableware, made from silver. The table varied from the ones sized for two, for three to ones of the size for six. 


The waiters and waitresses were garbed in a slick wardrobe that looked more as if it were supposed to be shown on a boutique display somewhere rather than as a uniform. If they didn’t wear the apron around their waist, everyone would’ve thought they were visitors. Most of them were friendly and they were supposed to treat the customers with cordiality above all. That was why most of the visitors of the café had close relationships with the people who worked there.


Sandro knew who owned this lovely place. It was his ex-girlfriend’s uncle. He used to come here together with her. Up until six months ago, he was still coming here with her. But on their last visit together to this place, they had broken up. Three days later, she announced her betrothal to another man. He was much more wealthy than Sandro was and only then he figured out how speculative, how insolent and how spoilt Gabriela was.


After six months of avoiding this place who could resurrect painful memories for him, he was finally able to ignore what had happened before and decide to return once again.


“Sandro! You are here again!” called a man.


Sandro turned around and smiled to see who it was. He was Antonio, the waiter who usually took his orders whenever he came with Gabriela. 


“Antonio, amico!” replied Sandro. They shook hands and embraced each other.


“Finally, you come here again! Where have you been? Everyone’s been wondering where you are!” Antonio said.


“Hey, take a seat!” Sandro said.


“No, I can’t. The customers on table four are my care and they are so fussy! They could call me anytime! But now, they’re eating something, so I can leave them for a minute or two… by the way, Olivia had quit the job and finally she got a new job in Turin. She was sad because you didn’t come here when she was leaving. She told me if you ever come here again, I was supposed to give you a kiss!” Antonio said laughingly.


Sandro laughed. “I’ll just assume I got the kiss. You don’t have to kiss me!”


Antonio chuckled. Sandro then said, “So, Olivia’s gone, huh? There goes my favorite waitress…” 

Besides of Antonio, Olivia was his regular waitress. She was friendly, funny and very, very sexy. Being two years older than Sandro, she was like a sister to him. Whenever he had a problem, he could always talk to her. But he just couldn’t talk about his breakup with Gabriela at that time, as it was too hurtful even to remember. Now, he regretted of never saying goodbye to her.


“Don’t worry, amico. There is someone who substituted her and she’s a beauty!” Antonio said.


Sandro looked skeptical. “More beautiful than Olivia? I doubt that!” 


“Not more beautiful, but she’s just as beautiful!”


“Is she single?”


“No, she said she’s got a boyfriend but she won’t tell me who.”


“Too bad. Where is she?”


“She’s not present today. She has a shift tonight but she has a family appointment with her uncle from Spain.”


“What’s her name?”


“Nadia. And she said she also goes to the University of Rome.”


“Oh, my school!”


“Yes, maybe you know her. But perhaps you’re not on the same major.”


“I guess so. I don’t know anyone named Nadia.”


“She’ll be here tomorrow. On the meanwhile, check out her subs!” 


“Someone’s replacing her? Another beauty?”


“This one is classy!”


Suddenly, a girl came and called Antonio. She whispered something to him and left. Antonio turned back to Sandro. “Sorry, amico, I have to work again. But before you leave, come to me and I’ll give you Olivia’s e-mail address.”


“Sure!” Sandro replied happily.


“And I will send someone to take your orders!” Antonio said as he walked away to table four.


“Thanks!” replied Sandro.


Three minutes later, a waitress came to take his orders. Sandro was looking down at the menu when she came. Her voice filled the air as she said, “Good afternoon, sir, I’m Fio and I’ll be serving you…”


Sandro looked up and was stunned to see a very, very lovely face in front of him. She was like a princess. Her shoulder-length hair fell naturally on her shoulders and the shiny black color of it was elegant. Her face was long and her features were not overly chiseled to perfection that gave her a soft look. Her small lips were luscious and her eyes shone with lights that could only be called bright. Her skin was light tan and if she didn’t have those strong lines on her jaw and cheeks, Sandro would have thought she was not Italian. Her curvy body was garbed in the stylish uniform of the café and it made her look like a model instead of a waiter.


With an appreciative gaze for her looks, he smiled at her and said, “Ciao.”


Fio couldn’t believe her eyes. It was him. It was Hermes in front of her. 


What in the world was he doing here? Suddenly she remembered Antonio told her to serve him nicely because he was an old customer. Oh my God, Fio thought, he comes here often?


Why did she never see him before? With who did he come? Where did he like to sit? She would’ve recognized him if he were a customer of the café. She came there often, to accompany Nadia, while she discussed schoolwork and problems with Valentina. They always sat on the most strategic place at the café, the table facing the entrance so that they could see everyone who comes in and goes out. Was he invisible before?


And, God, he was more handsome from a close range. Fio’s heart fluttered. She was actually in front of him, sensing his masculine fragrance and almost touching his hand, skin to skin… 


But she quickly sobered up. She reprimanded herself for being carried away with her crazy thoughts about this guy. He may be drop dead gorgeous but she wasn’t about to let herself look like a fool in front of him by acting stupid.


“Ciao,” Fio replied finally after momentary pause. “I’ll be taking your orders for today.”


“Thanks. But I’ll wait until my friend comes. Then I’ll order,” Sandro replied.


“No problem!” Fio said cheerfully. Good, I’ll be speaking to him more!

“Do you happen to be Nadia?” Sandro asked.


Fio was shocked with that question. He knew Nadia and she didn’t tell her? “Nadia?”


“Yes. I used to come here a lot, about six months ago and before. My favorite waitress quitted this job and she was replaced by someone named Nadia. I looked around and the other faces looked familiar. And when I saw you, I figured out you must be the new one.”


Fio smiled. “Nadia’s my best friend. She can’t make it today and so she asked me to replace her, just for this time.”


Sandro’s face fell. “So, you mean, you’re not going to be here for the following days?” Sandro asked.


“Not as a waiter, I won’t. I’m a regular customer here. I just come here to accompany Nadia usually.”


Regular customer? She must be a rich girl to come here regularly. And come to think of it, Sandro knew this girl looked familiar. She reminded him of someone…


“So, I’ll leave you here and I’ll be back when your friend comes!” Fio said.


“Yeah, sure…”


Fio started to leave and was about to let herself blush but Sandro’s voice stopped her. “Hey, sorry, but I didn’t get your name.”


Fio turned around to face him again and smiled. “My name is Fio.”


“And I’m Sandro.”


“Sandro? Alessandro?”


“Yes. And you? Fiorenza, Fioraia or Fiorella?”


“Fioraia!”


“Beautiful name.”


“Thank you.”


Sandro gave him a smile and Fio’s heart skipped a bit once more. She quickly turned around before she fainted in front of him. She held her breath as she walked away. She knew his name and he knew hers! How wonderful could this be?

Chapter 5


Pippo signed the last paper he had just examined. Two weeks ago he gave an optional assignment for his students to make a comparative essay of one of the books he mentioned in his lecture preceding the assignment. The assignment was actually meant for those who received low marks on the last review test. He decided to make it optional because he wanted to see who was serious in this field of study. And it turned out to be that each and every one of the students who attended his lecture made the assignment.


But the last essay was the one that interested him the most. The writer was very, very witty in writing the essay. He or she put in many humorous words to criticize the books and wrote a very evaluative comment on the books. Pippo thought this student should be able to become a journalist as well as a novelist.


He flipped the page over to the front and checked who wrote it. It had said A. Fossa.

Sighing, Pippo checked the clock. It was almost 8 in the evening. He had spent all afternoon examining the essays and he was only halfway finished. But he didn’t complain. This was something he enjoyed.


Pippo tidied up his desk and put everything inside his briefcase. He better hurry to Stefania’s place or else he wouldn’t be able to surprise her. He had not promised Stefania to come but he just decided to see her and perhaps surprise her before she came back from work.


Pippo met Stefania two years ago. She was the daughter of one of Pippo’s business acquaintances. He didn’t exactly fell in love with her when he first saw her. In fact, their first meeting had begun in a misunderstanding. But as the night progressed during that business party, they became good friends and after a few dates, he asked her if they could go steady. She didn’t hesitate and said yes immediately.


She lived in Milan but since the beginning of last summer, she moved to Rome because she was taking care of something for his father’s business.


Pippo walked out of the room figuring out what he should bring for her. Flowers were a must and then… which wine would she prefer tonight? Red or white? Or just champagne? The last time he gave her champagne they ended up in bed together while the last time he brought her wine, they were interrupted by phone calls… champagne would be perfect, Pippo decided.


Suddenly…


“Excuse me, professor,” a female voice called.


Pippo turned around. He was now facing one of his students.


“Yes?” Pippo replied.


“Uhm, do you have time or are you in a hurry?” she asked.


Pippo glanced at his watch. 19.48. “I have two minutes if you’d like,” Pippo said, trying to sound light.


Her face fell into disappointment. She looked terribly frustrated that Pippo couldn’t help feeling guilty. But before he could say anything else, she said, “Oh, sorry, professor. Well, I’ll just come to you next week. Thanks anyway. Good evening.”


She gave him a tedious smile and then walked away.


Pippo felt very, very guilty. He didn’t know why but he could actually feel her frustration. She probably had something very important to tell him or ask him. He always appreciated people who were willing to learn a lot. And he could sense that she was one of those people. And he had let her down. Not only by not having enough time, but also because of the way he had spoken to her. 


Feeling blameworthy, he walked down the corridor towards the staircase. He promised himself, when he meets her once more, he would apologize.


As he was passing the auditorium on the first floor, he felt a vibration on his chest. It was his cellular phone, definitely. 


“Pronto?”


“Hey, lovely, where are you?” a sexy female voice replied.


“Stefania!”


“Exactly, Mr. Laurentiis. It’s Stefania, at your service.” She laughed huskily.


“Where are you, darling?”


“That was my question for you. Answer it and I’ll answer you.”


“Fine. I’m still on campus. I’m on my way home.”


“Ooh… which home? Your home or my home?”


“Which one do you want it to be?”


She chuckled. Her voice was soothing to his ears and drugging to his mind. “Of course mine. I’m still at the office right now. But I should be out in 10 minutes. We’ll arrive together.”


“Sure. Now, my next question is, what would you like me to…”


“Love me? You don’t love me. You can’t possibly love me.”


“Why not?”


“Because we are not meant for each other! My destiny is with her.”


“Is that so?”


Pippo was surprised to hear that booming voice from the auditorium. It was past 6 and the auditorium on this stage was not open for anyone beyond that hour. But the voices from inside lured him. He was hearing something interesting. He knew he shouldn’t be listening to other people’s love problems but somehow he wanted to know about this one. That was why he became silent and rigid on his place for a while.


“Pippo?” Stefania called, returning him to the reality.


“Oh, yes?”


“Are you fine?”


“Who? Me? Oh yes, of course. Sorry… Listen, darling, I’ll meet you at your place and bring you champagne, but right now I have to take care of something.”


“Fine. By the way, I’d prefer red wine, if you don’t mind.”


“Red wine? Oh! Done! I’ll see you later.”


“Bye, bye, lovely…”


“Bye…”


He hung up and returned the small device back to his pocket. He frowned to see the auditorium lights were still jarring. Whoever did turn on the lights?


He entered the room, determined to see who had broken the rule and wanting to find out what was going on. He halted when he saw who was there. Standing near the stage was a man who was his colleague, a fellow professor, Gianfranco Castellini, and on the stage were three people – two girls and a guy. He didn’t quite recognize the guy and the girl who was standing at the center of the stage. But he sure did recognize the girl who was standing further behind the stage.


His chance for an apology came very quickly. It was her, the student who had come to her. 


“Stop, stop, stop! Right there, stop!” Gianfranco exclaimed. “Stop at that position!”


“WHAAAT?” the two persons on the stage exclaimed in surprise. 


The girl was clutching the guy’s shirt and he had one leg stepping back. Gianfranco walked to the stage, “Hold your positions!”


“We are, sir,” the guy chuckled.


Gianfranco approached the two of them and said, “Guys, this is not working. You have to pose more romantically.”


The guy laughed and while the girl turned crimson in her deep blush. The guy said jokingly to Gianfranco, “Sorry, sir, but no can do… her boyfriend is going to kill me!”


“This is acting! Drama! This is not real! Come on, make a more romantic pose!” Gianfranco said. He turned to the other girl. “Don’t just stand there and laugh!”


She burst out laughing instead, making Gianfranco frown. Then she said, “Come on, professor, this is not working. They don’t have it in them to act romantically. Not yet… this is only the second rehearsal!” 


Gianfranco sighed. He looked at the girl. Then to the other two people. And then back to the girl. He finally gave up.


“Fine! Whatever! Rehearsal’s over.”


The students cheered. Pippo smiled seeing them. He decided to wait outside for Gianfranco and that girl. A few minutes later, the guy and girl who had been acting together walked out, not seeing Pippo, and went towards the exit. A few minutes after that, Gianfranco appeared.


“Gianfranco,” called Pippo.


Gianfranco stopped and turned around. He saw Pippo. “Ah! Pippo!”


Pippo extended his hand to shake his friend’s. “I didn’t know you were going to work late and use this auditorium until late night,” Pippo said.


“I didn’t know either,” Gianfranco replied, shaking Pippo’s hand. “I was going home when I found out the theatre kids were rehearsing. I was going to tell them to go home because this auditorium can’t be used past six. But they were just so excited with the rehearsal and forced me to watch.”


Pippo nodded understandingly. “Well, are you going home now?” Pippo asked.


“Yes. I have to visit my mother,” Gianfranco said.


“Give my regards to her!” 


“Thank you! See you next week, Pippo!”


“Ciao!” 


After Gianfranco was out of sight, the girl walked out of the auditorium. She was bringing a couple of keys on her right hand and holding her cellular phone up to her ears with her left hand.


“No, mamma, I’m fine! Don’t worry about that!… Yes, I’ve already sent it to you… Yes, I will, mamma… send Papa and Christian a kiss. Ciao!”


Then she hung up. She then put the cellular inside her bag as she strode forward. Pippo came in front of her and she bumped gently into him. She cried out in surprise and then looked up. When she realized who was in front of her, she moved a step backward.


“I’m sorry, professor, I didn’t see you,” she said.


“No, it’s not your fault. I was the one who deliberately blocked your way,” Pippo said.


“Oh…” she replied, not knowing how to respond.


Pippo cleared his throat and said, “I need to apologize to you.”


“Why is that?” the girl replied, tilting her head slightly to the side and looking confused.


“For what I said before. I shouldn’t have said what I did. It was a ridiculous answer.”


“I didn’t think it was ridiculous.”


Pippo smiled. “Well, I did.”


“Ah, don’t worry, professor. It’s not important.”


They started walking together. Pippo looked at her and he suddenly realized that she was vaguely familiar. There was something about her that reminded him of someone he used to know, someone whom he had high respect for… 


“Forgive me, but I didn’t get your name…” Pippo said.


“My name is Amanda,” she answered.


“And I am…”


“Filippo Laurentiis. Of course! I know your name. You’re one of the most popular professors in this university. And besides, you teach me.”


“Oh good… I was just testing you. I wanted to know if you knew the names of the people who teach you.”


She laughed lightly. She had a beautiful laugh, a genuine laugh. Amanda then said seriously, “I particularly liked your lecture this afternoon, professor. But I always attend to your lectures. I love them very much.”


“What literature are you studying?”


“English.”


“Very good! And you’re in the theatre with Castellini?”


“Yes.”


Pippo creased his forehead. “Then… you must be one fast runner! You met me just two minutes before I saw you in the auditorium!”


“Oh yes, that…” Amanda said sheepishly. “Actually, I was not supposed to go out of the auditorium but I needed to ask you something important, very badly. So I excused myself, saying that I wanted to go to the bathroom. When you didn’t have time, I immediately returned and told everyone that the bathroom was locked.”


Pippo laughed. “Tactful!” he exclaimed as they arrived at the exit. Pippo pushed the door to open and they strolled outside together.


Amanda stopped. She glanced to the parking lot and saw her ride. Her friend waved a hand to her and she replied. She turned to Pippo and said, “Well, I’ll see you next week, professor.”


Pippo nodded. “Yes, Amanda. It was nice meeting you. And next week, I will make sure I have time for you. Just come and see me after my lecture.”


Her face brightened. She grabbed Pippo’s hand and shook them full of excitement. “Thank you, professor! Thank you very, very much! Good evening!”


“Good evening.”


She ran to the car that was waiting for her in the parking lot and Pippo saw a handsome, tall guy came out of it. She hugged him and he kissed her affectionately. They entered the car together with the other friend who had been waiting outside the car and they drove away. 


Nice girl, Pippo thought. 


Then he walked to his car, thinking of spending the night with Stefania.

Chapter 6


“I haven’t been to this place for a long, long time…” Alessio said as he used the napkin to wipe off the crumbs of the food he ate from his mouth.


Sandro nodded in agreement. He reached for his glass of water and drank it. Alessio placed the napkin on the side of his plate and drank his champagne.


Not so long afterwards, Fio came to their table to collect the plates. She did it quietly without saying a word but she could feel her heart beating fast. And it was getting faster every second because Sandro was looking at her with a charming smile.


“Is there anything else you would like to order? Dessert, perhaps?” Fio offered once she was finished the duty of clearing the table.


Alessio nodded. “I’ll have ice cream, two scoops, chocolate, with double fudge sauce.”


Fio turned to Sandro. He shook his head. “Nothing for me. I’d just like to have coffee.”


“Coming right up!” Fio said readily.


When she had gone away, Alessio leaned forward closer to his brother, grinned smugly and whispered, “She’s cute.”


Sandro nodded eagerly. “Exactly.”


“What’s her name again?” Alessio asked.


“Fioraia.”


Alessio raised an eyebrow. “Beautiful name for a beautiful girl,” he commented in satisfaction. He glanced to the bar area and saw her talking at the counter with the bartender.


“So,” Sandro said, forcing Alessio to tear his gaze away from her and return to him, “How is Laura doing? Has she returned from New York?”


Alessio shook his head. “She won’t be back until next month.”


“Hmm… and then, you will take her to see Mama and Papa?”


“Perhaps. I don’t know.”


“They’ve been asking about you.”


“When did you speak to them?” Alessio asked, raising his glass to his lips and sipped the champagne.


“Three days ago. They asked if you or Pippo would ever come with your brides.”


Alessio almost choked on the drink. He immediately put the glass down. “Brides?”


Sandro shrugged. “Well, considering your age and Pippo’s, I think it’s no wonder that they are asking for brides.”


“What about my age? I’m only 29.”


“And Papa married Mama when he was 23.”


“You’re 23. Why don’t you give them a bride?”


Sandro’s eyes grew wide in shock. “Me? You’re the older one!”


“Does it matter?” Alessio asked with complete indifference.


“Yes, it does.”


“Where?”


Sandro lifted his hands in defeat and said, “There’s no point discussing this with you. Forget it!”


Alessio chuckled. “I always win like that, don’t I?”


Sandro made a face and gave him a censuring look.


Fio couldn’t take her eyes off Sandro for even just a second. She dreaded these moments where she had to serve them their dessert because that meant they would be leaving soon. And she still wanted to see him, talk to him and adore him…


“Fio,” Antonio called.


“Ah, yes?” Fio replied. She turned around to face his coworker.


Antonio leaned forward and whispered on her ears. “Uhm, perhaps it would be good idea if you prepare Sandro’s bill. The quicker the better because he has to go now.”


Fio frowned. “Why?”


Antonio turned his head around and gazed at the kitchen door. He looked anxious. Fio was worried and yet annoyed. 


“Antonio! What is it?” Fio asked.


“Listen,” Antonio said with his jaws clenched, “Sandro is going to be in trouble if he stays longer. Now, give him this message from me and tell him that his bills are coming right away. Just do it!”


Fio frowned even more and with a silent curse she moved to the cashier and prepared Sandro’s bill. Then she placed the bill on top of the small money tray with the message from Antonio and delivered them to his table.


Fio didn’t look too happy anymore when she arrived at his table. But she didn’t let her disappointment to show. She just looked at Sandro in a meaningful glance and then riveted her gaze on to the piece of paper on top of the bills. Sandro didn’t have time to ask why she had already brought them the bill instead of Alessio’s dessert and his coffee. He saw what was on top of the tray. 


He snatched the paper from the tray and read it quickly. When he was done, he clenched his fist and tore the paper. He took out some money and placed it quickly on top of the tray. 


To Fio he said, “Keep the change. I have to go. And don’t worry about the dessert.”


Both Alessio and Fio were dazed by this change of behavior of Sandro’s. Sandro rose from his seat and said to Alessio, “Alessio, let’s go.”


“Now?” his brother asked perplexedly. 


“Now!” Sandro ordered.


Sandro smiled to Fio and shook her hand abruptly. “Thanks for everything, Fio… I’ll see you later!”


And without waiting for her reply, he pulled Alessio away and stalked his way to the door in great hurry and vanished behind it.


Fio returned to the counter with an upset look showing on her face. Antonio was there to greet him. Apologetically, he smiled at her, and he pulled her to come closer to him. 


“Forgive for this, but he would be in great danger if he stays longer,” Antonio said.


Fio tried not to care. After all, it wasn’t a big loss. She could come again another day and meet him then. Or she could find him at the campus. But somehow, she was upset.


“You like him, don’t you?” Antonio asked.


“Who?” Fio replied.


“Sandro Laurentiis.”


Fio blushed. She couldn’t help it. Antonio chuckled. Fio then sobered up and replied, “What makes you think that way?”


“You acted positively charming in front of him. And you were always stealing glances in the direction of his table. And you smile every time you see him.”


Fio blushed again. Antonio touched her cheeks and said, “There you go again!”


Fio caught Antonio’s fingers and twisted them until he cried in pain. Then she laughed and let go of him. Antonio grimaced and said, “One more evidence is that you’re nice to him and cruel to me! Don’t you know I’m his friend?”


“Sorry…” Fio said. But she quickly considered what he said. “Is that true? You’re his friend?”


“Would I be so concerned if he were not?”


“Why are you concerned, anyway?” Fio asked curiously.


Antonio sighed. Suddenly his eyes became fixed to the entrance door. He stood still, unmoving but Fio could see he was raging inside. Slowly, she turned around and followed his gaze. And what she saw almost sent her down to her knees. It was her brother, entering the café!


“That guy… that son of a bitch…”


Fio was more shocked to hear what Antonio had said rather than the fact that her brother was at the café. “What do you mean by that?”


Unexpectedly, Antonio took off his apron and smashed it to the counter table. He told the bartender and the cashier, “I’m off tonight. You can tell boss to cut off my salary. I don’t care. I refuse to breathe the same air with him…”


Antonio headed towards the exit door to the kitchen. Fio panicked. She was more confused than ever. Without thinking twice, she took off the apron and excused herself and ran after Antonio to the kitchen.


Antonio was at the employee changing room. Fio wanted to barge into the room. But knew better than to make a fool of herself by entering a men’s change room. So she waited outside until Antonio finished packing. It was five minutes later that Antonio stormed out of the room, already wearing his jeans and leather jacket, and carrying his helmet. He looked at Fio, gave her a rigid look and walked rapidly to the backdoor. 


Fio growled. She wasn’t about to let him get away without explaining. So she chased him again.


“Antonio! Wait!” Fio exclaimed.


Antonio stopped near his motorcycle. He was about to put on his helmet. Fio approached him. Once she was close to him, she grabbed his arm and spun him around to face her.


“You owe me an explanation!” Fio hissed.


“No need, Fio,” Antonio said. “Look, you’re a good girl. You don’t need to know…”


“Yes, I need to know!” Fio cried out. She crossed placed her hands on her hips. “Look, okay, I admit it… I do like Sandro. I like him very much. And I want to know why you sent him away and why you looked so murderous when that guy came. Are they connected in some way?”


Antonio gritted his teeth and tried to hold back his anger. Fio touched him gently on the arm. She pleaded, “Antonio, please…”


Antonio took a deep breath and gazed deeply into her eyes. Slowly, he said, “That man, Fio, almost killed Sandro once.”


She felt sick immediately. And she started to feel her world spinning around. She started seeing everything turning around. Antonio seemed to go further away and she felt as if she lost her gravity. The next second, she fainted.

Chapter 7


The aroma of her mother’s cooking struck Shez’s nostrils. She put down her pen and shoved away the book she was reading. Then she pushed her chair back and rose from her seat. She checked herself in the mirror, making sure she looked presentable for her parents and then walked out of her small room on the second floor.


As she skipped down the stairs, the 15-year-old Malik marched up. He smiled at her and said, “You look like you’ve been at the purgatory, my sister.”


“Don’t talk to me right now, Malik,” Shez replied.


Malik just smiled and gave her sister a peck on her cheek. He continued his journey up to his room and Shez continued her journey to the kitchen downstairs.


Shez appeared in front of her mother as she was entering the dining room with a bowl of soup on her hands.


“Hello, Shez… you’ve finally decided to come down for dinner?” Miranda, the lovely woman who was her mother, said.


“I’m hungry and the aroma of your cooking made it hard for me to concentrate on studying,” Shez replied.


Miranda placed the bowl at the center of the table and then put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. She said, “Shez, darling, you haven’t told me anything today. You’ve been locking yourself up in your room since you returned from school. Something happened, didn’t it?”


Shez just shrugged. Miranda kissed her daughter’s forehead. “If you don’t want to talk about it now, darling, we’ll talk about it after dinner.”


“Papa is home!” announced the 8-year-old Sabila. She entered the room with her right hand holding a tall man’s hand.


“Papa!” Shez exclaimed happily.


And soon enough, four children, ranging from the age eight to nineteen, came from every direction and hugged the tall, dark man who had just entered the house. He laughed as the children hugged him. The twelve-year-old Salma then quickly lifted her father’s suitcase from the front doorway and took it inside. 


Miranda laughed seeing that scene. She approached her husband and kissed him gently. Shez pulled her younger siblings away to let her parents have their romantic greeting. She pulled them to the kitchen and told them to be quiet.


“Why do we have to be quiet?” Sabila asked.


“Well, we just have to be,” Shez answered.


“We might as well help Mama with the dishes… she hasn’t even put a single plate on the table,” Salma suggested.


“Good idea!” Shez said. She turned to Malik and Sabila, “Malik, Sabila, get the glasses and arrange them on the table. Salma, you get the spoons and forks and knives, I’ll get the plates! Move it, people!”


“Bossy!” Malik jokingly scolded his sister and received a punch on his arm.


It was very enjoyable tonight’s family dinner. Shez was a bit relieved that her father had returned. Now, she could tell him what happened at college today.


Shez’s father, Rafi, had been working in Milan for the past three months. He was transferred there because the position for head engineer in the factory was vacant. Before that he worked in Rome and could spend time with his family. He still wanted to spend time with his family but due to the lack of finance, he was only able to come once a month after he was sent to Milan. The reason why he decided to take this offer to work in Milan was because the salary was bigger than the one he received on his previous job. And with four children to be fund, he needed every single penny he could earn. 


Shez was a bit devastated that their father wasn’t going to live with them anymore, but she tried not to make a big deal out of it. After all, as the eldest in the family, she was in college and her education was not inexpensive.


Remembering of what happened in college today, she sighed. Shez didn’t know how to tell the news to her parents… 


She glanced at his father. He was laughing with the others but he looked tired. No doubt, he had been working hard in Milan. He was thinner than the last time she saw him. But nonetheless, he was happy. 


Smiling, she carefully watched his father’s Arabic features. She was sometimes fascinated by her father’s looks. Being of a pure Turkish descent, her father looked more Arabic than European. Even though he was born in Italy and grew up in the country, he was still very much Turkish. His Asian side was even stronger than his European. He raised his children in the humble Asian way, saying that he preferred living in simplicity and efficiency. 


That was why each and every one of his children – Shez and her siblings – grew up to be as modest as he was. 


“Shehnaz,” called Rafi loudly, drawing Shez’s attention.


Shez lifted her gaze to meet her father’s. “Oh, yes? What?”


“You haven’t touched your food. What’s the matter?” Rafi asked.


“Oh, nothing. I simply got carried away in my thoughts. Sorry,” Shez apologized.


“So,” Rafi said, putting down his spoon, “You have not told me anything about your school, Shez. Have you received the notification for scholarship?”


Shez could feel butterflies in her stomach. She forced a smile. “Yes, I have.”


“Why didn’t you say so?” Miranda asked.


“I… uh, was waiting for the right time to tell you…” Shez answered. She was getting more nervous with each passing moment.


“Did you get it?” Malik asked inquisitively.


Shez felt her stomach churning. She paused for a moment before she said, “Yes, I got it.”


“EXCELLENT!” Malik exclaimed. 


Everyone on the table started to cheer and clapped their hands. Salma and Sabila clapped their hands cheerfully, while Malik approached her sister and kissed her cheeks and her parents congratulated her. Shez felt dizzy. She hadn’t even told the rest of the news yet. And she was worried what their next reaction would be…


“But, Papa,” Shez said anxiously.


“What is it, Shehnaz?” Rafi asked.


“I didn’t get the full scholarship.”


At that instant, everyone became silent. No more clapping, no more laughing, and what was worse, no more smiles… 


After a long moment of silence, Rafi finally spoke up. “What scholarship did you get?”


“A half scholarship. Free of tuition fee for two years but we still have to pay for the examinations and free additional courses. We have to pay to take those additional courses,” Shez explained.


“But, darling, I thought you did well on the test to get that scholarship!” Miranda said.


“I know, Mama… I have already seen the test results… they are only giving three scholarships for undergraduates who had studied previously this year. The one who received the highest results gets the full scholarship. The second highest gets the three quarters scholarship, which is free of tuition fee for two years and free additional courses, but still has to pay for exams. And finally, the third highest gets the half scholarship.”


“So you finished third?” Malik asked. “I can’t believe that! You’re a genius!”


Shez smiled appreciatively at her brother but her eyes showed that she was disappointed. Shez said, “Well, our scores were not much different. The first one was only 1,2 points higher than me and the other was only 0,6 higher than me.”


A long silence followed Shez’s explanation. Shez felt terrible. Obviously, everyone was disappointed. Everyone was hoping for her to get the full scholarship for the major she applied to. It would certainly help because Rafi would have less to pay for her education. The rest of the money could be used to fund Malik’s education. He was just as bright as Shez in school and he also wanted to go to the same university as Shez’s. 


“I’m sorry,” Shez said quietly.


“Don’t be, Shez. You are very smart and very lucky to get that scholarship. I am sure it would be worth it. And I hope you study well now that you have that advantage,” Rafi said.


“But, the cost…” 


Rafi touched her arms and squeezed it lightly, as if reassuring. “Don’t worry, Shez, I already saved some money for your education. So you don’t have to worry about anything. I’ve already saved money also for the others… so there is no need to worry.”


“But, Papa…”


“It’s alright, Shez!”


“Really?”


“Really!”


Shez saw her father’s affectionate smile and she was somehow convinced that everything would be just fine. If he said so, then it would be so. 


Shez felt tired yet relieved when she retreated to her chamber after helping her mother clean the dishes. She was terribly fatigue but she was happy. Her father had said that he would be staying for a week. It was certainly good news for everyone.


Shez suddenly remembered about tomorrow’s test. She took a quick look on her thick, 723-pages ancient history book. How was she every going to finish reading three chapters from it tonight? 


Ah, who cares! 


She changed her clothes and climbed to her bed. Her eyes were half-closed when she heard a knock on the door. 


“Yes, who is it?” Shez replied sleepily.


“It’s me, Malik,” the voice from outside replied.


“What is it?” Shez replied.


“Can I come in?” Malik asked.


“I’m tired, Malik. Can’t we talk tomorrow?” Shez replied.


“But this is important…” Malik said, his voice pleading.


Shez sighed. “Yes, come in.”


Malik entered. He, too, was already wearing his pajamas. He closed the door and came to sit next to Shez’s bed. He sat on the floor. He crossed his legs and propped up his chin on his arms. He looked so boyish that Shez couldn’t help tousling his wavy hair.


“What?” Shez asked.


“I received a love letter today.”


That announcement caused Shez to laugh. “So?”


“Well, it’s from a girl.”


“Of course it is… I hate to think that a guy in your school is gay,” Shez joked.


“This is serious! Before this, she sent me a love poem. And before that, she left a card inside my locker in the change room…”


Shez sat upright listening to her brother. Malik continued, “And my friends say she always looks at me from the window every time we were playing soccer at the schoolyard. My friend’s girlfriend told me that she plans to bring me lunch every day so that she could attract me.” Then, turning his confused face to his sister, he asked, “What should I do if she does that for real?”


Shez shrugged. “How do I suppose to know? Accept it, I guess.”


“Just like that?” Malik asked.


“Do you have another thing in mind?” Shez replied.


“Do I have to say thank you and then ask her out on a date?” replied Malik.


Shez wanted to laugh. This was hilarious! Didn’t he know she had never had a boyfriend or went out on a date for the entire 19 years of her life? 


“Malik,” Shez said in a strained voice caused by her efforts to stifle her laughter, “I think you’re asking the wrong person here…”


“Why?”


“Because I know absolutely nothing about dating and relationships like that!”


“WHAT?”


“Hey, I wasn’t exactly the popular diva at school, remember?”


Malik crushed his eyebrows together. “But you should have more experience than me, Shez. You’re older than me and you’re beautiful and you’re…”


At that, Shez did really laugh. “Oh, so you think I’m beautiful?”


“Of course!” Malik answered the question as if she was stupid to ask. “Everyone who sees you would call you beautiful. You have a lovely face, a lovely smile, a lovely figure… and you’re nice, you’re kind and you’re smart…”


“But that’s because you have known me!”


“Surely everyone thinks so too, Shez,” Malik reasoned.


“Not everyone,” Shez said, shaking her head sadly. 


“Why not?” Malik asked stubbornly.


Shez was getting weary by this conversation. “Listen, I can’t tell you much because I have never had any experience like yours. But, what I can tell you is whatever you want to do with this girl, just follow your heart. If you like her, then go for it. If you don’t, be honest and don’t give her hopes! Don’t hurt her by pretending you like her so that she’s happy. Okay?”


Malik seemed to consider her words. Then he nodded contentedly. He kissed her sister goodnight and then said goodbye. He walked to the door, but before he walked out, he said to her, “Thanks, Shez. And, if I do like her, and become her boyfriend, I think we should go out on a double date together – her, me, you and your boyfriend.”


After Malik left, Shez couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud. A boyfriend?


Where in the world would she find a boyfriend?

Chapter 8

The weekend rolled away quickly and it was Monday once again.


Coco arrived at the campus on his car. He parked it on his usual parking space and jumped out of the car without even bothering to open the door. He snatched his bag from the backseat and strolled to the campus building. 


As he passed by, people called his name. He was, by far, the most popular guy in the campus. Not only in his faculty, he was also famous in the other faculties. The reason for that was: he loved to socialize. 


He had ex-girlfriends and ex-dates from different faculties. And he never chose to hang out with certain people. He spent time with anyone who was up for a good time. He was also friendly and the fact that he was one of the representatives in the student’s senate just made him even more popular. 

Unlike Sandro, who happened to be in the senate as well, he didn’t spend most of his time studying and burying himself in books. Sandro was conscientious, and he was quite well known too, but he wasn’t the socialite type like Coco. Because of that reason, only a few people knew their relationship as brothers.

Coco entered the campus building and even more people greeted him. Coco replied each one of the greetings with a smile. The female freshmen, sophomores, and juniors adored him. And with each smile Coco flashed to them, their hearts melted.

No doubt, his beauty came from were his soft, sculptured face. His features were not as strong as Pippo’s, but his lips were certainly more luscious. Another one of his attractions was his bangs; they fell naturally from his head. His smile was even more gorgeous. The way the dimples appear on his cheeks when he smiled made him look boyish and sweet sometimes.

But his plus point was his tall, muscular body. His shoulders were broad and strong. His chest and abdomen were trim, thanks to his likeness for sports, and his legs long and well shaped. The consensus was he was the personification of a Roman god.


“Here you go, Shehnaz… room 205. This is your new student card. The dean forgot to give it to you when you went to his office yesterday,” the administration office’s lady said to Shez.


Shez gave her a wry smile. The lady’s forehead creased. “Why do you look so sad?” she asked, “You’re supposed to feel excited. After all, you did receive that scholarship! You! Out of 27 people who applied, you were the one who got it, Shehnaz…”


“Oh, I’m happy about that. It’s just that, I’m not in Professor Galliani’s class. I wanted to be in his class,” Shez explained.


The lady smiled. “Oh, that!” she said. “Don’t worry about that! It’s no big deal! Professor Mancini is also a very interesting professor. He’s just as good as Professor Galliani is.”


“Well, that’s good news,” Shez said. She took a deep breath. “So, thanks a lot. Ciao!”


“Ciao!”


Shez left the room. She walked alone in the corridor, face looking down. Her thoughts drifted away to her failure to get the full scholarship. And then to the fact that she just found out that he wasn’t going to be in Professor Galliani’s class. Finally to what Malik told her a few days ago…


All of a sudden, Shez felt a heavy thump on the front side of her body. She was pushed backward and almost fell on her behind. If it weren’t for a strong hand that caught her body, she was definitely going to hit the floor.


“Wow!” the owner of the hand exclaimed, catching Shez’s hand and holding it tight.


Shez looked up. In front of her was a guy. He was handsome. Oh, he was handsome indeed. Shez never saw anyone like him. He was like a prince.


“Are you alright?” he asked.


Oh, his voice!


“Shez?” he asked again.


He knew her name?


“Hey! It’s really you!” he exclaimed happily.


Shez looked up and took a closer look on his face. He did look familiar…


“Don’t you remember me?” he asked, his blue eyes searching hers.


Those eyes… who was he?


“It’s me!” he cried cheerfully.


Who? Who? Who?


“Massimo!” he said finally.


Massimo? Massimo who? Shez stepped forward and suddenly she remembered…


“Massimo? Massimo Ambrosini?” Shez asked uncertainly. The only Massimo she had ever known in her life was her ex-mathematics classmate in high school. This guy had Massimo’s eyes and he certainly smiled like Massimo.


“Exactly!” he exclaimed, followed by a chuckle. Unexpectedly, he planted a kiss on Shez’s cheeks. “Phew! I thought you were not going to recognize me at all! And to think that you never paid any attention to me during the last two semesters, I was almost completely sure that you had already forgotten about the guy who sat next to you on math class.”


Shez looked confused. “You remembered?”


Massimo was taken aback. “Of course I remembered!” he said. He rolled his eyes and said, “I’ve been trying to get the same schedule as yours… but since our professors are different I couldn’t get it. And then, during those lectures where we are in the same class, you scarcely pay any attention to me! I thought, gees, I’m invisible to her!”


Shez smiled brightly. Massimo’s face turned serious. “Listen, are you all right? I didn’t bumped on you too hard, did I?”


Shez just shook her head quietly and slowly. She was too amazed at the fact that someone remembered her and was talking to her now. She had only a few friends and none of them were close to her personally. She always sat alone during lunch and she was always alone during recess. But now, someone actually talked to her!


“So, are you going to class?” Massimo asked.


“Uhuh,” Shez answered.


“Yo, Massimo!” called someone.

Shez inclined her head a little to the side so she could see who was calling Massimo. Massimo turned around at the same time. It must be his friend. His friend came closer. And Shez held her breath. This guy was slightly more handsome than Massimo. But, of course, they were of different types. So, come to think of it, Shez really couldn’t decide who was better. However, considering the fact that Massimo was an old friend and that she had known him first, she decided to give the favor to Massimo.

Then she realized what she was thinking. It was as if they were going to court her and that she was having difficulties of choosing which one to date! She giggled. She didn’t even know if they were with anyone right now!


“Hey, amico, I’ve been looking all over for you!” he called.


“Coco!” Massimo replied. 


They shook hands and embraced each other. Massimo’s friend seemed to have something important to say to him so Shez decided to clear out. 


“So, I’ll see you around, okay?” Shez said to Massimo, touching his arm so she got her attention.


“You’re leaving already?” Massimo replied.


“I have to go to the lab,” Shez said, “New schedule.”


“Hey! Who’s your professor? Mancini or Galliani?”


“Mancini,” Shez answered. “Why?”


Massimo looked positively content with that. “Really? You and I will be in the same class then! So, I’ll see you after recess?”


Shez blinked. “Really?”


“Yeah! I got Mancini!” Massimo exclaimed.


Suddenly Coco spoke up, “Uhm, Massimo, I don’t think I’ve met your friend!”


“Ah, yes!” Massimo replied. He pulled Shez forward to face his friend. Shez was soon exposed to a very, very dazzling man with a beguiling smile. She was fascinated. But since she hardly knew who he was she didn’t allow herself to think of anything else besides of her appreciation for his beauty. Massimo introduced them. “Shez, this is my friend Francesco. He’s our senior. Actually he’s from a different faculty, different major, but starting this semester, he’s going to study history as well. And Coco, this is Shehnaz, my friend. We used to go to the same high school.”


Coco extended his hand and Shez accepted. His grip was strong and warm. He smiled at her as he said, “Nice to meet you. I’m Coco.”


“I’m Shez. Nice to meet you too,” Shez replied. She was busy focusing to his eyes. He had the softest light in the eyes.


“Hey, I have to hurry! I have to catch my class at the library!” Massimo said. Then he turned to Shez and gave her a kiss on the cheek, which surprised the hell out of Shez. “Don’t forget! After recess, I’ll meet you in the auditorium for Mancini’s lecture. If you arrive before me, please save a seat, okay?”


Shez just nodded. Massimo said goodbye to Coco and dashed to the stairs. Shez was left alone with Coco now. She felt the inside of her stomach churned. 


“So, Shez… uh, is it all right if I call you Shez?” 


“That’s what my friends call me.” 

“Okay, Shez,” he said with an emphasis on her nickname that was followed with a grin, “May I have the honor of walking you to your classroom?”


Shez declined, “No, thank you. I’m perfectly capable of going there on my own. You don’t have to put on a show of gallantry just because I’m your friend’s friend.”


Unexpectedly, Coco chuckled. He shook his head in amusement. “Honey, even if you weren’t his friend, I would still walk you to class. How can I not? It would be very ungentlemanly of me to leave you alone. Besides, I bet Massimo would be grateful because I’m doing him a grand favor. And that is to take care of his precious one!”


Shez felt like blushing and she did. She couldn’t help it. It might sound pathetic, but she had never been treated flirtatiously like this all her life. 


“So, where to?” Coco asked.


“The lab,” Shez answered, referring to the archeology lab at the fourth floor.


Coco led the way. He began his escort and directed her to the stairs ascending to the fourth floor. Shez just followed. She planned to stay quiet but Coco started a conversation.


“What are you going to do in the lab?” Coco asked.


“An archeological experiment,” Shez said.


“Ah! You’re studying archeology too!”


“Aren’t you?”


“Yes, I am. As Massimo had said, I’ve decided to take a dual major and I am taking this history and archeology major as my number two.”


“What did you study before?” Shez asked curiously.


“Business administration. I’m on my last semester, all I have to do is wait for the exams.”


“Why did you take history and archeology?”


“I just like history and archeology. My brother likes literature but he needed to study economy so that he could work in our family enterprise. So he took a dual major. And so, I am following his footsteps. I have to study business administration because I have to manage my share in the enterprise but I like history, so there you go. I just wish I could be as good as my brother is. He’s such a great teacher.”


Shez eyed him with interest. “Your brother is a teacher?”


“Yes, he’s a professor in this university. He lectures literature and sometimes on language.”


“Wow! What’s your brother’s name?”


“Filippo. Filippo Laurentiis.”


Shez was caught back in surprise. She stopped moving and was wide-eyed on Coco. Coco halted in confusion and asked, “Hey, why did you stop moving?”


“You’re related to him?”


Coco laughed. “Yes, I am. I’m his youngest brother. He’s the oldest in the family. But don’t go and tell this to everyone you know. It’s supposed to be a secret.”


Shez couldn’t believe her ears. Filippo Laurentiis was famous, not only to the people in the faculty of arts and literature, but also in other faculties, such as social and political science. Shez loved attending his lectures, especially when he was talking about philosophy. Other than that, he was said to be very, very rich. And she just couldn’t believe that this guy in front of her, who has offered to escort her in a suave way, was his youngest brother.


Professor Laurentiis was smart, calm, and he was certainly not what everyone would call hunky. But this guy was everything that Professor Laurentiis was not. He looked hunky, easy-going, and… wild.


“You don’t believe me, do you?”


Shez said honestly, “No, I don’t.”


“That’s okay.”


They started walking again. Coco said, “I was lucky, you know? I almost didn’t make it.”


“Why?” Shez inquired.


“Well, actually, my parents refused to pay for another three years of education for me. And I think the decision was fair. They have been too kind for me. So, now, I’m on scholarship.”


Somehow his announcement made Shez feel uneasy. Scholarship? There were only three scholarships offered. She was the third receiver, which meant he had to be the first or second receiver. God! 


“Uhm, what scholarship did you get?” Shez asked tentatively.


“The three quarter scholarship. I wanted to get…”


Shez didn’t hear the rest of what he was saying. She was suddenly filled with rage and envy. He had already studied business administration so that he could work on his family enterprise? He was an heir! And he still needed that three quarter scholarship! What kind of idiot was he? Didn’t he know that there were other people out there who could not afford to go to college and was depending on scholarship? She was torn between crying, laughing and anger.


She glanced to the right and saw the ladies’ room. She stopped. “Listen, Coco, I think I can go by myself from here. You don’t have to escort me anymore. I can go by myself. Besides, I need to use the ladies’ room.”


“But…” Coco said.


“Thank you, and goodbye.”


Shez fled to the toilet immediately. Once she was inside, she dropped her books and faced herself in the mirror. She looked angry all right. And she was glad she had the right mind to escape to the bathroom immediately. Or else, she would have turned him into mashed potato before she could stop herself.


That jerk! How could he? He was an heir to his family’s riches and he was to manage a company! And he still needed the scholarship! Didn’t he have enough money already to buy the world? While she had to depend on a half-scholarship, which she almost couldn’t afford! 


Shez felt like kicking something. She turned around and saw the toilet stall door. She instantly unleashed her annoyance towards the unfairness of all this and kicked the door hard. A loud bang came. And then it was followed by another two or three bangs, before there were sounds of cracking. Shez had stepped on her pencil and then there was a thump on the wall. She punched her fists to the wall. She didn’t care if she was hurt she just hated everything. 


Outside, Coco was waiting in confusion and uncertainty. He knew he didn’t have anything to do with this girl, but listening to what was happening inside the toilet, he was scared to leave her alone. Perhaps she needed help. And he wanted to be there in case something terrible occurs.


10 minutes later, Shez managed to calm herself down. She looked at herself image in the mirror. She was a mess. Her hair was chaotic. It was a good thing she brought a comb inside her bag. She reached down to get her bag and tried to find the comb. Suddenly she realized… damn! She had left it in the dining room when Salma borrowed it! 


She wanted to scream at the situation but she was already too tired. So she just ran her fingers through her hair. She smoothed down her shirt and pulled up her crumpled jacket. Finally, she washed her face a little with water, hoping that it would make her look less obnoxious.


Pleased with the result of her quick tidy-up, she grabbed her bag and books and went outside.


And what she saw outside almost made her run inside and do everything all over again.


He was still there.


“Shez, are you okay?” he asked.


Shez forced a smile. “Yes, I am.”


“You sounded so distressed while you were inside.”


Shez pretended to look innocent. “Me? Distressed? What are you talking about?”


“You were yelling, shouting, and I heard you kicking inside there,” Coco said. 


Shez shrugged. “That wasn’t me.”


Coco blinked. “Wasn’t you?”


“Of course it wasn’t.”


“Who was it?”


“Oh, there’s this girl. She’s just pissed that her boyfriend left her. I was inside the toilet stall all the time, avoiding her. When she calmed down, I left. She’s still in there. Poor girl,” Shez said. Then she started walking, quickly so that Coco didn’t have time to catch up with her. As if speaking to herself, she said out loud, “Huh! Men! They’re just cheaters… they’re all the same.”


Coco, left dumbstruck, was amazed. At that point, he got her point. Misunderstanding the situation, he smiled at the sight of Shez disappearing to a door that belonged to the archeology lab. She wanted to play hard to get with him. 


Coco smiled smugly. This girl was a challenge for him. She knew he was after her. And he knew she was interesting. But she wasn’t going to let him get her that easily. 


And who could blame her? She was attractive. With her dark olive skin and long black hair, she looked as if she was the human impersonation of an Arabian princess in the one-thousand-and-one night’s tales. 


“I like this,” Coco said, chuckling. Upon that conclusion, he walked away.

Chapter 9


“Amazing,” Pippo said to Alessio after his younger brother read the result of his work.


“Thank you,” Alessio said.


Only five days after he was assigned back to the office, Alessio had managed to figure out so many things concerning the problem their company was facing. 


“So, now we know that someone must have been selling the wine orders to another buyer, perhaps some buyers, that didn’t have any contract with our company, behind our back, what do you suggest?” Pippo asked.


“I suspected there’s a group of insiders that is involved in this dirty case. It has to be an insider. Who else knows how the system goes in our company? So, I have already an investigator in each of our factories, in Verona and in Conegliano,” Alessio answered.


“An investigator? Wouldn’t that create suspicion if there is someone new in the factories?” Pippo asked doubtfully. 


“Not really… the investigators will pretend to be a supervisor from central, from our office here, with an official assignment paper. I made them those papers. I chose people who understood about wines. And thanks to our reliable legal division, we have competent people investigating about there,” Alessio explained as he leaned back on the chair in front of Pippo’s desk.


Pippo smiled. He was proud of Alessio. He knew Alessio could do it. Alessio was not ignorant of his position and duty in the company. It was just the love for racing, cars, and adrenaline-pumping actions that drove him away from the company. But now, Pippo had seen the proof of his reliability.


Suddenly, Pippo’s thoughts were disturbed by the buzz of the intercom. Pippo pushed the appropriate button to answer and greeted his secretary, “Yes, Gloria?”


“This is Paola, sir,” a lovely voice said, “Gloria is downstairs, taking some papers from the archive room. But Miss Stefania just called and I said to her that you were not to be disturbed. She insisted and finally left a message. She wanted to know if you could join her for lunch tomorrow.”


“Thank you, Paola,” Pippo replied.


After Pippo broke the connection with Paola, he returned his attention to Alessio, who was grinning wickedly at him.


“What?” Pippo asked. “I don’t like the look in your face.”


“Ah, nothing,” Alessio replied nonchalantly. “It’s just that… Stefania seems to be very serious with you.”


“She is.”


“Are you?”


“Am I what?”


“Serious.”


“With her?”


“Who else?”


Pippo sighed. He did not want to admit this, but he was serious with her. The relationship with Stefania was the most serious he ever had with a female. He dated many girls before her but none of them were serious. He even thought of marrying some of them, but no one came close to his standards. Stefania did. 


She went to business school to help her father in the company that he owned. She was daring and speculative as an entrepreneur. But she was relaxed and fun outside of work. She made Pippo laugh. And her beauty was almost incomparable. 


Just thinking of her made Pippo smile. Like now.


“I bet my ass that you’re thinking of her,” Alessio said. When Pippo replied only with a shrug, Alessio continued, “Sandro told me that Mama and Papa are wondering if we would ever come home with a bride.”


Pippo was knocked for six. He stared disbelievingly at Alessio. But his brother nodded seriously. Pippo shook his head. Alessio nodded instead. “Yes, they are,” Alessio said, “They want us to get settled.”


“But we are settled!” Pippo argued.


“In our dictionary, settled is when we have a good career and can afford to live well, right? But in their dictionary, brother, settled is when we have a good wife and can afford to create grandchildren for them,” Alessio said.


Pippo was silent for a while. He clasped his hands together and rested his chin there. His eyebrows were crushed together. He seemed to consider what Alessio had said. Alessio leaned back again on his chair, closing his eyes. He was also thinking about what he had just said. 


He had said the truth they both knew that. 


Being 31 and 29, they realized that, if they really wanted to make their parents happy, they would have got married when they were 25 and 23. But they were not like that. Not unfortunately for them, nor for their parents, because they had been seriously building their career at that age. Still, now that they had passed the normal age limit to get married, especially among the men in their society and culture, their parents wanted marriages for them quickly… before it was all too late.


Like it or not they now realized the importance of being married. If not for them, then for their parents.


“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Alessio asked, still closing his eyes.


And Pippo, also not moving from his position, answered, “What are you thinking?”


“It starts with an ‘m’,” Alessio said.


“Marriage?” 


Alessio sighed, paused, and then chuckled. He opened his eyes and said, “More like macaroni!”


Pippo shot him a chastising look. But then he decided that it was better to talk about macaroni than about marriages. He concluded, as much as he loved Stefania, he wasn’t ready for the big thing. Not yet. 


“Better call Sandro and ask him to cook for us,” Pippo said dryly.


“Sure thing. Should I tell Francesca or Gloria to do the task?” 


“Francesca. She’s more patient than Gloria. But if you want someone to do that really ridiculous task, tell Paola to do it.”


“Calling our brother is not ridiculous! We’re bosses! We’re supposed to call people through our secretaries, right?”


“Not for calling our brother, little brother,” Pippo said, leaning back.


“Why not?”


“First of all, we don’t use secretaries to tell our brothers about family matters. Secondly, we’re supposed to give everyone the image that we are a close-knit family. So, we should’ve known our brother’s phone number, home and cellular! Third of all, our secretaries are professional secretaries. They are paid to do big jobs,” Pippo reasoned.


Alessio wrinkled his nose childishly. “But I don’t know Sandro’s cellular number.”


“Me neither,” Pippo said, chuckling.


Alessio shook his head in exasperation. “You are the most annoying brother alive.”


“True, but all of you love me, right?” Pippo said.


Alessio stuck his tongue out and mocked his brother. Pippo laughed. It was what they used to like to do when they were children. And as Alessio left the room, Pippo sighed. How he wished the old days could come again…


Terry stepped out of the café La Freccia in Turin with a smile on her face although she had tons of things on her back and her hands. And she also had so many thoughts on her mind. One of her thoughts was Alessio. And her other thoughts were the things connected to Alessio.


She had been staying in Turin for almost a week. Their plan to stay for a week had to be shortened to three days because they needed to give the report on Friday. Today was Thursday and they had a presentation schedule on the next day.


But during her hectic study tour schedule, she managed to get all the things he needed for Alessio’s car. All she needed to do was come to the shop that made Alessio’s car’s spare parts and ordered the spare parts. The order would be delivered to Rome by plane on Friday so she didn’t need to bring any parts home on her small suitcase.


And she almost forgot to buy the food Alessio wanted in La Freccia. That was why she rushed over to the café while everyone had already gone to the station first.


She checked the time and realized that she was already supposed to go to the station. Her train would leave at exactly six o’clock and she only had one hour to get there. And considering today’s traffic in Turin, she had better hurry.


“Ciao, Terry! I’ll see you later!” called Clarita, the girl who had been her roommate at the dorm during this study tour in Turin.


“Ciao, Clarita! Grazie per tutti!” Terry replied.


“Come on, Terry! We’ll be late!” called her friends from the gate.


Terry waved her right hand to her Turinese friends and then chased her friends who were already entering the gate. 


As they walked to the passenger’s waiting lounge Terry held the bag containing tiramisu, cappuccino and sandwich from La Freccia tightly with her hands as if it was the greatest treasure on earth.


For her, it was. Everything for Alessio was treasure.


She didn’t quite remember when she started liking Alessio. She only remembered that the first time she felt a special feeling for him was when she saw him dismounting from the racecar he had driven around the circuit for 34 laps in preparation for his weekend race. He was sweating but he looked happy and glorious in that red racing jacket of his. When he took off the jacket, Terry saw the best bodied man in the world. That physical attraction led to something else as she realized soon that he was not only a determined person, but also someone who was funny and easy going. 


“Terry, it’s time to go,” her friend said pulling her hand towards the entrance gate.


“Yeah, sure,” Terry said, dismissing Alessio from her mind.


“Hey, Terry, what’s in that food bag?” another friend asked.


“Something for someone,” Terry answered shortly, moving with her other friends.


Someone special, Terry thought as she entered the bus a few minutes later.


Alessio had been surprised and awed when he found out for the first time that there was going to be a female mechanic in his crew. But he didn’t complain because Terry was just as competent as her father was. Her father, Giuseppe De Rossi, was the head of Alessio’s mechanical crew. Like father like daughter, the De Rossi pair succeeded in keeping Alessio’s cars in shape for the past two years. And since Alessio had already considered Beppe De Rossi as his second father, he found a sister in Terry.


A sister, Terry sighed, he sees me as a sister. A mere sister. He doesn’t know how much I love him as a man. 

She remembered the first time Alessio brought her girlfriend to the garage on a race day in Spain, a year ago. When Terry saw Laura Andretti, she knew she couldn’t compete with her. She was out of her league, out of Alessio’s league. Although many people told her that she had an adorable smile to go with her sweet, round face, she was skeptical because Laura’s smile was a thousand times better than hers. All white, all alluring. And Laura’s shape was something that was hard to match. She was tall, slim, and every move she made was elegant. And Terry… she was not only a whole lot shorter than Alessio’s six-feet-and-more height, she was a bit plump although that didn’t stop everyone to compliment her significantly Latin face. Thanks to her mother’s South American origins, she had seriously tan skin and exotic Latin features. Still, Laura won again. She had soft Italian features so delicate that every man who saw her could burn and melt in the heat of passion. 

What’s more, Laura was the perfect match for Alessio. Her father was Alessio’s father’s old friend. The relationship between their families had lasted for years. And she was rich, whereas Terry was no more than the daughter of a mechanic who got the job to be in Alessio’s team because there was no one would take the job handling Alessio’s difficult car. Why would Alessio, and his family, want a poor mechanic’s girl when they could have someone like Laura Andretti?

Those facts hurt her. And she had never been taught to keep high dreams. She had been taught to avoid painful downfalls. So, she didn’t dare hope. 

Still, the feeling grew stronger each day. She thought about him in his office, in his business job… hating every moment that he was not in the circuit, because that was the only place where she could see him, be near him, and talk to him about something normal without causing suspicions… 

She almost couldn’t help it. She thought about him when she made the orders for his car. She thought about him when she bought him the food he asked for from La Freccia. She thought about him every time she saw a car that looked like his passed by on the street. She thought about him every time she held her notebook because he had touched it once. She thought about him every single minute of her life. She just couldn’t stop thinking about him. Just couldn’t.

“Ter, what is it? You’re very quiet?” someone asked her.

Terry just shrugged. She didn’t feel like sharing her feelings with anyone. Turning her face to the window overlooking the view along the railway, she sighed. Then she closed her eyes and unconsciously clasped her hands as if she were praying.


Please, God. When I return, make him see that I love him. Please, please, please…

Chapter 10


Fio exited the classroom with a weary feeling. She didn’t need to answer Nadia’s question earlier today when she saw her. That best friend of hers had asked how she was doing. But her face and expression had said it all. She was distressed. 


Honestly, she hadn’t been the same since last week, the time when she fainted. In fact, she hadn’t been the same since she saw Sandro.


He was the greatest mystery in Fio’s life at the moment. She had found out that Sandro liked to come to La Primavera regularly, but no matter how long she waited for him to appear in the café for the past week, he never showed his face. She also figured out that he was in the same major as she was but she never saw him during lectures. She tried to wait for him in the campus yard so that she could see him come, but he was nowhere to be seen. She asked around to some people about his beings but no one could give her an adequate answer.


The only thing she knew, he was her brother’s enemy. 


Last week, Antonio had kindly dropped her home after she fainted. She was shocked because of what Antonio had told her. She couldn’t sleep that night. Her brother Marco visited her in her room that night but she couldn’t possibly ask him what was going on between the two of them. She spent the whole weekend last week to think about what to do next. She decided to find more information about him first before she fell in love too deep. 


But, now, it was too late. She hadn’t had any information about him but she was already falling in love. And it stressed her so much that she felt like crying. 


“See you at the café later, Fio,” Nadia said.


Nadia smiled and waved her hand at Fio. But Fio didn’t pay attention. She didn’t say anything when Nadia ran away quickly. She had an early shift today so she must hurry to the café. Usually Fio would catch up and go together with him but she didn’t feel like doing anything together.


Fio shrugged and walked slowly towards the building exit. She blinked a few times when afternoon sunlight hit her face. She covered herself with her hand while the other hand searched for her sunglasses. Suddenly, someone bumped her on the back.


“Excuse me, coming through!”


Fio growled and made way for whoever was behind her. At the same time she found her eyeglasses. But someone pushed her again from behind. This time it was harder. She almost lost her balance and had to hold the railings of the steps in front of the building. The sunglasses slipped from her hand and suddenly… she heard a crack. 


She didn’t dare look. But after a while she did and she was profoundly shocked to see that her beloved eyeshades were broken…


“Oops, sorry…” someone said. The person bent down and took the broken sunglasses from the ground.


Fio sighed heavily in disbelief. Her misery was almost complete…


“I didn’t see the thing, so I just stepped forward. Sorry about this,” the person said.


Fio looked up to the person who stepped on her eyeglasses. When she realized who it was, she wanted to scream. It was that new girl! Amanda!


“Look, let me take this to the repair shop. I’ll see if it can be fixed. But if it can’t, I’ll buy you a new one!” she said.


Fio snatched the broken pieces from Amanda’s hands rather rudely and hissed, “Don’t think about it. I have plenty!”


Without saying anything else, she walked away.


“I was just trying to help!” Fio heard Amanda’s call.


Fio lifted her hand dismissively and continued walking. Amanda shrugged and then went away to another direction.


When she reached the car, she felt horrible. She glanced at her shades. The shape was terrible and she was sure it was not repairable. But what made her feel worse was that she had been very rude to Amanda.


Amanda didn’t have to be blamed. It was purely an accident. But Fio had let her own misery ruled her to behave rudely to her.


She leaned back on the car, covering her face with her hand. It was only a week for God’s sake, but she felt as if it had been more than one week ago since she felt something for Sandro… whoever he was!


“Catch you later, guys!” she heard a girl’s happy voice shouting as a car passed by.


Fio looked up and once again found Amanda in her sight. She was riding on a car with a very handsome guy that Fio knew very well. The guy encircled her shoulder with one of his arms and they looked romantic together. No doubt they were a couple. He was Ethan Carson, an American. His father was a consul in Rome, a good friend of her father’s. When Fio’s father was in America a few years ago, Ethan’s father was the one who accepted him in his house. 

Seeing that, Fio’s head was filled with curiosity and a bit of envy. The curiosity was for her identity and the envy was for the fact that the girl had a boyfriend and she didn’t. 


Damn, Fio spat inside her heart. Then she rudely opened the door to her car, got in and started the car. She looked around the surroundings for the last time before she left, just in case the person she wanted to see appear. But there was not a sight of him at all. She hit the pedals and sped her way out of the campus.


“SHEZ!”


Shez stopped on her way out and turned around to see who was calling her. 


“SHEZ!”


Shez smiled. It was Massimo. She waited for him.


Massimo finally managed to get through an ocean of students trying to exit the building and arrived in front of Shez. They stepped aside so the others would have a clear way.


“Ciao!” Massimo greeted.


“Ciao!” replied Shez.


Massimo bent down to kiss her cheeks. Shez wanted to withdraw but he was too swift for her. I could get used to this.


“Why didn’t you wait for me before class? We could’ve got two seats side by side,” Massimo said.


“Oh, I didn’t know you’d like to sit next to me,” Shez said.


“Shez, are you avoiding me?” Massimo asked with narrowed eyes.


Shez was taken aback by that remark. She quickly shook her head. “Of course not!”
Massimo smiled. “If you’re not avoiding me, will you sit next to me on the next class?”


“Of course,” Shez answered nonchalantly, contrary to the beating of her heart. His smile was getting into her.


“Great!” Massimo exclaimed happily. Then he lifted her hands. “So, now, do you have anything to do?”


“Why do you ask?” Shez replied.


“I’d like to ask you out on a date,” Massimo said. 


“A date?” Shez almost choked on the word.


“Yeah!”


“Like a date date?” 


“Like that,” replied Massimo, chuckling. Then he scratched the back of his head. He said, “Actually, you have to say yes. If not, I would be very, very ashamed!”


“Why is that?” Shez asked furrowing her eyebrows.


“I have already made a reservation at La Primavera and if I cancel it because you don’t want to go with me, the manager’s going to blacklist my name. I’ve already canceled two reservations before this,” Massimo said, grimacing. 


Shez laughed. Looking into Massimo’s eyes, she saw a twinkle of laughter there and she melted immediately. Massimo seemed so sincere and so sweet that she couldn’t possibly turn him down. Besides, she didn’t have any reasons to decline the offer. She didn’t have anything to do at home this afternoon and there weren’t any assignments to be done. Why not?


“Sure, I’ll go with you!” Shez said finally.


“Cool!”


“But I still have to return and borrow some books from the library. It’ll take an hour.”


“That’s okay. I have to meet someone first, a friend of mine from the research club. I’ll meet you there at 6. Just go inside and ask for the table with my name.”


Massimo then planted a kiss on Shez’s cheeks once again. Shez blushed a little. Massimo smiled and then he walked away but he was still looking at her until he disappeared around the corner of the corridor. Shez felt like jumping and skipping around. She didn’t know why, she actually liked that kind of attention… especially from a wonderful person like Massimo.

Chapter 11


Red. Coco spat.


He hated traffic lights, just like Alessio did. One of the things that gave him pleasure, especially when he was hit by stress, was speeding. Of course, with the traffic in Rome, he couldn’t do it often. But then again, he was mostly stress-free.


He looked at the clock. It was almost five thirty. Rush hour. The traffic light on his part of the road was usually disadvantageous. At this hour, on this part of the street, the green light was only for a few seconds and the red light could last for a few minutes. It was to give way for the vehicles coming from the business area to pass through.


Coco decided to relax. It would be three or four more minutes before he could go. His eyes wandered, looking around his surroundings. And suddenly, he spotted the café La Primavera. And much to his surprise, at that very moment, Shez appeared on his sight.


Coco straightened up in his position. His eyes opened wide to concentrate looking on the sight of that girl who had occupied his mind since the beginning of the week. God, she is gorgeous. She was wearing a cream V-neck cotton top and a pair of black denim jeans that garbed her petite figure. Her hair tumbled naturally over her shoulders and its shine made it look voluminous. She looked happy, a smile tugging on her exotic face.


But… hold on a minute! Who is there with her?


She stopped in front of La Primavera. She turned to the right to face a muscular-built guy who had been walking with her. She said something to him and the guy smiled. He bent down to kiss her cheeks and then departed. Shez waved her hand and he replied. Then she entered the café.


At that moment, he decided quickly. He would follow her there. He would find out what was she up to.


Smugly, Coco smiled. Wait and see me, Shez! You want to play hard to get, you’ll get hard-to-get!


“Welcome to La Primavera,” Nadia said to Shez. 


“Hi. I am supposed to meet a friend of mine here. His name is Massimo Ambrosini. He said that he already reserved a table,” Shez informed her. 


Nadia looked inside the guest list. She spotted Massimo’s name. “Here it is!” Nadia exclaimed, snapping her fingers. “This way, please!”


Shez followed Nadia. As she walked to the table at the left corner of the room, she looked around. She was amazed at what she was seeing. It was beautiful, the café. She had heard of this place before but she had never been here. She had never even dreamt of stepping her foot inside of this fancy place. It was not of her class. 


“Here you go,” Nadia said. Shez pulled up a chair and sat down. Nadia introduced herself. “I will be your waitress this afternoon, and, of course, for Massimo. My name is Nadia. And when you need anything at all, call for my name.”


“Thank you,” Shez replied.


“And your name is?” Nadia asked.


“My name? I’m Shehnaz. You can just call me Shez,” Shez answered.


“Ah! You’re that girl Massimo has been talking about!” Nadia said.


“You know Massimo?” Shez said, surprised.


“Of course. I suppose you know Massimo from college too, right?” Nadia said.


Shez understood immediately. “You’re a student in the University of Rome too, aren’t you?” Shez said, half-guessing.


“Yep,” Nadia said, laughing. “I study literature. You? History too, like Massimo?”


Shez nodded. Nadia continued, “Yesterday, Massimo came here and when he made the reservation, he told me about you.”


“Oh.”


“Well, do you want to order anything first while waiting for him?” Nadia offered.


“I think I’ll just have a glass of mineral water. I’m really thirsty,” Shez said. To be honest, she was quite afraid to look at the price of the other drinks in this classy café, so she decided to order something safe. Besides, she was really thirsty.


“Coming right up? Would you like lemon in it?” Nadia asked.


“Yes, please,” Shez answered.


Nadia jotted down the order on her book. Then she smiled and left. 


Fio parked her car at the usual parking spot in front of La Primavera. Leaving her schoolbag on the backseat, she brought her handbag out. She narrowed her eyes as she faced the sunlight. She quickly strode to the café’s front. Someone pushed the door open for her. She walked in and said an abrupt thank you.


“Fioraia?” 


Fio was static in a second. That voice!


“Hey! It’s really you!” 


Fio turned around. Oh my God…


“Ciao!”


Fio was lost at words for a moment. But then she recovered quickly and exclaimed, “Sandro! What a surprise!”


There he was. Sandro. The guy who had occupied every single corner of her mind and her heart. The guy who made her sleep uneasily for the past seven nights. The guy whom she longed to see every time she turned around a corner. She had wanted to talk to him so badly, find out things about him, but now she was speechless. She only managed to say a lame thing such as what a surprise to this Hermes-like man.


“Are you here alone?” Fio quickly asked.


“Yes. I was hoping to find you here and… there you are!” Sandro said.


“I was always here the days before,” Fio casually informed, “This is my hangout place. So you don’t really have to hope to find me.”


Sandro smiled. “Thursdays and Fridays are the only days I can come here. Other than those days I am very busy.”


“School? Work?” Fio asked, trying as normal as possible to make conversation… and scratching for information.


“School. You and I go to the same university, don’t we?” Sandro asked.


“Really? How did you find out?” Fio calmly replied. Inside, her heart was beating faster. He knew!


“I saw you the other day. At first, I didn’t recognize it was you. But then I took a closer look and it was really you. You were heading towards the library,” Sandro explained.


You saw me and I didn’t see you? How unfair! “Wow… I didn’t think you’d recognize me. We’ve only met just once!” Fio said. Yipee!

Sandro smiled. My God that smile! Fio was almost afraid she would blush then and there.


“A beautiful face like yours is hard to forget,” Sandro said.


Fio could have just fainted again. 


Suddenly… “Excuse me!”


Sandro gasped. “COCO!”


“Sandro?”


Fio turned wide-eyed. “Coco?”


“Fio!”


“Hold on a minute!” Sandro said. He looked at Coco and Fio both, with a very seriously confused look on his face. “Coco, you know her?”


“Don’t we all?” replied Coco.


“And Fio, you know him?” Sandro asked.


“Don’t we all?” Fio replied.


“And you, you know him?” Coco asked Fio, pointing at Sandro.


“Yes. I met him here last week… I was substituting for my friend Nadia and I was his waitress,” Fio explained. She furrowed her eyebrows. “Do you guys know each other?”


“All my life,” Coco answered, chuckling, “He’s my brother.”


For the second time of the hour, Fio could have just fainted. “Brother?”


Coco lifted his had in exasperation. “Ah! Everyone says that! How come every time we say we’re brothers no one believe us!”


Fio patted her own forehead. “Ah! I should’ve known! Now, I remember… last week, Antonio mentioned your full name, Sandro Laurentiis… and I just remembered that Coco’s full name is Francesco Laurentiis! Now I understand!” 


“Want to know another thing?” Coco asked with a glimmer of mischief on his eyes. “We have another brother too!”


Fio smiled knowingly. “I think I know who it is. Let me guess… professor Filippo Laurentiis? Right?”


“Bingo!” Coco exclaimed.


“And that man, the man Sandro had dinner with last week is your brother too, isn’t he?” Fio predicated.


“She’s good,” Sandro said. “Yep, you’re right. His name is Alessio.”


“Excellent! Now I know why every time I see Coco it reminds me of someone else, which eventually leads to the face of my dear professor!” Fio said.


Nadia appeared with an empty tray on her hand. She smiled seeing Fio. Then she noticed the other two’s existence. She almost gasped and gaped when she saw Sandro, but she kept her calm. She was used to of seeing Coco so she didn’t mind at all. She looked meaningfully at Fio but Fio was also keeping her calm.


“Welcome, guys!” Nadia greeted. “Ciao, Fio!”


“Is this Nadia?” Sandro asked Fio.


Fio nodded. Nadia smiled and then said, “Yeah, Antonio told me. Someone came last week when I didn’t come to work and asked around about me. Instead, you met my beautiful friend, didn’t you?”


Sandro glanced at Fio, who was smiling. He nodded. “Nice meeting you. I’m Sandro.”


“I’m Nadia. And you, Coco, how are you?” Nadia asked.


“Hungry. Is there any empty table for us?” Coco asked.


“Sorry, but it’s full. But table twelve should be clear in 15 minutes. The people there had just started dessert,” Nadia informed. “Will you all be in the same table?” 


“That seems like a good idea,” Fio suggested, “What do you say?”


“Fine with me!” Sandro said.


“But I wouldn’t want to wait for 15 minutes standing up like this!” Coco said. He looked around, deliberately searching for Shez. He instantly spotted her on the table at the corner. He smiled and the turned around to his friends and brother. “Hey, I think I saw a friend there! Let’s ask if we can join her!”


Nadia said, “I’d like to escort you, but I have to take an order now!”


“See you later!” Fio said.


Fio and Sandro followed Coco to the table he was heading to. Coco looked determined. He walked rapidly.


Shez was idly playing with the flower in the vase when Coco appeared in front of her. She didn’t realize someone had arrived in front of her table until he spoke up, “Shez! Hi!”


Shez froze on her seat hearing that voice. Not him. And she looked up… It’s him. Damn him! She frowned immediately. And in front of her, Coco was giving her the most adorable smile imaginable. It was truly an enchanting smile. And if Shez didn’t know better, she would have given in to that warm smile. But she did know better and she refused to become friendly to him. She continued with the frown.


“You!” Shez exclaimed. She thought she had said it rather cynically.


“What a greeting from you! Ciao!” Coco said.


Shez remembered that she was not supposed to cut him direct. She was to act casual and discreetly tell him to go away. “Sorry… but I didn’t expect to see you.”


“Who did you expect to see?” Coco asked, lifting his eyebrows. He placed both of his hands on the table and leaned forward to get closer. His face was quite near to hers now and Shez could just smell the scent of his fragrance. She braced herself. She must never fall to the charm of this… this thief! 


“Someone else,” Shez answered.


“Like who?” Coco asked.


“Like Massimo,” Shez answered confidently.


Coco stiffened. Somehow, he felt jealous hearing his friend’s name being mentioned. Massimo? She was dating Massimo? When he first met her and got introduced by Massimo, he could see that they were quite close. And why not? They were high school friends. But he didn’t believe for a second Massimo was a significant other. No, it couldn’t be. They’re just having a friendly date. Or she’s really playing hard to get with me.


“Are you having a date with him?” Coco asked casually.


“Yes,” Shez answered.


“Well, he’s not here, isn’t he?” Coco replied, straightening up.


“Not yet,” Shez corrected.


“Well… we can wait for him together.”


“We?” Shez repeated worriedly. 


To her horror and shock, Coco pulled up a chair next to her and sat down. He leaned back on the chair and looked at her stricken face. Coco smiled mischievously but didn’t let her see. When she looked back at him, he wiped that smug smile off his face and gave her another dazzling smile.


“Don’t worry, Shez. I’ll go when he comes. The problem is that there are not empty seats at the moment and I don’t want to wait 15 minutes standing up. I’m sure Massimo would understand,” Coco said.


Shez sighed. I sure would like to kick your smart-ass mouth. But she said nicely to him, “Oh, be my guest.”


“Thanks! And I have some friends… they’re going to come in a moment and I hope you don’t mind that they also wait here with you!” Coco said. Before Shez could reply, he snapped his fingers, calling Sandro and Fio who had stopped in the middle of the way to talk with one of the waiters. Sandro and Fio heard Coco’s snap and they walked towards the table.


Upon their arrival, Shez felt uneasy. She was not only uncomfortable with Coco’s appearance but she certainly didn’t know how to react in front of his socialite friends either. When she saw Fio, she immediately knew who she was. Fio was just too popular for her not to recognize. She didn’t know Sandro, but she had a pretty good idea that the guy was someone just as popular as the other two were.


“Hi!” Fio said in a friendly way. “I hope you don’t mind if we join you. We have to wait for an empty table…”


“It’s okay. I understand. Please, sit down,” Shez said politely.


Fio extended her hand, offering for a handshake. Shez accepted it. As Fio shook her hand, Fio introduced herself, “I’m Fioraia. Call me Fio.”


“Yes, I know. I’m Shehnaz. Call me Shez!” Shez replied.


“Shez, this is my brother, Sandro. Sandro, this is my new friend, Shez, from my new major,” Coco introduced.


Shez looked at Sandro, once again showing disbelief. Another brother? So that would mean, he was related to professor Laurentiis as well! Just how many handsome Laurentiis were there in this world?


Sandro was definitely handsome, Shez thought. He was quite different from Coco. He had a warmer smile, but a more serious, dark look. From expression, he was more similar to the professor, Shez observed. And he was definitely more down-to-earth, Shez thought wryly. 


“Are you and Coco… uhm, dating?” Sandro suddenly asked.


Shez gasped. “Oh no! Of course not! We’re just… uhm, friends.”


Not for long, Coco thought. “Yeah, we’re friends.” Then he stared at Shez in a very smug way that Shez could’ve just slapped him.


Shez decided not to pay further attention. She turned to Sandro and asked, “Are you and Fio dating?”


Fio laughed. How I wish! “No.”


Sandro laughed too and he gazed tenderly at Fio. “No. And I wish I could’ve answered not yet.”


Fio blushed a little. Shez knew what was happening at that very moment. She liked him. And he liked her too… but just a little. Perhaps he was not sure. But Shez knew Fio liked him. She must have. The way she blushed and smile at what Sandro had just said made it clear to her. And if she was not mistaken, Fio could hardly tear her gaze from him. 


“Shez, do you come here often?” Fio asked, trying to take her attention away from Sandro.


“No, actually. I don’t have time. I have to study hard, especially during the last semester. I wanted to get a scholarship so I have to work hard,” Shez answered. Her heart felt a sting, remembering that scholarship that went to Coco’s hands, when he didn’t need any…


“Did you get the scholarship?” Sandro asked. “Coco got a scholarship too…”


“Yes, I did. And I know Coco got a scholarship too because we are on the same major,” Shez answered, hoping to God that she didn’t sound sarcastic when she mentioned Coco and his scholarship.


But Sandro heard it. He heard the tone. Shez had been using the same strained tone whenever she said Coco’s name. And when she mentioned the scholarship, she sounded displeased at all. Sandro just knew. He was a law student and he was trained to listen to different kind of tones during trials. And after undergoing so many trial simulations, he knew what tones people were doing when they speak.


Sandro knew talking about scholarship distressed Shez. So he decided to change the subject, “Didn’t I see you last semester in one of my brother’s lectures?”


“Last semester I did attend professor Laurentiis lecture. He was talking about the history of Elizabethan literature and I was doing a paper on the Elizabethan era, so I decided to come,” Shez answered.


“That was it! I knew you looked somehow familiar! I was there too, you know!” Fio said to Shez. 


“Is Pippo really that good?” Coco asked dubiously, but jokingly as well.


“He is! Stop saying comments about my favorite professor!” Fio said.


“Isn’t he everyone’s favorite?” Coco replied.


“He is, and there’s nothing you can do about it!” Shez defended.


“Wow… wow… hold it! You girls really like him, don’t you?” Sandro said. Chuckling, he continued, “So, which interests you the most, his lectures or his face?”


Shez and Fio sent him a reprimanding look that caused Sandro to laugh harder. Coco looked amused too but he didn’t say anything. He was busy looking at Shez’s beautiful angry face. 


“Both,” Fio and Shez answered simultaneously.
“But he’s already got a girlfriend. Would you settle for us, his brothers, instead?” Coco teased. He leaned forward, closer to Shez, once again.


Shez turned her face away. “Not a chance!” she said.


Sandro and Fio smiled seeing that. They looked at each other. Sandro said softly to Fio, “Would you?”


And it sent electric sparks inside Fio’s heart. Did she hear him aright? But she did hear him like that. Oh, yes she did. She couldn’t help but smile. And tonight she would definitely call Nadia… wait ‘til she hears this!


Nadia smiled seeing Massimo enter the café. Massimo flashed her a grin. Nadia escorted him to his seat and told him about Shez joined by the others. Massimo nodded and was thankful that Shez didn’t have to wait alone. Massimo hurried to his reserved table. He smiled when he finally reached the fully occupied table.


“Ciao, tutti!” Massimo greeted.


Everyone in the table turned to him. Shez, Fio and Sandro smiled seeing Massimo but Coco frowned. His time was up. 


“Sorry, I’m late, Shez! But I’m glad you didn’t have to wait alone!” Massimo said, nodding to the other people on the table.


Nadia said to Fio, “Your table is ready. It’s clear. Table twelve, okay?”


Fio nodded. She rose from her seat. She told Sandro and Coco, “Guys, shall we?”


Sandro immediately got up. He signaled Coco to do the same. Coco reluctantly arose. Shez sighed gladly. Coco was finally going away and she could have fun for the rest of the evening.


“Nice meeting you, Shez. I’ll see you around!” Sandro said to Shez.


Fio exchanged pecks with Shez and said, “We should get together one day and talk about our favorite professor without these guys around!”


Shez chuckled, “What a great idea!”


Coco and Massimo shook hands. Coco said, “Have a great date, amico.” 


“Thanks, man. See you tomorrow,” Massimo replied.


Then the others left with Nadia to table twelve. Massimo took a seat next to Shez and kissed her cheeks again, like usual. And Shez was beginning to get accustomed to it. So long it was not from Coco, she did not mind at all.


Coco would like to flay Massimo then and there. He saw the way he planted those kisses on her cheeks. She looked positively happy receiving those kissed from Massimo. How Coco wished he was the one to be doing that to her… 


He didn’t know why, but the way Shez acted towards him since that time that day when he first met her made him feel greatly attracted to her. He was not used to of having girls turn him down or getting away from him so quickly. Every girl that he knew and he dated loved to be around him. And he loved the attention they gave him. It made him feel special, because that was how he saw his brothers were whenever they were with their girlfriends. 


Shez was the only girl that acted differently to him. He knew she was attracted to him because there were times when he looked into her eyes and he saw that one gleam of interest for him. But the next minute, she changed her manners and became completely aloof. 


“Coco, you okay? You look a bit pale,” Fio remarked.


“As a matter of fact, I am not okay. I think I better go now,” Coco said. 


Sandro who was already sitting down comfortably on the seat of their table replied, “You want to go home now? You haven’t even eaten or drunk anything.”


“Whatever,” replied Coco. Then he rose and left Fio and Sandro alone. He didn’t look back and went straight to the door.


Fio turned to Sandro and asked, “Is he always like that?”


“Sometimes,” Sandro replied. 


“I can’t believe you’re his brother,” Fio said, shaking her head.


“Why not?” Sandro asked.


“You don’t look at all like him. And I wouldn’t have guessed it! Your attitude is very different from his.”


Sandro’s lips curved into an understanding smile. Then quietly, he said, “Maybe it’s also because that we are not real brothers.”


Fio was aghast. “What?”


Sandro looked straight ahead. He reached for the small salt bottle and played around with it, spinning it with his fingers. He spoke slowly, “We are not real brother. My parents died when I was very, very young. I was still a toddler then. Coco’s parents adopted me. About a year later or more, Coco was born. So he doesn’t know at all that I am not his real brother. It’s no wonder why you can’t believe we’re brothers. But still, I am his brother, no matter what.”


Fio couldn’t say anything for a minute. After a while, she managed to say, “And do your other brothers know?”


“Of course. They were the ones who told me that I was adopted.”


“Why did they reveal that fact to you?”


“Because I asked them.”


“You did?”


“I was thirteen and I found an old box that contained my adoption papers and some other papers, like my birth certificate. Pippo entered the room when I was doing that and he asked what I was doing. When he found out, he was frantic. But I forced him to tell me the truth. That night, I talked with Alessio and Pippo. After they told me what happened, they begged me not to leave the family.”


“You didn’t, of course…”


Sandro shifted his gaze to Fio. And what she saw in his eyes melted her. It was obvious that he loved his brothers very much. “How could I? We’ve grown up together and we help each other in everything.”


“Are you going to tell Coco?” Fio asked.


“I don’t think so. I don’t want anything to change between us.”


Suddenly, Antonio came to their table. He looked worried. And Fio didn’t like it. She knew whatever Antonio was going to say to them, it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Fio looked away, not wanting to hear what Antonio had to say to Sandro. She looked outside the window. 


To her shock, she saw the inevitable. She saw her brother’s car pulling up… she saw him coming out and he was about to look to the window. Fio spun her head and looked back to Sandro. I can’t be seen!


“Hello, you two… I don’t want to disturb you,” Antonio said, smiling a little to Fio and winking his eyes, “But, I have to tell Sandro this piece of news.” To Sandro he said, “Marco is pulling up in the parking lot. You have to go.”

Marco. And it sent chills on her spine. She had almost forgotten! Marco once tried to kill Sandro. Her face turned pale immediately. She thought about it and she was contrite. Last week, she saw how Sandro looked and reacted when he read that message from Antonio. It was plain disgust and hatred on his face. And she wondered how he would react if he had found out that she was Marco’s sister. Now that everything was going out fine, she didn’t want anything to be ruined… how was she ever going to keep her identity as Marco’s sister a secret? She hoped to God Sandro wouldn’t find out.

Sandro nodded thankfully at Antonio who immediately returned to his position next to the cashier. He turned to Fio.


“I hate to break this up to you… but I have to go,” Sandro said.


“Now?” Fio asked.


“You heard Antonio. And since Antonio told me that he had told you about how Marco had got to do with me, I suppose you’ll understand why I must leave,” Sandro answered.


Fio nodded. “I understand,” she said quietly.


“But, it’s been nice to meet you again, Fio. And I know where you go to college, right? So, I can meet you on another time… when that bastard is not here,” Sandro said in a low voice.


Bastard. He hates him. Oh God…

“Bye,” Sandro said. He kissed Fio on the cheeks.


Fio felt flattered. But she didn’t have time to think of anything else because Sandro then abruptly left the table and dashed to the kitchen’s door. No doubt he was taking the safe exit. Fio could feel her heart beating… because of his kiss… and then she saw her brother… also because of her brother…

Chapter 12


It was exactly seven o’clock in the morning when Terry finished getting ready for her day. Yesterday, she had arrived late from Turin and she didn’t even sleep at all after she returned. They spent to whole night working on the paper based on their study tour in Turin at her friend’s Patrizio’s house. And they finished working at five this morning, two hours ago. 


Everyone else slept at Patrizio’s living room to recuperate after working non-stop for six hours but Terry didn’t have time to do that. After borrowing Patrizio’s luxurious bathroom to take a bath, she immediately dressed up and got her books ready. Patrizio’s maid caught her almost leaving the house and asked if she had already eaten. When Terry said she hadn’t, the old maid told her to eat first and Terry followed her advice. She hadn’t eaten anything since last night, anyway. 


After that very early breakfast, she left. 


There was a good reason why she wanted to leave early. She had to deliver the food from La Freccia to Alessio. 


Alessio yawned. He looked like a wreck. He hadn’t been sleeping comfortably last night. After dinner with his brothers, where they ate Sandro’s delicious macaroni, he went straight to his room and locked himself until Sandro and Pippo left. Coco stayed up late. He borrowed his laptop to work on a paper. He heard Coco leaving the apartment two hours later and he went to bed.


But he couldn’t sleep. 


First of all, he was thinking about the race he was going to do in a week… the race schedule this year was a bit unusual. There were twice three-week-breaks for the race, one at the beginning of the season and one in the middle. He was undergoing the second three-week-break. He had asked his team to let him rest in Rome and practice in his private circuit outside Rome. He was given the permission. But he had to return a week before the race. Not only to train himself, but also to train the junior driver in his team, D’Amico.


Damn. How would he ever tell Pippo that he would have to leave the office, next Wednesday the latest, and return on the next Monday, if possible? 


This double-occupation thing gave him the creeps… 


And that wine case was still unsolved… Pippo wouldn’t let him go if the case hadn’t been taken care of down to the roots…


Then there was his love life problem… Laura… she hadn’t called him for a week. It was as if she didn’t care anymore… but he wanted her to care… he wanted her to be here at the moment… he needed someone to talk to…. 


“Shit!” he spat out to himself after he realized that it was time to go to the office again. 


Grunting, he grabbed his towel and went inside the bathroom…


The doorbell was ringing loudly when Alessio was shaving off his whiskers. It rang rapidly for several times. 


Alessio growled. Who could that be? He walked out and went to get the door still with shaving cream covering half of his chin and jaw. And he was still wearing nothing but his towels around his waist. He didn’t care at all.


Alessio opened the door with his right hand while his left hand was holding the razor. As soon as the door was opened, he heard a surprised cry. A girl’s surprised cry. Alessio looked down and…


“Oh my God! TERRY!” Alessio exclaimed.


“Ah… I think I came at the wrong time!” Terry said, turning around.


“No… wait a minute…” Alessio said in panic. He thought of what to do… then he dashed back to the bathroom. He quickly wiped off the shaving cream from his face and put on whatever was near him. There was his T-shirt and then… his boxer shorts! Boxers? Ah, what the heck! Alessio quickly put them on and ran his fingers through his hair to tame it.


When he returned, Terry was still standing with her back facing him at the door. Alessio sighed gladly that Terry hadn’t left. He told her, “You can turn around now. I’m quite decent now.”


Terry turned around and exhaled full of relief when she saw Alessio had put on something besides of that towel of his. But come to think of it, she wouldn’t mind seeing Alessio topless. He had a great body.


Come on, Terry, snap out of it! Are you crazy?


“Ciao,” Terry said, stepping inside the apartment.


“Ciao,” Alessio replied. After Terry came in, he closed the door. “What brings you here?”


Terry smiled and lifted the La Freccia bag. “Your breakfast!”


Alessio broke into a bright smile. He looked so pleased with what she brought him that Terry couldn’t help laughing. Terry said, “You shameless boy! You look happy to see this bag of food and you don’t look as happy to see me!”


Alessio laughed. Terry handed him the bag and Alessio planted a brotherly kiss on her cheeks that made Terry’s heart jump. 


“Of course I am happy to see you, Ter! Thank you very much!” Alessio said. He opened the bag and smelled what was inside.


“Sorry I didn’t come any sooner… I had to do something, a school assignment, at my friend’s house yesterday after I return. But don’t worry. The food’s not stale. I kept it in my friend’s refrigerator overnight and I had the sandwiches reheated. But you’ll have reheat the cappuccino by yourself.”


“No problem!” Alessio said. “I’ll just bring this to the kitchen and on the meantime, why don’t you make yourself feel at home?” He went to the kitchen and returned not so long afterwards. Terry was sitting on his sofa, reading a paper. “What are you reading, Ter?”


“This paper… it’s the result of our study tour…” Terry answered absently. Then she shoved the paper back to her bag. “Nothing important.”


Alessio nodded and sat next to her. Terry asked, “What exactly were you doing before I came? Shaving, I presume?”


“Exactly. Sorry if I surprised you by being half naked at that time… I should’ve been more careful!” Alessio said. 


Terry stared fixedly at him. And suddenly she burst into laughter. Alessio was taken aback. “WHAT?” he asked irritably.


Terry pointed her finger at him. In between her laugh, she said, “Oh my God, Alessio! You… you… you look hilarious! Half of your…”


“WHAT?” Alessio asked impatiently.


But Terry just couldn’t stop laughing. Alessio hadn’t shaven the other half of his face. So while the other half of his face was clean, the other was still scruffy. Not only that, there was still a tinge of cream near his left ear. And to think that she actually thought he was the most handsome person alive… Terry laughed even harder.


Alessio crossed his arms in front of his chest exasperatedly. He waited until Terry finished laughing. And when her laughter finally faded away, he asked, “What is it?”


“It’s your face… you still have whiskers on half of your face!” Terry said. “And cream!” She wiped the cream off his face and then wiped her finger that had cream on Alessio’s T-shirt. 


Alessio smiled sheepishly. “Oh, that!”


“Yes, that!” Terry repeated.


Alessio chuckled. “I must look terrible.”


“You look terrible all the time, Alessio,” Terry teased. You are gorgeous.


Alessio stuck his tongue out. “Speak for yourself!”


“I know I’m not beautiful, but at least I don’t half whiskers on half of my face!” Terry retorted, starting to giggle again.


“Shut up!” Alessio replied jokingly. He reached for her head and tousled her black hair. Suddenly he halted. He didn’t know why but he felt relieved that he tousled her hair. He just realized… he loved playing with a girl’s hair. He used to love playing Laura’s hair but since she went away to New York, he didn’t have anyone’s hair to play with and now…


“You are messing with my hair! I spent ten minutes combing my hair this morning, Al… stop it!” Terry joked.


“Sorry,” he replied. He hadn’t meant it to sound like that but his voice was husky when he said it. 


Terry creased her eyebrows… was she dreaming or she just heard that tough Alessio sound so soft? But, oh, what a voice he had…


“Uhm… sorry about that. Your hair looks great!” Alessio said, shaking his head.


“Never mind!” Terry replied. Then she took a really close look on Alessio’s face. He had lines on his face, lines of stress. And he had almost invisible dark circles under his beautiful eyes. Terry sighed. He was distressed because of something. She knew because in the past, he often looked like this… whenever he lost a race or was worried about a race, he looked like that.


“Alessio, do you have something in your mind? You don’t look too good… not like usual,” Terry said.


Alessio considered of evading the question. But he looked into Terry. She was the only whom he could talk to. She would have understood his problem. She knew what it was the moment Alessio started talking…


“It’s this whole racing and being a businessman thing…”


“What’s with it?” Terry asked, guessing that he was suffering from not being able to race again lately.


“I don’t know what to do… I want to race but I have to work at the office too… and I… ah! I don’t know!” Alessio said. He covered his face with his hands. 


Terry had nothing to say. She just sat there, longing to comfort him, hug him, or whatever that would make him feel better… but she knew she couldn’t. So she hoped that her silence would help her. 


Alessio finally sighed. “Hey, Ter, do you mind reheating my cappuccino while I go shave the rest of my… you know? Then we can have breakfast together. I’ll drop you off at the campus later on. You don’t have an early schedule, do you?” 


Terry nodded. Alessio smiled and knocked Terry’s head gently and went back to his bathroom. Terry went to the kitchen and reheated the cappuccino. She also found some plates to put his sandwiches on and then placed them on it. She put the tiramisu inside the refrigerator so Alessio could eat it tonight, or whenever pleases him…


Suddenly… “Alessio?” 


Terry almost dropped the plate she was holding when she heard that voice. She was familiar with the voice. She had received so many phone calls from Alessio’s acquaintances when he was racing, and this voice was one of the most familiar voices that called him. It must be Pippo, Alessio’s older brother.


Terry came out from the kitchen and presented herself before Pippo, who also happened to be who else if not a professor in her university. 


“Ciao, Professor Laurentiis!” Terry greeted him.


It was Pippo indeed. He was holding a briefcase on his hand and a brown bag on the other. He saw Terry and grinned. “Well, well, if it isn’t the lovely mechanic girl?” Pippo replied. He dropped his bag and came over to Terry and kissed her cheek. “How do you do?”


“Fine, professor… and you?” 


“Fine, too, thank you. What are you doing here?” Pippo asked.


Terry told him the whole story and Pippo shook his head in amusement when Terry said that Alessio ordered her to buy food from La Freccia. “My brother the insane,” Pippo jokingly commented.


“So, what do you have there, professor?” Terry asked, her eyes looking at the bag.


“Breakfast. I was afraid he didn’t have anything to eat because last night we were having dinner here and we raided his fridge,” Pippo said.


“How thoughtful!” Terry said.


“Not so thoughtful. I haven’t eaten breakfast too and I came here because I don’t want to do the dishes,” Pippo said.


Terry chuckled. “Here, let me prepare that. I’m already Alessio’s servant anyway!”


“Thanks, Ter,” replied Pippo. 


Terry took the bag and retreated to the kitchen. Pippo followed her there. While they worked hand in hand to prepare the breakfast, Pippo asked, “Hey, ah, is it true that next week Alessio has to return to Turin for the race?”


Terry nodded. “Yeah, actually they’re expecting him on Monday. There’s going to be health check and everything. Then, on Wednesday, we’ll be leaving for the race in Germany.”


“Are you going too?” Pippo asked.


“No, I have to go to college, remember?” Terry replied, smiling.


“Oh…”His expression fell.


“What’s the matter?” Terry asked.


“It’s just that… he has to work on something at the office. It’s very important,” Pippo said. Then he became silent for a while. After a moment’s thought, he sighed and looked at Terry. He then said, “I guess I have to let him race, don’t I?”


Terry sighed too. “I don’t mean to interfere, but he loves racing very much. I know he doesn’t mind working at the office but he would also like to be on the run for the season.”


“Well, I guess, I shall have to tell him to divide his time carefully,” Pippo said.

Terry froze hearing that. “Do you mean… you’ll permit him to go to Turin on Monday?” Terry asked expectantly.


Pippo nodded. “If that’s what it takes to make him win,” Pippo answered.


“And would you permit him to check his car at the circuit tomorrow?” Terry asked hopefully. She was happy for Alessio… she was going to see him smile again! 


“Why not?” Pippo replied. “I’ll tell him about this later…”


He didn’t have the chance to finish off his sentence because Terry cheered instantly and hugged him. “Thanks! Thank you very much! You don’t know how much this means for him! And it means so much for the team! Everyone will be so happy to hear this! Thank you! You’re the best, Professor!”


“Hey, hey! What are you doing with her there, Pip? What, Stefania not enough?” Alessio suddenly said, bursting inside the room.


Terry let go of Pippo and grinned. Pippo was smiling too. Alessio looked at them both suspiciously. “What is it?” Alessio demanded.


“Oh, nothing,” Terry and Pippo answered in unison and secretively.


Alessio frowned. “I’m going to get you both for this! I swear!”


“Coffee?” Terry offered him happily.


Alessio was still staring at them both. But then he smiled and nodded anyway. As Terry was going to get the cup of coffee for him, he caught her hand and then pulled her close to him. He whispered into her ears, “You are going to tell me what happened, Oil Girl.”



“Fat chance, smartie,” Terry retorted. She glanced at Pippo who was setting the plates on the table. She told him, “This is your brother’s news.”

Chapter 13


“Psst…” 


Amanda looked up from the book she was reading. She lifted her head and turned around to the direction from which the voice came from. Then she spotted Luca behind her. Amanda shot him a killing glance, which was unusual, because she was always sunny and charming most of the times.


“What?” Amanda whispered.


Her friend whose name was Luca grinned and said in a low voice, “I saw you yesterday with Ethan. What did he say to you? Did he finally ask you to marry him?”


Amanda frowned. She hissed, “It’s none of your business, Luca.”


A girl next to Amanda, Kayla, nudged her on the arm. She raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Don’t tell me he didn’t propose to you? Come on! Tell us the details!”


“What details?” Amanda replied sulkily.


“Did he or did he not?” Luca’s friend, Daniele, asked from behind her. 



“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Amanda retorted.


“Hey, hey, enough! She doesn’t want to talk about it!” Amanda’s friend, Elena, who was sitting on the left, said.


Everyone shrugged. Amanda returned her attention back to the book she was reading. But she remembered to steal a quick glance at Elena and she smiled at her, saying thank you. Elena lifted her fingers and made a peace sign and grinned. Amanda almost laughed but she couldn’t.


Usually, she was in her best moods when it comes to literature lectures, especially ones conducted by her icon professor, Filippo Laurentiis. But today, she just didn’t have the heart to pay attention to any of what her idol was saying.


Amanda just came to the auditorium today with a gloomy feeling. She didn’t sit on the second row like usual instead she occupied a seat almost at the back row in the lecture room. When her friends came, she had her nose buried in a thick book. But she wasn’t reading at all, because she was staring blankly at the pages that were opened in front of her and she didn’t turn them even until the bell rang and everyone else started coming in.


When professor Laurentiis entered the room, Amanda scarcely paid any attention. Usually, she had her notebook and pencil ready to take down whatever the professor was lecturing. But today, she didn’t even bother to open her bag to take anything from there. When he started delivering a lesson of Jane Austen’s works, Amanda started drawing small hearts and stars with an unsharpened pencil on her textbook.


And her friends just knew there was something wrong. 


“Amanda!” called Elena at 10 minutes towards the end of the lecture that day.


“Hmm?” replied her friend.


“Wake up! We’re almost finished,” Elena said in a whisper.


“Oh.”


Amanda woke up. She had been sleeping for half of the lecture. She was a bit disoriented at first. But then she realized where she was and glanced at the clock. It was almost six. The lecture was indeed almost over. Everyone was already busy tidying up their desk. Even Laurentiis was already clearing his own desk. She looked around herself and realized that she had no need to put anything inside her bag. She really didn’t touch her belongings except the thick textbook in front of her during the class.


And suddenly it just hit her… she missed one whole lecture from Laurentiis. Regret crept inside her heart immediately. 


“Are you okay?” Elena asked.


“Yeah, I’m okay,” Amanda answered weakly.


“After this, we’ll have a talk. I’ll call you tonight,” Elena said.


Amanda just nodded. 


Suddenly, Professor Laurentiis’ boomed, “Oh, before you all leave, I would like to give an announcement!”


Everyone stopped at whatever they were doing and paid close attention. Amanda really paid attention this time. Even though 10 minutes of attention was absolutely not enough to make up for the two hours lecture that she missed today, she decided to pay respect to these last minutes of class anyway. 


“A few weeks ago, I gave you a voluntary assignment, a comparative essay, to add up for your grades from the last test result. I am proud and content to see that not only the students with unsatisfactory grades did the assignment. While examining the essays, I came across this very interesting piece of work from one of the students in this class. The other essays were just as good, but I particularly like this one because it is complete in everything, especially in the writing techniques. I should wish to see more works like this one. I am suggesting that you appraise this essay so that in the future, all of you, will have excellent grades.”


“May we know whose works it is?” someone from the front row asked.


Daniele and Luca looked at each other and then shifted their gaze knowingly to Amanda. Then they smiled at each other, saying, “Must be her!”


The professor sighed. He said, “I hope the person doesn’t mind.”


“Oh, he or she won’t!” someone from the middle row said and everyone laughed.


“Fine… I congratulate this person whose name is A. Fossa!” 


Everyone broke into smiles. They knew exactly who the person was. And soon enough, everyone’s eyes were directed to Amanda.


Elena and Kayla patted her shoulders and congratulated her. But Amanda was still dumbstruck by the announcement. She didn’t realize it until someone shouted, “Hurrà Amanda!” Then she knew what was going on. She looked around and Elena was nodding at her.


The bell rang at that moment and everyone rose from their seats and as they were leaving, there were calls of “I want to see your essay later, okay, Amy?” and “Congrats, Amanda! I knew it was you!” directed to Amanda.


For the first time in the whole day, Amanda’s lips twitched into a smiled and replied, “Thanks.”


The auditorium was empty in minutes. But Amanda and Elena decided to stay longer. They sat right where they were while everyone else had left the place.


Elena was facing Amanda. Her face was worried. Amanda’s head was bent down as she sat in front of her friend. 


“Amanda, what is wrong? You are not yourself all day long!” Elena said in concern.


“I know!” Amanda sighed heavily.


“Tell me what’s wrong!” Elena urged.


Amanda lifted her eyes to meet hers and there were tears on her usually sparkling dark brown eyes. Her shapely eyebrows crinkled into a serious wave that indicated heavy stress. And for the first time of the day, Elena noticed that her friend’s eyes were slightly swollen. Her nicely shaped lips were trembling because of her effort of holding back the tears. 


“Amanda?” Elena asked.


“We broke up, Ele. Ethan and I broke up. It’s over. It’s really over this time,” Amanda answered.


“Oh my God…” Elena sighed. She looked at her sympathetically and started to stroke Amanda’s arm to comfort her.


For a moment, neither of them said anything. After Amanda had calmed down a little, Elena asked gently, “What happened yesterday? I saw you riding home with him and laughing. You looked fine to me.”


“It was after that. He dropped me home and…” Amanda paused for a while to shed her tears. “He… ah, started talking about our relationship. He told me that he still loved me. But then… he asked what we were going to do about us when he returns to America next week, on Monday.”


“He’s really going back home?” Elena asked, obviously surprised, “It’s not just gossip?”


Amanda nodded faintly and continued, “He said that he was going to have to face the facts sooner or later… his family wanted him to get married with this American girl. She’s been his childhood friend and they have been promised to each other since little.”


“Please!” Elena snorted, “Betrothal like that is so old-fashioned!”


“That’s what he thinks! And then he asked me to come with him back to America… so that he didn’t have to marry that girl. He wants me, Elena, but I have to come with him.”


“Well, can’t he wait for you to come in three years? Please, this is only your first year of university education! You haven’t even passed semester one! He should know better than that!” Elena said.


“I told him exactly that.”


“What did he say?”


Amanda sniffed and said, “He told me that I could continue studying in his country. But I argued, saying that it would take a lot of money to do that. And I told him it was not going to be that easy. He left tonight with an offer. If I would like to come with him, I should answer by this weekend… I have to tell him so that he could arrange everything for me…”


“What did you do?” Elena asked, worried. She knew Amanda loved him very much and she would do almost anything for him. Almost.


“I love him very much, Ele. So, I talked to my father about it. And he won’t allow it. He told me to end the relationship and told me that if Ethan really loved me, he was going to wait for me. I decided my father was right and I told him that this morning. And then we decided to break up,” Amanda concluded her story.


“This morning?” Elena asked in disbelief, “Before school starts?”


Amanda nodded once again. Elena sighed again, “No wonder you were terrible all day long. You had a really devastating start for the day.”


“Ele, what should I do? I’ve been together with him since I was in high school! He was the only one who didn’t see me as a kid and was the only one who wanted to date me when everyone thought I was just a nerd and unsociable. He is everything I wanted… he was the man of…”


“Your dreams,” Elena continued, “I know. He is a very nice guy, Amanda. But your father is right. If he loves you, he will wait and not force you.”


“But I love him…”


“I know, Amanda. And I know you and him are perfect for each other. But right now, there is nothing you can do. If you are sure that you love him, you must trust him with your heart and believe that he will wait for you. But if it doesn’t turn out that way, you might as well get another guy. It’s going to be hard, for either of you, but this is the only way.”


Amanda looked up to the high ceilings of the auditorium. She felt miserable. She blew exhaled heavily. “I really did it today, didn’t I? I missed Laurentiis’ lecture, I am losing Ethan… ah…” 


Silence fell for a moment after that.


Elena smiled and teased her friend, “And you practically ignored your lunch today that Daniele and Luca heartlessly took the sandwich from you and finished it all up.”


At that, Amanda laughed a little. Not like her regular laugh, but a laugh nevertheless. Elena then rose from her seat. “Listen, I can’t talk any longer… I have to go home. But I hope you’re okay. I know you want to be alone. I’ll tell the others not to talk to you about it for the moment. But, I hope you’re going to be okay.” She hugged Amanda and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow, amica. Take care!”


“Thanks, Ele! See you tomorrow,” Amanda replied.


Amanda didn’t follow Elena immediately. She waited until her best friend really left. For a while she didn’t know what to do. She wanted to leave and go home to her apartment but it was empty, so what was the use? Usually, she would visit Ethan at his apartment, which was across hers but he had already left. She saw the mover’s truck this morning and Ethan was busy, moving things from his apartment. 


God, she could still remember him this morning, wearing his worn-out jeans and sleeping T-shirt. Even in those he looked gorgeous. His uncombed hair made him look even more attractive. She had seen him so many times in that kind of appearance, but every time was like the first time. She liked it. She was going to miss it.


“Just a moment, I have to check the auditorium first. I think I left something there… I’ll catch up with you later!” Pippo said to Coco.


“Hurry! The others are waiting!” Coco replied.


Pippo paced his steps up a bit and entered the auditorium. As he stepped inside, he bumped into someone. Pippo stopped.


“Oh, sorry!” Pippo said.


“That’s okay,” came a faint reply.


Pippo paused to see to whom he was speaking. It was not hard to recognize who it was. “Amanda?”


“Professor!” she exclaimed when she realized she had just bumped into her professor.


Pippo saw her had-just-been-crying eyes. Gently he touched her shoulders and forced her to look up to her with his other hand. “Are you fine? You look ill. What happened? Do you need help?”


Amanda gave him a thankful look but shook her head. “It’s not that serious, professor. I am not sick or anything. I just had a bad day!”


Pippo sighed gladly. He released her instantly. But when he looked into her eyes again, there was a spark in his eyes. He teased, “Had a bad day? That’s a surprise! I just announced that your work is the best!”


“Thank you for that, sir!” Amanda said.


“So you’re A. Fossa, huh?” Pippo asked.


“Yes, sir,” Amanda answered, military style.


“Wait here. I have to check my desk. Then we’ll walk together to the front. Last week you said you had something to ask me. I have time now! Just wait for a while, okay?” Pippo said. Then he entered the auditorium. But less than three minutes later, he reappeared before Amanda’s eyes. He grinned, “Let’s walk!”


The corridor’s light was already dim as they walked through it, towards the exit. 


“What is it the reason that you wanted to see me last week?” Pippo asked.


“I wanted to ask you if you had any books about Marlowe,” Amanda said.


“You read Marlowe?” Pippo asked.


“No, I read Shakespeare. I am conducting this research about Shakespeare’s works and some sources say that there are some of Marlowe’s works that had been the source for Shakespeare’s creation. I want to know which inspired which and I want to compare both of their works,” Amanda answered.


“What is this research for?” Pippo asked curiously.


“In preparation for my thesis,” Amanda answered truthfully.


“Right now? Aren’t you in semester one?” Pippo said.


“Yes, I am. But there is nothing wrong in starting early,” Amanda said. “I like to do things in advance. Not everything, but for school, I like to be that way.”


“You are truly an exemplary student. Where have you been all my life?” Pippo joked.


Amanda laughed. Pippo smiled hearing that. She really did have a very pleasant laugh. 


“I am afraid I can’t say the same thing to you, sir. I have a teacher just as great as you are in high school. As a matter of fact, I have two teachers just as great as you are!” Amanda said.


They had reached the exit door. Pippo opened the door and allowed her to go out first. Amanda stepped out first and the Pippo followed. 


“Really? English teacher too?” Pippo asked.


“No. In high school, my favorite teacher was Signora Farelli. She taught me mathematics and she was my homeroom teacher,” Amanda answered.


“And the other? History teacher?” Pippo asked.


“No, economy teacher,” Amanda answered.


“You studied economy and mathematics in high school and ended up being in a literature major in university?” 


Amanda chuckled. “Absolutely not! Math was, and still is, compulsory so I studied it. But the economy teacher is my father.”


Pippo nodded. “I see… Your father teaches in your high school? How convenient! The teacher’s daughter always gets special privileges I suppose!”


“Wrong again!” Amanda said.


Pippo’s face fell. “I am very bad at guessing!” 


“Don’t guess, then!” Amanda said.


“I think it’s a little too late for that!”


They both laughed. Pippo resumed the subject of their earlier conversation. “Allora, you want Marlowe, right? Have you tried the library?” 


“I have and there were only two copies and both of them were on the borrowed list until next month.”


Pippo creased his forehead, thinking seriously. Then his face brightened. He snapped his fingers. “Ah! I know! I have a complete set of Marlowe’s works but they’re at my parents’ house, so I have to ask someone to send them here first. Do you mind waiting until Monday?”


“Oh, sir, I don’t want to cause you trouble!” Amanda said apologetically.


“Not at all! Anything for knowledge, note that! I will have it sent to me on the weekend and then on Monday, you can come to my office to pick it up.”


“But you’re not going to be on campus on Monday, sir,” Amanda corrected.


Pippo just remembered that and he once again snapped his fingers. But then he figured out of something else. “I will come here. There is no problem. But after five. Do you agree?”


“Sir, really, it’s not necessa…”


“Please, Amanda, I want to help you. I am happy to know that I have a student as brilliant and determined as you are. And it is no problem for me! Honest!”


Unexpectedly, Coco appeared. He looked impatient. When he had approached Pippo, he crossed his arms in front of his chest. Very childishly, he complained, “Hello! We are waiting for you, mister professor! You may be the professor and the oldest, which makes you the undisputed king, but your knights are hungry here…”


Pippo frowned. He cast an apologetic glance to Amanda. 

Amanda hardly noticed that look because she was a bit bewildered by the appearance of Coco. Like everyone else in the university, she knew who Coco was. Although not in the same faculty, Coco liked to come to her faculty and talked with the senior girls who were there. In fact, Amanda was introduced to Coco once. A friend of Ethan’s was Coco’s date and they had met in the campus yard. At that time, they were introduced to each other. As it turned out to be, Coco was familiar with Ethan because they joined the same soccer team when Ethan was still studying there. But, of course, Ethan was his senior and they weren’t close friends. Besides, somehow, Coco like to attend professor Laurentiis’ lectures. 


“Amanda, forgive me. I hope you’ll excuse him,” Pippo said.


“Amanda!” Coco exclaimed.


“Coco! Hi!” Amanda replied. She was surprised he still remembered because a moment ago, she was sure he didn’t recognize who she was.


“You know each other?” Pippo asked.


“Of course,” Coco answered confidently. “We’ve met before. We were introduced once.” He offered his hand to Amanda and Amanda shook it. Coco smiled at her and said, “Nice meeting you again, Amanda. It’s a real pleasure. And I apologize for my earlier behavior.”


“Never mind and it’s nice meeting you again too,” Amanda replied.


“Are you going home, Amanda?” Coco asked.


“Yes,” Amanda answered.


“Alone?” Coco asked meaningfully.


His knowing tone sent a shock to Amanda’s mind, body and soul. She looked at him closely. His eyes said it all. He knew. He knew about her and Ethan. She didn’t know how, but he did.


“Yes, alone,” Amanda said, as if confirming her status.


“Why don’t you take her home, Coco?” Pippo suggested.


Coco nodded. “Sure, with pleasure. And you better hurry… Sandro is waiting in my car and you have to pick up Alessio at the office.”


“In that case, I better hurry,” Pippo said. He turned to Amanda and said, “I’ll see you Monday, Amanda.”


“Thank you very much, sir!” Amanda replied. 


Pippo then left Amanda and Coco alone. After his brother was quite far, Coco said to Amanda, “Come on! I’ll take you home. You don’t mind if I just walk you home, do you? Pippo is taking my car.”


“Pippo? You can call him Pippo?” Amanda asked, “Do you have a special relationship with the godly Professor Laurentiis?”


“Godly?” Coco asked, wrinkling his nose, half in disgust, half in amusement. 


Amanda rolled her eyes and gave him an oh-please look. “You know very well every student in the literature major regards him as a god of knowledge!”


“Sorry, but when you are his brother, you wouldn’t even think he’s worthy of any respect,” Coco jokingly said. He laughed at that.


Amanda gasped. “Brother?”


This time, Coco was the one with the eyes rolling. “DOH! Don’t we look alike?”


“You’re his brother?” Amanda asked in awe.


“Yes! Now are you going to worship me too or not?” Coco teased.


They started walking. And now, Amanda had forgotten completely about her earlier problem. “Brother?”


“Something like that!”

Chapter 14


“Thanks for everything, Coco,” Amanda said to her walking companion as the arrived in front of her apartment, two blocks away from Coco’s.


“You’re welcome,” replied Coco with a smile.


Amanda looked at Coco and somehow she felt grateful to him. Being with someone new, someone who wasn’t her close friend, someone who didn’t know what was happening in her life, made her feel relaxed. She didn’t know why, but she felt that way. 


She wasn’t a close friend of Coco’s. She didn’t belong in his social circle. She hardly knew a thing about her, except that he was acquainted with Ethan and some other friends of hers of whom she didn’t spend too much time with anyway. He was also much older, much too senior, to be hanging out with a freshman like her. But then again, he was related to Professor Laurentiis, the man who was a favorite for almost every student who knew him. That would mean, Coco must have somehow got good qualities like his brother. 


“I think I know what you’re thinking, Amanda,” Coco chuckled.


Amanda suddenly realized that she had been staring at him. “Sorry… I didn’t realize…”


“Don’t apologize.” 


“Oh…”


Coco sighed and looked at Amanda. “Is it about Ethan?” 


Amanda felt as if she had been struck by a bolt of lightning. How did he know about it? Her stricken face made Coco realize that he had upset her. Quickly he apologized, “Sorry… I didn’t mean to…”


“How did you know?” Amanda asked, in a low, aching voice as she looked elsewhere but to the direction of his eyes.


“Everyone who knows Ethan knew about this. We all knew he was going to leave, and we knew that you were special to him, and we wondered if he might take you to his country. It was obvious for all of us that you two were inseparable since high school, even though he is 5 years your senior, and his friends expected him to marry you,” Coco said matter-of-factly.


Amanda stared at him in disbelief. Did everyone actually think that way? Amanda wanted to protest that her relationship with Ethan was not at all serious but she knew it was a big lie if she said so. Everyone with eyes and conscience would know how well Amanda and Ethan matched each other. And they were serious.


They first met in secondary school. Amanda’s diligence and her ability to comprehend subjects quickly allowed her to skip two years in the international school she attended. Her parents were both scholars and they enrolled her in an international school since she was a child. Coincidentally, she was put in the orientation group that was managed by Ethan on her first day of high school. He was a senior and he was a friendly one. Whereas the others had mocked her for being too young to be in high school, Ethan had admired her intelligence. They occasionally bumped into each other during class intervals. But then she joined the clubs that Ethan joined too – the book club, the theatre, the student body, the soccer team, and the journalism course. They saw each other almost every day of that year.


By the end of that school year, Amanda and Ethan were inseparable as best friends. Two days before the graduation dance party, Ethan had broken up with his current girlfriend. The girlfriend was jealous of the attention Ethan gave Amanda, even though it was sister-like. Ethan didn’t mind the split, though. He went to the dance with Amanda and they had a great time. And at that time, something struck Ethan. He wanted her to be his. So the next day, he asked her if they could go steady. Amanda nodded and they were couples in an instant.


He was supposed to return to America after he finished high school but he didn’t want to be far from Amanda. He begged his father, a consul in Rome, to stay and study in Italy instead. Amanda, knowing that Ethan sacrificed an education in America for one in Italy just to wait for her, became determined that she, too, must enter the same university. 


Ethan had finished university quickly. He graduated last semester, six months earlier than Amanda’s entrance to the university. He decided to find a work so that he had a reason to wait longer for her. In the years that he attended college, he had often taken Amanda to his friends’ parties, and went out with Amanda in the college students’ hangout. He had no shame of showing off his then high school student girlfriend to his mature, sophisticated college friends. That was why Amanda became an instant fame the moment she entered the university. Already everyone saw them as an item inseparable.


But all of that was over now. There would be no more…


“Amanda,” Coco said with a hint of dread in his voice as Amanda’s tears started falling, “Please don’t cry! I’m sorry I brought the topic up! I didn’t mean to!”


Amanda couldn’t help the tears. But she looked up to him and said in a trembling voice, “Sorry… thank you very much for walking me home, Coco. See you later!”


And Amanda was gone before Coco could stop her…


Coco walked the three blocks to Pippo’s apartment. That evening, the brothers had decided to have dinner together, like yesterday. Today was Pippo’s turn to become host. Yesterday was Alessio’s share. Tomorrow it would be his share to host his brothers in his apartment for Coco. And on Sunday, at Sandro’s.


Going up with the elevator to the third floor, where Pippo’s apartment was, Coco thought about Amanda and Ethan’s problem. The two of them were the role model of lovers between Ethan’s friends, and people who knew about their relationship. They had a very pleasant relationship and although they acted romantically to each other, they never made a sickening scene. He wondered if he could ever do that… romantic without being sickeningly mushy.


Sighing, he recalled the way girls treat him. It was either they treat him with annoying devotion and attention, like flinging themselves into him completely and possessively attaining him, or treat him in complete disdain, like the way a little few girls had treated him in the past. And not mentioning the new style of treatment he received lately from that girl named Shehnaz. 


Ah, Shez…


She was the most intriguing girl he had ever met. She wasn’t perfectly beautiful like many of the girls he had dated before but he was attracted to her. It was the way she liked to stand still with big, wide eyes as if she were watching a magician doing a trick. It was also the way she frowned… She looked at him with eyes of interest at one time, but with something different, like anger, the next time. And that attitude of hers sure fascinated him as hell!


Ding! He arrived at the right floor. He exited the elevator and strolled in to Pippo’s quarters. He didn’t bother to knock or rang the bell. He just knew it wasn’t locked because usually they were not as they knew no one else would be coming when the brothers were having the dinner gathering. 

Suddenly… his hand stilled on the act. It was locked.


Coco almost panicked. How could they do this? It’s not usually locked, damn it!


Coco frowned and rang the bell. Oh, so because I was late, they left the door locked, huh?


The bell rang once. But there was no answer. Coco rang the bell again. Still there was no answer. For the third time, he pushed the bell. No answer. Finally, he punched the bell with a vengeance. The bell rang loudly, but it was still not answered. He was about to break in when suddenly the elevator doors were opened and from it came out… his brothers!


Sandro appeared first. He brought two large plastic bags, undoubtedly filled by tonight’s dinner. And then Alessio came into sight. He brought another two large plastic bags. And finally, Pippo materialized. He wasn’t carrying anything except for the keys to his apartment. When they saw Coco, they looked at him in surprise.


“Coco, you got here first?” Sandro asked in disbelief. “And to think that you walked that girl home!”


“Hey, brother… have you been waiting long?” Alessio asked. 


“Not quite,” Coco replied rather disdainfully.


“He’s been waiting alright,” Alessio teased. 


Pippo came forward and smiled to his youngest brother. As he unlocked the door, he asked Coco, “How long have you been waiting, Coco?”


“For quite a while,” Coco replied.


Sandro’s face fell. “I guess we didn’t hide long enough!”


At that moment, Pippo managed to open the door and he walked inside. He replied, “I guess we should have waited longer downstairs and make Coco believe we’re not home at all!”


Coco froze in his spot. Alessio and Sandro walked past him, each having a smug smile on their face. “What did you say?” Coco asked, eyes narrowing and hands on his hips. 


His three brothers turned around to face him in unison and they were wearing a very devilish mask of expression on each of their faces. The older three looked at each other meaningfully and then they burst out laughing together. Coco understood immediately what was happening.


“Damn you three! You purposefully hid yourself while you knew I was coming and going up here, didn’t you? And when you believed that I was already waiting for long, you appeared and acted as if you just got here!” Coco angrily concluded.


Pippo approached him and put his arm around Coco’s shoulders. He mimicked, “Oh, cuchikoo… don’t be angry to us… want me to call mommy?”


Coco broke free and, with a serious frown on his face, sat down on the sofa. Alessio came to sit next to him. He patted Coco’s shoulder. “Sorry about that, Coco… it’s just that… we haven’t teased you in a very long time and when we saw you looking like so serious when you entered the building, we wanted to crack you up. Just for fun. No hard feelings, okay?”


Sandro complied, “Come on, Coco… we’ve done worse to you!”


Coco looked at Sandro, then Pippo, then Alessio. They sincerely looked guilty for making him miserable although for a few minutes. Coco chuckled and nodded. “Fine!”


“GREAT!” Alessio replied.


“But, I still haven’t forgotten that day you hid all my toys and got me to cry all day long!” Coco said complacently.


Pippo frowned. “I still remember,” he said as he walked to the kitchen, “It was Alessio’s idea. Sandro and I weren’t into it. But we got the blame anyway!”


“Boy, it was really, really satisfying to see you three got the thrashing from mamma!” Coco said laughingly.


Alessio grimaced and then followed Pippo to the kitchen. Sandro and Coco went to the dining room to arrange the plates. A few minutes later, they realized they were on the wrong places. Alessio and Pippo walked out from the kitchen and went to the dining room.


“Hey, hey, we’re not the kitchen masters here… switch places! We do the table better!” Alessio said.


Sandro and Coco sighed grumpily but they went to the kitchen anyway. “One day, I’m going to make you two pay for telling us to cook!” Sandro said.


“Well, it wasn’t us who chose to accompany mamma all day long in the kitchen!” Pippo replied.


“You should’ve! We got more food than you guys did!” Coco replied boyishly.


“Get out of here, man!” Pippo jokingly retorted.


Dinner was served at exactly seven twenty one. Sandro and Coco cooked really quickly. Alessio and Pippo had arranged the plates and promised to do the dishes. That was the usual order. It was not that the older two couldn’t cook, but they minded going all through the trouble of preparing a dish. Sandro and Coco were more reckless with plates. When they were young, their parents often asked them to do house chores. Sandro and Coco who were smaller were not allowed to carry plates, their mother was afraid they might break them, while Pippo and Alessio were old enough to allowed carrying the dinnerware. The task division didn’t change until they grew old and even though they eventually learned to do the other’s task, they preferred the original order.


“So, did you get her home safe?” Pippo asked Coco.


“Who did he get home safe?” Alessio asked.


“Yeah, I did,” Coco answered. To Alessio he said, “It’s Pippo’s student, a freshman.” 


“You got your brother to take your student home?” Alessio asked in amusement.


“She looked quite ill, or sad if I read her face correctly. And I was afraid for her safety. She knew Coco and so I asked Coco to take her home,” Pippo explained.


“Who is she?” Sandro asked.


“Amanda Fossa,” Coco answered meaningfully.


“Amanda Fo… oh! Ethan Carson’s girl?” Sandro replied. Sandro, too, was a friend of Ethan’s.


Coco nodded. Pippo asked, “Who is Ethan Carson?”


Sandro and Coco looked at each other. They looked quite grave that Alessio stopped chewing and paid attention to the both of them. Pippo noticed the graveness in his brother’s expression too. He put down his fork.


“What?” Alessio asked, “What’s with Ethan Carson?”


Sandro sighed. “You tell him,” he said to Coco.


Coco nodded. He told his brothers who Ethan was. When he was finished with the story, Pippo and Alessio had grown sympathetic to Amanda’s situation. 

Pippo commented, “I hope this doesn’t affect her studies. She must be very upset.”

“Is she a good student?” Alessio asked Pippo.

“Yes. She wrote a very good essay on the last essay assignment that I have the students and she was one of the best. If I may say, she wrote the best one. After that, I was curious about her grades and found out that she had been doing very well in the previous assignments as well,” Pippo answered, lifting his abandoned fork to his mouth.


“She’s quite popular around the campus, too, you know? But she’s not as popular as Fioraia Costacurta just yet!” Coco said.


Sandro almost choked on the meat he was chewing. Fioraia Costacurta? Coco noticed the staggered look on Sandro’s face and quirked his eyebrows. Questioningly, he asked, “Why do you seem so surprised?”


“Fio is Costacurta’s daughter?” Sandro asked.


“The Alessandro Costacurta?” Alessio complied.


“The one,” Coco answered.


“Is this my student Fio that we’re talking about?” Pippo asked, adding more olive oil to his salad.


“Just how many beautiful girls do you teach?” Coco teased his brother, reaching for a piece of bread. He turned to Alessio and said, “You should see him on lecture sometimes these days. The girls are great! Can you pass me that butter?”


Alessio chuckled and passed him the butter. “Maybe I should.” To Pippo, he asked, “You wouldn’t happen to be teaching Terry too, would you?”


“No, not Terry,” replied Pippo, chuckling, “Although if I have more brilliant students like her, I wouldn’t be complaining at all…”


“Hey, speaking of that girl mechanic of yours, how is she doing?” Coco asked.


“She’s fine. Why do you ask?” Alessio replied suspiciously.


“Just asking. By the way, will you be racing next week?” Coco replied.


And silence fell immediately on that table. Everyone stopped eating and doing everything else. Slowly, Coco, Sandro and Alessio turned their faces to Pippo, who held the answer whether or not Alessio was allowed to go racing or not. Pippo was aware of the looks on his brothers’ face. He was going to answer but when it was on the tip of the tongue, he decided that he was going to make them wait for the answers. So he reached for his glass of water and took a sip. Then he put it down, his brothers’ eyes were still on him. Finally, he turned to face Alessio. Alessio’s face was expectant and so were the other two’s.


Pippo cleared his throat before saying, “Can you get me a free pass to the pit?”


It had been so suspenseful waiting for the answer that when Alessio heard Pippo’s reply, he was absolutely relieved and extremely happy. Coco and Sandro felt the same way too. Pippo laughed seeing their reactions and the overly relieved expression in each of their faces. 


“It’s not like he’s going anywhere, guys,” Pippo said.


“But it means a lot to me, Pippo. I am going to win this Grand Prix!” Alessio said.


“You have to. I have to work double again for next week and not mentioning the lectures while you’re out there, doing what you really like. If you don’t win, my sacrifice will mean nothing!” Pippo said half seriously.


“Don’t worry about my job. I’ll bring a laptop with me so that I can still work. And I will ask Paola to include the documents I have to study. I will even provide two cellular phones so that you can contact me all the time. Everything will be under control!” Alessio said convincingly.


“That’s a good idea!” Pippo replied. “Let’s have a toast!”


“Good idea!” Sandro said.


“I’ll get the wine and the glasses!” Coco immediately replied. 


When Coco was at the kitchen, Pippo decided to tease him again. He shouted to him, “Coco, just three glasses, please!”


“Why?” Coco asked, poking his head from the kitchen, in confusion.


“Because… you shouldn’t have any. Kids under 23 years old must not drink wine, don’t you know?” Alessio complied.


“It’s doctor’s order, you know?” Sandro added.


It took a few seconds for Coco to comprehend what his brothers were saying and actually doing and when he did, he quickly left the kitchen and appeared in the dining room with a large piece of cake. He went over to Pippo and then threatened to throw the cake to his face. Pippo laughed and then apologized. Coco accepted the apology and retrieved the wine and the glasses he left at the kitchen. 


They toasted for Alessio’s success, but in his heart Coco toasted for his luck with Shez.

Chapter 15


Terry entered the flat she had occupied with her father for the last five years. It was dark so she switched on the lights. She glanced around the living room and saw no difference at all since the last time she was there, which was two weeks ago.


There was nothing much in the living room, and the house too. It was just a small, simple living room, with one big couch and two smaller ones. The sofas surrounded a small table, not decorated with anything else but a small, flowerless vase. There was a TV set at one side of the room. It was put on a surface that was a part of a shelf. The shelf held other things. There were books, encyclopedias and notebooks that belonged to her father. There weren’t any pictures on it; the spaces were just filled with books. 


The room adjoined the small dining room, which was right next to the open kitchen. The dining room was filled with a dining table and three chairs surrounding it. And inside the kitchen, besides of a large stove, a refrigerator and cupboards to keep the plates and stuff, there wasn’t anything else. 


Terry went to her room, which was right next to the bathroom. His father’s bathroom was on the other side of the bathroom. Each room only had the space for a single bed, a desk and a small closet. The one in Terry’s room had the connecting door to the bathroom but there wasn’t any in her father’s room. 


When she opened her room, she saw that it, too, hadn’t changed at all since the last time she slept in it. Not a single piece had been moved. Everything was in the perfect places, just like Terry had seen it last. Everything.


Suddenly, she heard the front door knob click. Terry quickly closed the door to her room and went to see who it was.


“Terry?” 


“Papa!” 


Terry was absolutely surprised to see her father. She didn’t expect to find her father coming home so quickly that day. She expected to see him to be in Alessio’s private garage and be working on Alessio’s car in preparation for the rest. But she came to him and hugged him anyway. 


Giuseppe De Rossi, Terry’s old man, smiled happily to see the daughter he hadn’t seen for a week. He hugged Terry tightly and kissed her forehead as he usually did whenever he saw her. 


“When did you return from Turin?” Beppe asked.


“On Thursday. We had to cut short the study tour because we have to do the presentation yesterday, on Friday. But I didn’t get the chance to come here before today because I was busy with some things at the campus,” Terry answered.


“And how are you?” Beppe asked, leading his daughter to the kitchen.


“I’m fine, thank you,” Terry answered.


Beppe opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of milk. Terry got her cue and provided the glasses. Beppe also took out a freshly baked almond cake from the oven and Terry complied by providing the plates. They placed everything on the table and sat down to enjoy breakfast. Beppe cut the cake while Terry poured the milk. 


“So,” Beppe said, taking a bite of the cake, “What happened in Turin?”


“Nothing much. We just went to some places and collected information. That’s all!” Terry answered.


“Oh, by the way, the other guys miss you at the garage!” his father informed.


“How are they doing?” Terry asked, “And how’s the preparation for the race?”


“Everyone and everything is fine. And I must salute you for handling that order for the new parts Alessio’s car needed. But I would be happier if you could come with us to Fiorano for the test drive on Tuesday. Can you make it?”


Terry rolled her eyes. “Of course not, papa. Not that I don’t want to, but I have two important lectures on that day.”


“Too bad. D’Amico misses you really badly,” Beppe retorted meaningfully.


Terry almost choked on the cake. “D’Amico?” she repeated.


“I think he likes you, Ter,” Beppe informed nonchalantly despite his daughter’s shock. “He’s been eyeing you since the first time he joined the team. And he gets all jealous whenever you and Alessio are seen together.”


“Yeah, most of the time I am with Alessio, I am covered in oil and holding at least a screwdriver and he’s looking all handsome and clean in his racing jacket,” Terry replied ironically. “D’Amico sure has a strange taste for a woman.” 


“But you must admit he’s a good driver and he’s a gentleman,” Beppe argued.


“Yes, he is. But I am just not used of the idea that he has an eye for me,” Terry replied.


Beppe chuckled. “And you, who do you have your eye in?”


Alessio. Alessio Laurentiis. I love him. I want him. “No one,” Terry answered, rather sadly. “No one at all.”


Beppe smiled a little and patted his daughter’s shoulder. Alessio Laurentiis. You love Alessio Laurentiis, I know. 


Fio was terribly sick. She felt like vomiting.


She was on the verge of throwing up when her father entered the living room and noticed his daughter’s pale face. He panicked and rushed to her side. On the way, he bumped into a small, carved lamp table next to the big, white sofa in which Fio was sitting on. A small ornament in the shape of a statue fell from the table and hit the floor and landed on top of Fio’s father right foot, on his leather shoe. He grimaced but picked the darn statue anyway. 


Fio looked up to her father and saw that he was already on her side.


“Darling, are you okay? You look ill,” Alessandro Costacurta said to his daughter.


“I’m fine, papa,” Fio said.


“But you don’t look fine to me. What happened?”


“I have no idea. I feel like vomiting.”


“Why?”


“I can feel my stomach churning inside… I think it’s something I ate.”


“Do you want me to get you anything?” 


Fio noticed how worried her father looked. She smiled and shook her head. She told him, “It’s okay… I think I just have to get the contents of my digestive systems out and then I’ll be fine! Thanks for worrying, papa.”


“Everything for you, sweetheart,” her father said. He kissed her forehead.


“What are you doing home? Aren’t you supposed to be having a golf match with… what’s his name? That diplomat… the one who always calls you like this,” Fio said. And she mimicked, with a gruff voice, “’Hey, Billy, how do you do, friend?’”


Fio’s father, whose nickname was Billy, laughed out loud at the joke made by his daughter. He replied, “Galleon. His name is Bandito Galleon.”


“Hmm, him!” Fio said.


“He canceled it. He has a trip to make to France,” replied Billy Costacurta.


“I suppose you’re going somewhere else… you’re all neatly dressed,” Fio commented, looking at her father’s custom made suit.


“I’m expecting someone to come this morning,” he replied. As a politician who was an important member of the parliament, Fio’s father always had something to do even though it was the weekend.


“I should’ve known. And since Mamma is gone to Verona with her friends, what am I supposed to do all day without company?” Fio asked.


“You should get a rest. Your brother is coming home this weekend, isn’t he? He’s going to stay for two days before returning to the dorm,” Billy replied.


Fio froze at the mention of her brother’s name. Somehow she was afraid to meet Marco. Because he almost killed Sandro…


“Well, darling, I have to go. I’ll tell Brett to fix you something to heal your bad stomach,” her father said. Then he kissed her cheek, tousled her hair, rose from the seat and went away. She heard the front door being opened and knew her father was going out.


Fio realized that she couldn’t hold it back any longer. She was terribly in need to vomit. So she ran rushed to the bathroom across the front corridor and did just that.


When she was inside, she heard the front door being opened once again. And then she heard footsteps. Perhaps it was her father again. After that she ceased paying attention to other things and concentrated on the thing she was doing. She was so sick that she couldn’t hear the sound of footsteps that was approaching the small, marble floored bathroom. And suddenly she felt a strong hand touching her shoulders. The hand felt warm on her bare shoulder, as she was wearing a thin-strapped dress, and it soothed the ill feeling she was having. 


A few minutes later, after she had stopped vomiting, she straightened up and found the sight of her brother’s handsome face in front of her. He stared at her in concern. Then he reached for a small towel, splashed water on it and wiped it on his sister’s pale face. The next thing Fio knew, he was escorting her out of the bathroom and took her to the salon, next to the bathroom.


“What happened?” Brett the maid asked.


“Fio is sick. Please get her a glass of warm water, and her favorite blue sweater,” Marco said, laying Fio on the soft sofa in the room. 


Fio lied down and held her spinning head. She closed her eyes and when she opened them again, she felt much better. Brett had returned with the water and the sweater and gave them to Marco. Marco thanked her and then closed the door behind him as he walked to attend to Fio.


“Here, drink this,” Marco said.


Fio took the glass of water. She finished it. Then Marco handed her the blue sweater she liked to wear every time she was cold. Fio shrugged inside the sweater. She felt much better… thanks to her brother. When she looked at him she almost couldn’t believe that he was the man Antonio said almost killed Sandro once.


“Feeling better?” Marco asked.


“Yes, much better,” Fio answered, “Thank you.”


Marco flashed her a protective smile. He asked, “What happened to you anyway? You got me worried… did you eat something stale?”


“I almost didn’t eat anything! I only head a piece of bread this morning and a cup of tea. Yesterday, I didn’t eat anything but dinner at home,” Fio answered.


“Then, maybe you’re going to have a fever,” Marco said. 


“Maybe,” Fio replied.


Marco then grinned and said smugly, “Maybe you’re pregnant!”


Fio slapped him hard on the face. Marco laughed instead of being angry. “How dare you?” Fio spat out.


“Sorry…”


“And who would’ve got me pregnant?”


“I don’t know. You’re the one with many boyfriends…”


“Look who’s talking!”


“Hey, I don’t have many boyfriends!”


Fio chuckled hearing their argument. “Fine! Whatever!”


Marco smiled and gently stroked her sister’s hair. He kissed her forehead. He said, “I missed you, Fife…” 


“It’s been a long time since you called me that,” replied Fio.


“I know…” Marco replied. Then he gathered her in his arms and hugged her tight. “I haven’t been around lately. I’ve got a lot of things to do.”


“I’ll bet,” Fio replied, laughing.


“Honest! I have been busy…”


“With your girlfriends.”


“I don’t have a girlfriend.”


“Yeah, right!”


“I swear to God!” 


Fio released herself from Marco and jabbed him lightly on the arm. Marco pulled her hair. Fio hit him with a pillow and Marco pinched her. They laughed as they tried to get one another. Finally, they both gave up. Marco surrendered first.


“Okay, okay… I do have a girlfriend!” Marco said. He pointed at her and said, “Now it’s your turn!”


Fio hesitated. She said, “No, I honestly don’t have a boyfriend. I am telling you the truth.”

Marco looked dubious. But Fio continued, “Call my friends and ask them and they’ll tell you how single I am!”


“Do you swear to God?”


“Yep!”


“Okay,” Marco replied and smiled. But in his heart… She won’t admit it. But I know. I’ll try again later until she admits. If not, then I’ll have to do it my way.


“Malik! Don’t do that!” Shez said when Malik tried kicking a can on the way back home from grocery shopping with her brother.


Malik frowned and replied, “Why not?”


“Because, you dummy, it’s an offense to the clean environment…”


“Oh, please, Shez, we don’t need to talk about clean environment right now! It’s not like you’re a Greenpeace member!” 


“I might just be if you keep doing that!” Shez replied.


“Whatever…”


They continued walking but in silence this time. Shez’s mind drifted away to the way she was living her life now. After that date with Massimo, she was beginning to enjoy the attention he was giving her. It was the first time in her life she tasted dating and flirting with a guy. And with a date like Massimo, she was in heaven. Some of the other people in her class noticed what was going on between them too and some girls began to sit with her in lunch to find out what was Massimo really like in high school. And not only for lunch, the girls asked her to hang out with them, which she declined because she had errands to do at home. They had understood and persuaded her to sit with them again on the next lunch break. 


But then, there was Coco… Shez didn’t understand why but she really hated that guy. One of the girls who she sat with during lunch had told her that she had a great crush on Coco. She told her that he was funny and charming. But then she told her that she didn’t want to get her hopes to high because although Coco was always nice and pleasant to girls, he was always detached and didn’t have a decided partiality for any of the girls he dated. But they retaliated by saying that it made him more challenging. After that the other girls regaled her with stories of Coco – about how he managed to keep Good grades and yet maintained his reputation as someone who really loved to have fun and all, about how he excelled in sports, especially soccer, and that he won several championships, and also about his rich family who lived in the north. Hearing all these stories made Shez hate him even more…


What good could come from a guy who was snobbish, always acting like a smart-ass, and with an unprincipled personality that he could not even choose a nice girl to make his steady girlfriend?


She didn’t know why but the mention of his name and then hearing the list of achievements that he had made didn’t appeal to her. Whenever those girls started to praise his admirable physique, she felt like crashing something to his face. Perhaps it was envy because he had taken that scholarship away from her, perhaps it was pure hatred… she didn’t know. But she really didn’t like him and she didn’t want to be with him. How she wished Massimo hadn’t been his friend at all!


“Shez!” Malik called her name.


Shez turned to him and replied, “What?”


“You look angry. What is it? Did I do something wrong besides of trying to kick that can?” Malik asked in a worried voice.


“No,” Shez replied. She sighed, “No, Malik, you did absolutely nothing.”


“Then why do you look so angry?” Malik asked.


“It’s because I can’t stand that guy!” Shez blurted.


“Who?” Malik replied. And suddenly he realized something. He stopped and then pointed his finger at Shez. He asked her, “You’re dating someone, aren’t you? You’ve never spoken about a guy before and now you do! Who is he, Shez? Is he your boyfriend? Are you having a fight with your boyfriend?”


Shez shoved his finger away from in front of her face. She retorted, “Massimo is not my boyfriend. And certainly not Coco! Never!”


Malik gasped and his mouth fell open. Shez rolled her eyes and continued walking without him. Malik ran after her and asked her in a voice full of awe, “You have two boyfriends?”


“Not even one!” Shez replied.


“You are lying!”


“No, I am not! You’re the mad one! You’re out of your mind!” Shez said.


Malik just grinned. He whistled all the way back home. He was absolutely blithe that his lonesome sister was starting to date someone. Not only he could ask for her advises now, he was happy that she was not the obscure little girl anymore…


As they approached their house, Malik started to blab again. “You know, Shez, now we can really have that double date. We could go to the movies together and then we can…”


“MALIK! Stop it!” Shez said almost impatiently.


Malik just grinned. Shez grabbed his arm and said, “Listen, if you ever open your mouth in front of the others about this matter… I am going to spank you hard… and I mean it, Malik! I don’t care if Mama or Papa is going to ground me for spanking you but I am going to do it anyway and it will be something that you’re not going to forget!” 


Malik just shrugged but Shez twisted his arm. Malik cried out in pain and quickly replied, “Okay, okay, I swear! I swear to God!”


“And one more thing… no more discussion about this!”


“On one condition!”


“What?”


“I will be the first one to be introduced to this guy…”


“Malik!”


“IF you ever get together with him!”


“What?”


“Promise?”


“Malik!”


“Shez, promise me!”


Shez sighed. “Whatever. Okay, I promise!”


Malik was humming for the rest of their way home… inside of his heart of course… Shez has got a boyfriend… Shez has got a boyfriend… Shez has got a boyfriend…


“Hmph…” Amanda puffed for the hundredth time today. She was extremely bored. And very, very sad.


She had been trying to complete the fiction she was writing. But no ideas would come out of her head. She had been trying to keep herself busy by cleaning up her apartment but it didn’t seem to work because she didn’t have enough spirit to do it. She had even tried to cook! But, still, nothing seemed right to do. She began to think that she might as well just drown herself in the river. 


Suddenly the telephone rang. Dispassionately, she picked up the receiver and held it up to her ears but she didn’t talk until the voice from across greeted her.


“Amanda?” a woman’s voice was heard.


“Yes?” Amanda replied flatly.


“Sweetheart, it’s me.”


“Who?”


“Amanda! This is your mother!”


Amanda gasped. “Mother! Oh! Hello! Sorry about that… I wasn’t concentrating!”


Her mother chuckled across the line. She said, “That’s new for me… Amanda losing concentration… and this came from the girls who reminded her mother that she was watering carpet on a Sunday afternoon instead of the plants!”


Amanda laughed a bit, remembering the time when she was 15 and saw her mother absentmindedly poured water on the carpet instead of the plants that she was supposed to be watering. Amanda had been watching TV then and, as usual, she was never could be disturbed whenever she was watching Fabio Fazio on TV. But she had caught her mother doing just so and she told her in a mother-like voice, the one that mothers usually use when they were trying to tell something to their children, “Mother, I believe the carpet is not as thirsty as the plants are.”


“I love hearing your laugh again, darling. I miss you. Everyone misses you here… your father, too. Christian, especially,” Adriana said.


“Well… I miss you all too… how’s our house? Does Papa still insist that we put on that silly ringing bell?” Amanda asked.


“No, I’ve dissuaded him. Don’t worry. Yes, the bell is hideous, isn’t it? I found later that he was actually trying to annoy that neighbor next door whose bell sounds worse than ours!”


“Really? Well, then, I agree with him!”


“Surprisingly, Christian thinks it has a very unique sound and insisted us to put it back again. He said that it was original.”


Amanda chuckled. “The kid is mad.”


“Not as mad as you are!” Adriana teased her daughter. “So, how are you doing, darling?”


“Not bad. My professor just named my essay the best in class,” Amanda informed.


“And what about the others?”


“There’s really not much to tell at the moment. But I think I’ll have lots to tell next week… I think we’re going to do a study tour to… somewhere, I don’t know yet.”


“And yesterday, I heard your father talking to you. What happened with Ethan?”


Amanda gulped. She felt miserable thinking about her problem. She answered her quietly, “Nothing important, Mama.”


“Honey, if you need to talk… I will be here for you, and you know that…”


Amanda considered it. But then she changed her mind. No way she was going to tell her mother that she was off with Ethan. Her mother liked Ethan very much. She regarded him highly because he was the only one who could understand her more than anyone else. He was also very polite, very well mannered, and very intelligent, which was all the reason why she loved to have him as a son-in-law. The news of their breakup might break her heart too.


“Darling,” Adriana’s voice called her again. 


“Mama, I am sorry… I am having some problems with Ethan. But I’m not ready to talk about that.”


Adriana sighed. “Alright, but don’t let this problem interfere your studies and break your concentration even more at college…”


“Sure, no problem,” Amanda replied.


“Now, I want to know about your life… do you still have money?” Adriana asked.


“Yes, I still have plenty of money,” Amanda answered.


“How many times a week do you do your grocery shopping?” Adriana asked again.


Amanda furrowed her eyebrows hearing that question. “Once a week. I buy a lot so I don’t have to go all the time to the supermarket.”


“What do you eat usually?” 


“What do I eat? I eat many things… but I assure you, I eat every mealtime. I didn’t skip any! Honest!”


“Have you changed your bed sheets this week?” Adriana asked.


“Yes.”


“What about laundry?”


“I do my own laundry!”


“Do you remember what detergent to use?” 


“Mother!”


“Just checking! What do you use?”


“The usual one… the one that you use at home.”


Then Amanda heard something that sounded like a page being opened across the line. Only then she realized that her mother must have written all the questions down and had been writing her answer on a notebook, like a police interrogation! Amanda grimaced and exploded, “Mama! Are you using that interrogation book again?”


Adriana didn’t answer but then Amanda heard a bubbly laugh somewhere near her mother’s. It was her father’s voice. Even though it was on the phone, and he wasn’t the one who was speaking to her, her father’s laugh was still contagious. Amanda found herself shaking her head in amusement and started to giggle.


“Mother,” Amanda said, giggling, “You want all the 411 of my life, right? Here, let me just dictate them to you. Are your notes and pen ready?”


Adriana giggled too. “Sorry about that darling. I just want to know if you need anything and if you do I will send it immediately for you. So, you don’t lack of anything.”


“Just your tiramisu,” Amanda answered.


“Tiramisu… got it!” Adriana replied. “Anything else? Your old dolls, stuffed toys and blankets?”


“I have the best of them all with me. Just give the others my hugs and kisses… okay?” Amanda said. “And also kiss Christian on the cheeks… a big, wet kiss… he hates it when I kiss him that way.”


“Okay, darling…” Adriana replied. “Well, I have to go now. Your father is craving for lunch.”


“He’s always craving for lunch!” Amanda commented.


“I know,” Adriana sighed.


“Well… ciao, Mama. See you later!”


“See you later, sweetheart. Have a good weekend!”


Amanda heard a click and she, too, hung up. For a moment, she stood there, watching the telephone. She sort of regretted closing the phone too early. She felt the urge to pick up the receiver again and dialed her home number in Milan and spilled everything to her mother. But she didn’t do it. She was afraid she would cry all day long if she talked to her mother about her problem. Her mother, a psychologist and all, knew exactly how to pull out every bit of information and was able to see someone’s emotions, down to the deepest hollows of someone’s heart. And Amanda didn’t want her to know that she was in a mess. 


But how she missed the comforts of a home… she missed everything there was about her family. She wanted to be among her mother, her father and her brother once more. And she wanted to cuddle their pet dog, Sven, although she preferred cuddling a cat. She missed fighting over the bathroom with Christian. She wanted to eat together with the rest of the family and arguing with Christian who gets to help Mama clean the dishes again. She missed helping her father wash the car every Sunday morning. She missed watching TV programs with the whole family and laugh over the commercials. She missed all that…


Most of all, she missed curling up in bed, and then her mother would come and ask her what was her problem, and she would comfort her. After giving an advice, a good one usually, she would urge her to come downstairs and gave her a glass of milk and a piece of cake that she just baked. And later on, when her father and brother had arrived at home, they would ask if Amanda was all right. If Amanda didn’t appear all right, Christian would tell her jokes or do a funny thing and her father would ask her if she wanted him to give her a ride to the mall so that she could go out and have fun with her friends…


She missed all that…


Usually she didn’t miss it all that much because Ethan kept her busy. But now, Ethan was not there and suddenly she just felt a great big loss of something that usually occupied the spaces in her life. Amanda wanted to scream at that moment, then and there… 


But she knew, screaming wasn’t going to bring Ethan there. And screaming wasn’t going to bring her family closer. Instead, she cried. She just cried her heart out.


A few thousand miles away, in the city of Milan, Adriana Maldini was busy preparing the plates so that her husband and son could immediately have lunch. But suddenly she felt a sting inside her heart. And it was very, very intense. Adriana just knew it had something to do with Amanda. She could feel her… she could feel her pain… she could feel her crying…


“Adriana!” called Paolo, her husband, gently from behind her.


“Huh?”


“Why do you suddenly stop?” he asked.


“Oh… nothing. I just have this bad feeling about Amanda,” she answered truthfully.


“But you said Amanda was fine and cheerful,” Paolo argued, taking the plate that his wife was still holding up.


“I know but… ah… never mind… maybe it’s just me…” Adriana said. She shrugged evasively and returned her attention to the plates.


Maybe I should come there next week… see how she’s doing. I just know she needs my help. She’s in trouble. I hope she can hang on for the next week…

Chapter 16


The end of session bell rang and everyone started to leave the classrooms and auditoriums. Amanda was no exception. She dragged herself out from the classroom. Outside the classroom, she heard someone calling her name. She turned around and saw Elena, Kayla, Marco and Luca calling her to join them. But Amanda gave them a little smile and shook her head. Amanda didn’t give them any chance to come near her to persuade her. She spun herself around and walked towards the exit door.


Once she was outside, she walked the few meters away to her favorite spot at the campus yard. The spot was under a big tree with sheltering leaves. There were spots like that all over the yard but she particularly like that one. She didn’t know why but she liked that one the most. Under the tree, she sat down and leaned back on the big trunk. She decided that reading a book would be the best way to forget about everything, especially the problem she was having right now. Besides, there was an hour break until the next session begins. And so, she started focusing her eyes and mind to Gaston Leroux’s Phantom of the Opera.


The next day, he saw her at the Opera. She was still wearing the plain gold ring. She was gentle and kind to him. She talked to him of the plans which he was forming, of his future, of his career…


“Gloria,” called Pippo when she was about to open the door to go out.


“Yes, sir?” Gloria replied.


“What time is my last meeting?” Pippo asked.


“You have no other meetings today, sir,” Gloria answered.


Pippo’s forehead creased. Dubiously, he asked the secretary, “Are you quite sure about that? I think I have a meeting with Filippini and the guest from Spain, Zambrano…”


It was Gloria’s turn to be confused. She shook her head and informed, “But that is for tomorrow. Zambrano won’t be arriving from Spain until tonight at 10, sir.”


Pippo tried to recall the schedule and suddenly he remembered it… he was mistaken. “Ah, yes! You are right… it’s for tomorrow… I’m sorry, Gloria. But I don’t have anything else to do anymore for today, do I?”


Gloria opened her schedule book and browsed through the page of today’s date. When she looked up to her boss, she shook her head. “Nothing, sir. Everything is done for the day. Mr. Alessio had taken his works with him to Germany and you don’t have to do anything from his share.”


“Good for us,” Pippo said.


“Yes,” Gloria agreed. She left the room.


Pippo looked at the time. It was only five minutes to four o’clock. He was used to of working late but now everything had already been done. He was now clueless of what to do. Office hours ended at five, six the latest. He still had an hour left to do… whatever he wished to do.


He sighed. If he were at the campus, he wouldn’t be so clueless right now. In fact, he was quite sure that he was going to be very, very occupied if he were at the campus at this hour. He would be examining essays or papers or test results. 


Suddenly… he remembered something… the campus! I have to meet Amanda and give her the Marlowe books! Why didn’t I think of that? I’ll deliver it to the campus right now and then I can go home after that…


Pleased with himself of the brilliant idea, he grabbed his jacket and his briefcase. He dashed out of the room as soon as possible. Passing the secretarial desks, he said to the three secretaries who were still typing on each of their desks.


“I’m going home. Gloria, please tidy up my desk and prepare my schedule for tomorrow and fax it to my house after you’re done with it. Francesca, don’t forget to make me an appointment with the doctor and please tell someone down there to get my car ready. Paola, if anyone from Verona or Conegliano calls, please give them my cell phone number!” Pippo said in a hurry.


The three secretaries were used to of rapid instructions from their boss and they were efficient enough to comprehend them and do the instructions as soon as possible. As soon as Pippo entered the elevator and was gone out of their sight, they immediately do what they were told to do.


The elevator door opened when the elevator had arrived at the lobby. Pippo walked out with several other men, some of them executives and some of them employees. He smiled to the others and the others smiled back. From there, he rushed to the door and exited the building. His car was already waiting at the front entrance and Pippo mounted his car. He tipped the person who had got him his car and drove away.


As he stopped at one of the traffic lights on the way to the campus, he heard his cellular phone rang and vibrated inside his pocket. He reached for it and answered the call.


“Hello?”


“Hey, darling… it’s me,” Stefania’s voice was heard through the receiver.


Pippo smiled. “Hello, beautiful. How are you?”


“Missing you. Badly. Are you going to come again tonight?” her husky voice asked.


“Stefania, I am not available on work days,” Pippo teased.


“You were two weeks ago,” Stefania replied.


“I think it’s your turn to come to my place tonight,” Pippo said.


“Why not? That’s a good idea? Red, white, or champagne?” Stefania asked.


“Up to you…” Pippo replied.


“Where are you now?”


The lights turned green and Pippo hit the gas with one hand on the steer. He answered, “I am on my way to the campus.”


“The campus?” Stefania asked, surprised, “Do you have a lecture tonight?”


“No, I don’t but I promised one of my students to lend her some books. And I told her that I was going to give them to her today.”


“Why didn’t you ask her to come to the office and get it by herself instead of you delivering them to her at the campus? It takes a longer time to go all the way to the campus and then back to your office and then to your apartment!” Stefania said with a protesting tone.


“I am not going back to the office. I’m done with work and I’m only going to the campus and then back home,” Pippo said.


“Oh! In that case… I’ll leave now so when you come home, you will get to find a very lovely, very sexy creature on your bed… me,” Stefania replied full of sensuality.


Pippo chuckled. “I’ll be waiting. See you then.”


Pippo arrived at the campus area fifteen minutes later and went straight to the parking lot to park his car. He got out of the car and went to the back, to the baggage trunk to get the books. After he did so, he locked the car’s doors with the remote. 


He strolled down the pathway to the campus building. The students were still on break time and they saw him walking down the walkway. Pippo noticed their stares of surprise and amazement. He wondered why they were seeing him like that. Maybe it was because he appeared suddenly at the campus on Monday while everyone knew his lectures were on Thursdays and Fridays. Or maybe it was because of his business suit… his business suit!


Pippo almost grimaced. He hadn’t taken off his jacket! He was still wearing the suit he used to work at the office. It made him look like a business executive from head to toe and it was an appearance Pippo didn’t want the students to see… he wanted to appear common to his students. But it was too late now… they must be thinking of something outrageous about him now.


Two students whom he recognized from one of his classes were heading to the opposite way and when they passed Pippo, they saw Pippo. One of them, a girl with blonde hair, smiled at him and greeted him, “Nice suit, professor!”


“Good afternoon, Liza, and thank you,” Pippo replied nonchalantly.


“Ciao, professor… you look good,” another student said, with a teasing smile on his face.


Pippo nodded and answered back, “Thank you, Daniele… you too.”


Elena and Luca came into sight and they were wide-eyed to see their professor. Elena’s lips formed a half smile and said to him when he was near them, “Professor! What a surprise to see you on a Monday afternoon! And looking like a businessman! Complimenti!”


Pippo stopped in front of them and said, “Ciao, Elena, Luca. Still on break time?” 


Luca nodded. “Yeah, we have linguistics after this.”


“Good. And what are you going to do now?” Pippo asked.


“We’re going to get some books in my car,” Luca answered.


“Ah! Okay… by the way, do you see Amanda?” Pippo asked.


“Amanda?” Elena repeated.


“Amanda Fossa,” Pippo cleared up the matter.


“Oh! Amanda! Uhm… I don’t know…” Elena replied. 

Luca started to look around. His eyes browsed through the entire yard. And suddenly he spotted Amanda on her favorite spot, heads down and reading intently. Luca pointed at the spot and said, “There she is!”

Pippo and Elena followed the direction of his finger point and saw Amanda under the tree. Elena nodded and said to her professor, “There she is, professor.”

Luca shouted loudly, “AMANDA!” His shout was quite loud. It was even heard by the other people near Amanda’s place. They looked at to Luca and waved their hands. Luca replied the wave. But Amanda didn’t react at all. She was still devotedly reading that book. Luca sighed and turned back to his friend and Pippo. He lifted his shoulders in hopelessness.

“You can’t get Amanda away from something when she’s seriously doing it,” Luca said.


“I’ll just go to her,” Pippo said.


“See you later, professor… and please tell her to not forget hearing the bell when it rings later so she won’t miss linguistics,” Elena said.


Pippo smiled and nodded. He said thank you to the two of them and started to walk to Amanda’s spot. As he drew near her, he began to observe her. It was quite a pretty sight that she made at that moment. Under the tree, with a glint of sunlight crashing down to light her shiny, luxuriant hair, she looked rather sweet. Her head was bent down, which caused her wavy, shoulder-length hair to tumble down artlessly, the bangs covering her face. Her legs were crossed and her elbows were propped up on her thighs. She was wearing a dark purple, long sleeved top and a long black skirt with a pair of boots. Her jacket was sprawled on the ground, her postman bag on top of it. 


It was such a natural, beautiful scene that Pippo felt that he could have just made a poem about that scene then and there. 


“Reading, Miss Fossa?” Pippo greeted once he was in front of her.


Pippo’s teacher-like, authoritative voice surprised her and she made a sort of leap. She lifted her head. Who she saw in front of her made her cried out a surprised exclaim. Pippo smiled at her. Only then did she realize who he was and her panic subsided. Amanda made a move to rise from her position but Pippo bent down and touched her shoulder, holding her down. Instead, he was the one who took a position next to her. He sat down.


“Professor! What are you doing here?” Amanda asked in astonishment. “This is Monday! And what’s with the suit, sir? You look like… like… an executive!”


“I am,” Pippo answered. 


Amanda’s eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open. “You are?”


“I have two occupations. Don’t you know? That’s why I can only lecture on Thursdays and Fridays,” Pippo explained. “I am a part-time executive in my family’s company.”


Amanda smiled and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Let me guess… you are the Laurentiis who produced wine, olive and textiles.”


“Exactly,” Pippo answered. “In addition to that, in my family, there are three other Laurentiis – one is a racer, one is a bookworm, and the last is a party guy.”


“Coco must be the party guy!” Amanda said, chuckling.


“Right again,” Pippo replied, giving her a hopeless smile.


“He’s actually quite nice, but I was surprised to find out that you are his brother. You don’t look the same at all!” Amanda commented.


“People have the same opinion as you do, Amanda,” Pippo said.


“So, who are your other brothers, if you don’t mind me asking?” Amanda asked.


“I don’t mind. My second brother who is still in this university is Alessandro Laurentiis. People call him Sandro, he studies law and he’s in the Senate. He’s not very popular because he doesn’t go around much. He’s usually in the…”


“Library,” Amanda finished his sentence quickly. A smile of understanding appeared on her full, soft lips.


“You know him?” 


“I see him in the library and I usually fight for the books I want to borrow because he usually wants to borrow them too. The librarians usually have to provide two copies of the title so that we won’t fight anymore. I meet him occasionally and when he sees me, he always sticks his tongue out to mock me. But he seems like a nice person too,” Amanda told him. Then she smiled. Shaking her head, she said to her, “Now, if he’s your brother, that I can believe… but he doesn’t look similar in physical appearance.”


Pippo nodded in agreement. Amanda then asked, “And the last one?”


“Do you know a racer named Alessio Danizetti? He plays in…”


“Ferrari!” Amanda exclaimed. Her face was bright as she continued, “Very handsome, very hunky, very fast and very charming…” Then she gasped, “Oh my God, he’s your brother too? WOW! Amazing… I never thought that he was your brother!”


“Now you know!” Pippo said.


“Professor, I wonder how your parents are… they must be beautiful, handsome, intelligent and nice people…” Amanda said in awe.


Pippo laughed. He told her, “No one has ever said that to me… thank you, my parents are all that. But I am afraid that we, the sons, are not quite like that in reality.”


“Well, at least you have a fine family…” Amanda said.


“What about your family?” Pippo asked, crossing his legs like Amanda did.


“My family?” Amanda repeated. “There’s nothing much to tell…”


“Why not? Come on… I want to know how your parents are, since you are quite an intelligent student! I just want to know your background,” Pippo persuaded.


Amanda took a deep breath and exhaled. Then she said, “Honest… there’s not much to tell… my mother is a school teacher, she’s a guidance counselor in high school. And my father is also a scholar. He’s a professor in the University of Milan, teaches economy. I also have a brother. He’s still in elementary school. He likes to play soccer.”


“Really? Your father teaches economy? Maybe I know his name… because I have some friends who study economy in Milan,” Pippo said. “But, I don’t recall an economy professor with the name Fossa…”


“Oh, his name is not Fossa!” Amanda said.


“Your father’s name is not Fossa? But your surname…”


Amanda chuckled. “I know… Fossa is my mother’s maiden name. I enrolled to this university with my mother’s name because my father didn’t want me to be known as ‘the professor’s daughter’. He used to teach here before he went to Milan.”


“Really? No kidding! I studied economy in this university too, you know? I did a dual major, one is economy and the other is literature,” Pippo said.


“Oh, perhaps you might know my father… his name is Paolo Maldini,” Amanda said.


For a moment Pippo didn’t move. He didn’t even breathe. It was as if that name had sent a great electrical shock straight to every part of his body. 


“Professor, are you alright?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, yes, I am… it’s just that…” Pippo replied in amazement. He turned to her and stared at her in surprise. “Oh my, you are the daughter of my favorite professor! Not even the professors in literature could match to him! He was the best teacher I have ever had! I even adopted the way he lectures and teaches students!”


Amanda smiled happily. “Thank you, professor… hearing you say that makes me feel very honored to be his daughter. And it’s a good thing that you had a big respect for my father because now, we all have the same big respect to you.”


Pippo’s gaze was very soft to her. “Do you realize that you are my sister?” Pippo said.


“Excuse me?” Amanda asked, blinking.


“When I was young, I’ve always wanted to have a sister. And during my days as a student here, I always made time to chat with professor Maldini. He told me a lot of things about his family. He often talks about his little daughter whose name was Amy-Chu and how naughty and smart she was. And I asked him, jokingly of course, if Amy-Chu could be my sister because I wanted to have one. He said it was okay but he told me that she lived in Milan…”


“Wait ‘til the others hear this! I can boast now that Professor Laurentiis is my brother!” Amanda teased.


“But, still, you have to do the test on Friday,” Pippo warned.


“What test?” Amanda asked, her forehead creasing.


“Oops… I am not supposed to tell you… but prepare yourself for a little test next Friday,” Pippo said.


Amanda grimaced. Pippo reached for the books he brought for her and handed them to her. Amanda gasped to see it and then she exclaimed happily. The next the she did was hugging that professor of hers.


“You remembered! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Amanda exclaimed. “You are the nicest professor in the whole wide world!” 


Then she released him. She lifted one of the books and held it tightly, “Complete works of Marlowe… this is amazing!” She looked at him and gave him a smile of gratitude. She was so content that Pippo was afraid that she might just bow to him or offer to do something outrageous after this.


“Take a very good care of those books, Amanda.”


“Oh, I will,” she quickly replied, nodding her head.


Pippo knocked her head gently with his fist. Amanda smiled. “Ah, this is so wonderful. I think this might just be the best day of my life. Did you know, I have been searching for these books for the past three months and the result was nothing? I searched everywhere! And it turned out to be that my own professor has these books…”


Pippo laughed. “You are so expressive!”


“I know… unlike you!” Amanda teased him.


“How would you know?” Pippo challenged.


“Even when you are pissed off with someone in class, you always act nonchalant and calm and then turn your deadly eyes to the poor unfortunate soul and then he or she would back off, feel like squirming, sinking, swallowed by the earth…”


Pippo burst out laughing hearing those dramatic words coming out from her mouth. Amanda’s eyes twinkled and she pouted in a demure way and said, “I do hope you would stop that laughing, sir, I am not a laughing object, you know?”


Pippo couldn’t stop laughing. After a few minutes, he tried to stop because Amanda was looking at him with an oh-please look that said, “Sir, it wasn’t that funny!” Finally he managed to stifle his laughter.


Amanda grinned widely. “What do you think of my acting? Is it good enough to fascinate everyone in the next drama festival?”


“Of course! I would nominate you for Oscar,” Pippo commented.


“Why, thank you, professor! I would nominate you too! Professor of the Year!” Amanda said jokingly.


Pippo looked down at his watch. It was 10 minutes to five. He said, “Amanda, your friends Elena and Luca wanted me to remind you that you have linguistics at five. They expect you not to bail out.”


“Me? Bailing out of classes? No way!” Amanda retorted haughtily. But then she then grinned, “Actually, I was thinking of doing so… but now that I have regained my spirit, I think I would go to class. Besides it’s just not my nature.” Pippo laughed at that.


“Promise?” Pippo asked.


“Promise,” Amanda answered solemnly.


Then she gathered her things, put it inside her bag, and collected the Marlowe books. She jumped to her feet, followed by Pippo doing the same thing. Pippo extended his hand and she accepted. They shook hands and smiled to each other.


“Thank you very much, professor,” Amanda said.


“You are very welcome, student,” Pippo replied.


“I better get going… the linguistics class is quite far, on the third floor. Well, I’ll see you on Thursday,” Amanda said. Pippo nodded. Amanda started to leave but after a few steps, she halted. She turned around and once again faced him. She turned to him and told him, “I will tell my father that I’ve met you.”


“My best regards to your family,” Pippo replied.


Amanda nodded and then walked away. Pippo stood there, watching her leave. He felt amazed as he viewed her back. It was amazing the instant friendship they had created. It was as if he had known her forever. He felt at ease with her and he could sense that he didn’t intimidate her to make her feel comfortable. She was almost like a sister to him, but somehow Pippo felt something more profound that a family-like affection. He cared for her… a lot.


She was a brilliant student and also a very genteel one. He adored the artlessness in her. She didn’t have to try too hard to appear charming. She didn’t need a beautiful face, a perfect figured body, or fancy clothes to impress anyone. All she needed to do was smile… and she had a very lovely smile. It was an enchanting smile. Even his mother’s smile wasn’t that captivating. 

Pippo sighed. What are you thinking, Pippo? You idiot! She’s some 10 years younger than you are and she is your student. She thinks you’re a hero. She idolizes you. You will be like dating a fan, an admirer. Besides, what would her father do to you, Pippo? Would you like to die young? Ah…


The bell rang and returned Pippo to the reality. He started to saunter back to the center of the yard. But only a few steps later, he stopped. He froze in his place as he saw a devastating scene in front of him…


Amanda was rushing to the building’s entrance door when suddenly she felt a big, strong hand grasping her arm. She froze on spot and turned around. She gasped when she saw who it was and almost dropped the books she was holding. She released herself quickly and took two steps backwards. Her eyes were wide and she clutched the books protectively in front of her chest as if to protect herself from the man who was standing in front of her.


She tried to say something but nothing could pass her lips. She swallowed a few times until finally she managed to say, “What are you doing here, Ethan?” When she uttered his name it was no more than a whisper, a very slow one that no one could have possibly heard it. Not even Ethan who was standing in front of her, only two steps away.


“Amanda…” he whispered. Then he stepped forward to reach her. Amanda was unconsciously shivering when he placed his hand on her shoulder. Amanda tried to withdraw but Ethan grabbed her in time. He said, “Please, don’t!”


“What do you want? Aren’t you supposed to be leaving?” she asked.


“I am. But I want a last answer from you, Amanda… I love you and I want you to come with me. I want to marry you and live with you for the rest of my life… you are the only one for me…”


“But if you love me, Ethan, you’d wait for me… no matter what!” Amanda said tensely.


Ethan closed his eyes. “I know… I will… but how could I live without you? My parents are not like me, Amanda!” he said edgily. “They don’t believe that if we live apart our relationship would survive. At least, will you come with me for a few months to convince them that you are not like every other girl?”


“I can’t. And you know that. My parents are not like yours,” Amanda said.


“Please, darling… we have been together for four years… I know we are ready!” Ethan said desperately.


“Ethan, please…” Amanda pleaded in a hopeless voice, “Don’t make it more difficult for me…”


“But, Amanda, we broke up in a day as if four years meant nothing! I don’t want it to be that way!” Ethan said.


Amanda thumped her feet. She wanted to scream. But what came out of her mouth was a low sound that said, “Me too…”


“Then come with me!” Ethan said. Abruptly he issued two tickets out of his pocket. He held it before her eyes. “I have two tickets… one for me and the other one for you. If you don’t want to go with me now, then we can go at the end of the week…”


“Ethan! Stop it! Enough! You are torturing me!” Amanda said. Tears were already running from her eyes, down to her cheeks… not even a few seconds later, it was already streaming down rapidly.


Ethan touched her cheeks with his fingers to wipe off the tears. He bent his head down and leaned down to kiss her. Amanda closed her eyes. She didn’t have the strength that kiss she usually looked forward to. Ethan lifted his lips from hers after a tender kiss that could have taken her breath away if she weren’t so devastated of his leaving away.


“Amanda… look at me!” he ordered gently. He tipped her chin up with his fingers. Their eyes met. He whispered, “Amanda… I will wait for you… I will… I will try to tell my parents that I have a girl waiting in Italy. I will ask them to stall my betrothal plans.”


Amanda couldn’t reply that. He’s going away… he’s going away from me…


“Will you wait for me?” Ethan asked.


Amanda looked at him and she took a moment before she finally nodded… weakly. Ethan couldn’t help it anymore. He pulled her close and hugged her tightly. For a while she let herself feel the warmth and comfort of Ethan’s embrace. But then she couldn’t take it anymore. She wasn’t going to let herself get carried away… not right now… not when he was going to be out of her life in a moment… 


With all the she still possessed in her at that time, she then slowly released herself from him and stepped back, out of this reach. Ethan was crying too at that time. Amanda couldn’t stand it any moment longer. She spun herself around and ran as fast as she could, leaving the almost empty campus yard. Ethan wiped his face with his hands and ran his fingers through his hair. He held his head with his hands in disbelief. He just couldn’t believe that it was really happening. In pain, he turned around and started walking away… dragging his feet away. Away from the campus building, away from his love…


Pippo watched the scene intently since the beginning, since the moment came up to her. And he had been holding his breath during the hugging scene. Somehow, he could feel the pain that they were both feeling. And it sent something severe inside of him. It was as if something hat hit him inside, stabbed him in the heart. He had never experienced something like that before. Even so, he could really feel their misery. And he promised himself, he would never ever let that happen to himself…

Chapter 17


Five minutes. Pencil tapping.

Four minutes. Pencil tapping faster.

Three minutes. Pencil dropped, shoved inside the case with eraser and pen.


Two minutes. Pencil case jostled inside the bag.


One minute. Bag lifted up, owner leaped to the feet.


Bell rang. Owner was outside the class.


“Yo, Terry! Where are you going, girl?” called Patrizio.


“Later, Patrizio!” replied Terry in a hurry.


“Where are you going?” he persisted, “You promised to help with that paper!”


“I remember! I’ll come tonight,” Terry replied.


“And where are you going?” Patrizio asked again the same question. 


Terry grinned and said, “It’s none of your business! Catch you later!”


“Later!” Patrizio replied.


Terry sped her way out. Out in the yard, she made her way through an ocean of students out for recess. She ran as fast as she could to the bus stop in front of the campus. She was just in time to catch the bus that had just arrived. Terry couldn’t wait to get inside the bus. Once she was inside, she quickly chose a seat next to the window and sat down quietly. 


As the bus started moving, Terry issued her journal from inside her bag and opened the page of that day’s date. She looked at it for a while and sighed. Actually she remembered every detail of the activities she had written down in the journal. And she had highlighted the most important task of the day with a bright red marker. That task was to get schedule Alessio’s activities for the next few days, from the time he was supposed to do his general check-up up until the hour he returned from Germany. She was on her way to Alessio’s office right now because her father had ordered her to take care of his schedule right away.


A few minutes later, the bus arrived on the next stop. Terry rose from her feet and dismounted from the bus. She crossed the street to the building of Alessio’s office. Once she was there, she entered the magnificent building and went straight to the reception desk. She told the officers who were on duty there that she was to meet Mr. Alessio Laurentiis. The desk officer called up the Laurentiis office and it was confirmed that Terry was expected upstairs. She was given a tag that said visitor. She thanked the officers and went to the elevator. 


She stepped inside of an empty elevator and pushed the appropriate button. Soon enough, other people started coming inside the elevator as well. They were all wearing business suits and Terry just knew they were executives. When they realized Terry was there, they looked at her and Terry flashed them a smile. The others smiled back. The elevator stopped at Alessio’s floor and everyone else knew it was the bosses’ office. They were a bit taken aback to find out that the girl who was wearing a pair of worn-out jeans, a casual T-shirt, and a pair of dirty old sneakers were actually going to the bosses’ office. But they made way for Terry to come out and Terry muttered a “thank you” as she walked out from the elevator.


The moment she stepped outside, she halted… the reason was because of a thunderous voice booming out from one of the offices.


“PAOLA!” 


Everyone else who was at the floor froze. They paused from whatever they were doing and each and every one of them turned the direction of their gazes to the second grand door that belonged to Alessio’s office. 


And suddenly, in matter of seconds, that door burst opened and a frantic-looking Alessio appeared. 


Paola approached him. “Yes, sir?” she asked nervously. 


“I need Documents 13, 18 and 21 from yesterday’s posting! Not 13, 18 and 23!” Alessio said, “Who got me those documents anyway?”


“The courier, sir,” Paola answered abruptly. “I’ll get number 21 for you!”


Paola was gone immediately. But the suspense was not over yet. He turned to Francesca and said sharply, “Tell your boss to come into my office right now!” 


And what happened next almost made Terry roll down the floor with a great need to burst out laughing. It was because Francesca’s boss, who was, of course, Pippo, poked his head out from Alessio’s office and nonchalantly called his younger brother, “No need to be frantic, Alessio. I am already here. Care to join me?”


Alessio stalked to the door and he entered the room with a slam on the poor door. 


After that, everyone else resumed their activities and Terry continued her journey to the secretarial desks to inform one of the secretaries that she was there. It was Francesca who greeted her.


“Terry!” she exclaimed.


“Hello,” Terry greeted the lovely secretary.


“Thank God you’re here already. Mr. Alessio is like a time bomb ready to explode anytime today. He’s very fretful and we’re having trouble keeping up with him,” Francesca explained.


“But, I thought, Mr. Filippo is the meaner boss,” Terry whispered.


Francesca chuckled and nodded. “Yes, he is. We couldn’t keep up with Mr. Alessio because we have to keep up with Mr. Filippo as well! Can you imagine? Having two bosses like that? And today, their brothers also came in to work…”


“Oh! Francesco and Alessandro?” Terry asked.


“Yes,” Francesca answered. “You know them?”


“Not familiarly. I’ve only talked to them on the phone every time I answer calls for Mr. Alessio whenever he’s racing,” Terry replied.


“Oh, they’re all inside Mr. Alessio’s office right now, discussing about this problem they’re having. That means, you have to wait for a while. You know where the waiting lounge is, don’t you?” 


Terry smiled and nodded. “But could you tell Mr. Alessio that I can’t stay long. I still have one class to attend in college in 45 minutes.”


“All right. I will tell him that!” Francesca said.


Terry waited for five minutes in the waiting lounge when suddenly Francesca appeared to inform her that Alessio was ready to see her now. Terry immediately followed Francesca to the office room.


Alessio was still discussing about a business matter when Terry entered. To her surprise, the other three of the Laurentiis brothers were there too. Each of them was looking down at the paper Alessio was explaining to them and they all looked serious. 


Francesca then politely announced, “Excuse me, Mr. Alessio, but Miss De Rossi is here.”


To Terry’s amazement, all four brothers looked up from the papers. For Terry it was a very fascinating scene. Although Terry was not familiar with Sandro or Coco, she knew just how popular they were. And Pippo… enough said.  She bet that if other girls on campus had been at her place at this very moment, they would faint… because three of the most popular men on campus were there: Professor Laurentiis, the renowned heartthrob Francesco, and the intelligent Alessandro. 


“Hi, everyone,” Terry greeted them.


“I’ll leave you alone,” Francesca excused herself. She walked out of the room.


“Terry! Finally!” Alessio exclaimed.


“There you are! He’s been anxiously waiting for you,” Pippo informed with a tone of amusement in his voice.


“Is this that famous Terry De Rossi that you always blab around about, Alessio?” Coco asked. Without waiting for his brother’s answer, he approached Terry and extended his hand for a shake to her. He flashed her a friendly smile. 


Terry smiled back, accepted the handshake and said, “Hi.”


“Ciao. I’m Francesco. Call me Coco,” Coco said.


“Hi, Terry!” Sandro greeted her.


“Hello,” Terry replied politely. 


Sandro was Terry’s ‘superior’ in the student’s senate in the university. They met each other a couple of times at senate’s meetings but never really talked to each other. And Terry didn’t have time to lay her eyes on him, like her other friends did, because she was busy and… because she had her eyes and heart for his brother.


Alessio said to Terry, “Can you stay long or do you only have a little time?”


“I have a class in 45 minutes… well, 40 minutes now,” Terry told him.


Sandro glanced at his watched and suddenly his eyes widened in shock. “God! I have a class too in 40 minutes! Damn!” He turned to Alessio and grabbed the papers he was holding on his hand. “I’m going to finish this paper quickly and then I’m going back to the campus!”


“Me too!” Coco said. The two of them then fled to the next room, Pippo’s office, through the connecting door. 


Pippo nodded to both Terry and Alessio and followed his two younger brothers. 


“Okay, Alessio, what do you need me for? My dad said that you are having disagreements again about your agenda in Germany with the tour manager,” Terry said.


“Exactly, Ters. I need a flexible agenda. I don’t have time for too many interviews and publications because I need to work on this case my company’s having. I need at least two hours off on every day’s schedule so I can work. But he won’t give me,” Alessio complained.


Terry sat down in front of him. She took out her note binder. She issued three pages of printed papers, each containing Alessio’s schedule.


“My dad explained to me what you might be doing there and I came up with this schedule. Read through it and if you don’t like it, you can change a few things and then you can ask your secretary to retype it for you. After that, you can fax this schedule to the tour manager and tell him that this schedule is final. If he asked you who arranged the schedule, just tell him that it’s your managerial team that took care of it,” Terry explained.


Alessio accepted the papers from Terry’s hand. He read through it and after a while, a satisfied smile dawned on his handsome features. Terry almost held her breath and stared at his lips but she couldn’t possibly do that without causing him to notice what she was doing so she fought the urge to do it.


“Brilliant! You know what, last night, when I complained to your papa about how stubborn that tour manager of ours is he told me immediately that you would have been able to come up with something better. And he was right… this schedule suits me perfectly. I’m going to fax this right away to that darn man,” Alessio said.


“Good! Now, are you satisfied?” Terry asked.


“Very,” Alessio answered.


“Good.” Terry chuckled then said, “You know, I feel like I am your personal gofer. Not only I am your mechanic, I am also your secretary, schedule planner, and personal meal fetcher! I ought to sue you for messing up my daily schedule!”


Alessio laughed hard at that. He felt exactly that way and he felt a bit guilty about it. Then he mentally made a note to make a phone call to his accountant and add up the amount of Terry’s salary from his personal account, besides from the one the team was paying Terry for working as an occasional mechanic in his team.


“Tell me something, how did you manage to take care of your own schedules so tight and then actually follow it and then make someone else an effective schedule for him without ruining your carefully planned agenda?” Alessio asked curiously after his laugh subsided.


“Be a college student, Alessio,” Terry advised, half seriously.


Alessio chuckled. “I was once that, you know?”


“Apparently you didn’t have a steady journal,” Terry said. “Had you had any, I wouldn’t be here…”


“Why did you agree to do this simple, silly task, anyway? You could have just declined the job and tell your father that you have no time for me. It would save your time and energy,” Alessio said.


“I know,” Terry said, sighing. “Do you want to know why?”

“Yes. Why?”

Because I love you, Alessio. I would do anything for you. I don’t mind if I have to walk all around the world to do errands for you. I do it for your love. 

“Because you’re like a son to my father, and whatever makes you happy makes him happy. I like seeing my father happy, so I have to make you happy first,” Terry answered reasonably.

Alessio nodded and said solemnly, “Thank you, Terry. You’re the best.” He looked at Terry with eyes full of tenderness. 

Terry couldn’t stand it. She knew she was never, ever going to get him for herself. She didn’t dare hope and now that he was looking at her in that kind of way, she felt her heart aching. Abruptly, she jumped to her feet and said, “You’re welcome, Alessio… but I really can’t stay long and hear your compliments all day about the accomplishments I make as a college student. I have a European politics during the World War II era lecture with one of the best professors in the faculty, so I have to hurry!”

Alessio frowned. “What? You’re leaving so soon! You haven’t called me smartie!” 

Terry laughed. “Okay, smartie… whatever! There, satisfied?”

Alessio smiled again. “Yeah, quite.”

Terry stuck out her tongue. Alessio quickly leaped to his feet and grabbed a pencil from his desk. He knocked Terry’s head with that and Terry slapped his cheek gently. Alessio caught her hand and twisted the fingers mildly. Terry cried, “Ouch!” and retaliated by pinching Alessio’s arm with her free hand. It was Alessio’s turn to say, “Ouch!” For his final move, he pulled Terry’s dark hair and then tousled it until it was messy. Terry ended up laughing quite hilariously. 

Sandro poked his head from the other room and said, “What are you guys doing?”

“Your brother is a meanie,” Terry complained. “He started it!”

“No, you did!” Alessio said to her.

“Are you always like this?” Sandro asked.

“Only when he’s being a jerk,” Terry answered, still laughing.

Coco appeared on sight, behind his brother. “Hey, Terry, are you going back to the campus right now?”

“That’s my plan,” Terry answered.


“Cool!” Coco said. “Sandro and I just have two more sentences to write for this report paper for Pippo and Alessio. We’ll finish it up quickly in ten minutes and then we can ride together. Is that okay with you?”


“You’re going to give me a ride?” Terry asked, dumbstruck.


“Heck, we’re going to the same direction!” Coco said.


“Okay, thanks!” Terry replied gratefully.


Sandro and Coco disappeared once again. Terry turned to Alessio. She said to him, “Wow! Wait ‘til the girls on campus see me riding in one car with them!”


“Are they that popular?” Alessio asked.


“Uhuh.”


“Oh well, maybe I should come to the campus often… Pippo’s famous there, Sandro and Coco as well… how come I feel like I’m left out?” Alessio joked.


“Well, for your information, many of the girls who like racing, like you… a lot. A whole lot of them watch races just to see your handsome and cool appearance, Alessio Danizetti!” Terry teased. 


Alessio smiled hearing that bit of information. He also smiled because of that name Terry mentioned. When he started racing, his parents were frenzied with the thought of their son being involved in a dangerous sport like racing. At that time, Alessio’s great-grandmother from his father’s side, Rosa Maria Laurentiis, who was a respectable, blueblood woman in the old elite society was still alive and she refused to have a member of her respectable family to be in a dangerous world such as racing. So she ordered his grandson, Alessio’s father, to order Alessio to use another name to disguise his family identity.


At first, Alessio had refused but since his parents agreed to that suggestion, he decided to play along with the hope that in a few years, after Rosa Maria had ‘cooled off’, he would be able to use his own name. And so, he asked a suggestion for a camouflage name from his brothers and they came up with the name Danizetti. Alessio had used that name to get into his very first team.


A few years later, Rosa Maria died and Alessio was recruited by Benetton, his first professional team. He thought of changing back his name to Laurentiis. But the Danizetti name had already stuck perfectly to his image as a cool, independent and bold racer. So he maintained that name up until now. And only Benetton and Ferrari, his present team, who knew his real identity.


Of course, Terry knew about this because Alessio had spilled all the stories in his life to her father and Beppe always told her daughter about Alessio’s hilarious stories. 


“Maybe I should really come to your campus and hold an autograph session,” Alessio joked.


“Do that! And I bet all the ladies would fuss about it for days… including the lady in the administration’s office!” Terry said.


Suddenly Paola entered the room and told Alessio. “Mr. Alessio…” she called.


“Yes, Paola?” Alessio inquired jovially.


“Uhm, Miss Laura is on your private line. Will you accept the call or do you want me to tell her that you are still with a visitor?” 


Terry stiffened at the mention of Laura’s name. Alessio’s genial expression altered to a less friendly one and he stared blankly at Paola. Then he shifted his gaze to Terry, who was secretly feeling absolutely uncomfortable on her chair. 


Finally he said to Paola, “Tell her, I will call her back in a moment. Take down her phone number so I can call her.”


“She’s already back in Rome, sir. She said so,” Paola informed.


“Oh, okay!” Alessio replied. Then Paola left the room.


Terry and Alessio looked at each other. Terry asked him, “So, Laura is back now?”


“Yeah,” Alessio answered quietly.


“You know what, I almost forgot she existed!” Terry said. “No offense, but she’s been away for quite a very long time to America!”


Alessio sighed. “I am afraid you are very right,” Alessio said.


Terry smiled. “So, what are you going to do with her?” Terry asked, trying to sound indifferent. 


“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to her for a very long time. And I absolutely have no idea what we should do!” Alessio said. “Do you have any ideas?”


Break up with her and give me your love. But instead she said, “Take her to Germany with you. She can divert the press’ attention to you. They will be wondering what she was doing there to pay attention to you. After all, she is not only a famous European socialite, but also a model!” She made it sound as if she were giving him a suggestion although in her heart, she was breaking into pieces.


She was almost sure that Laura would not come back until the very end of the year from America, where she had a modeling job in New York and Miami. But now, she was back and Terry felt heartbroken. It was not like she was expecting anything from Alessio but she felt better if Alessio and Laura weren’t together, because Laura was not quite friendly to Terry. 


“Hey! That’s a good idea!” Alessio exclaimed in agreement. He smiled and clicked his fingers and then pointed to Terry. “Terry, you’re a genius! I am going to keep you as my secret weapon! That’s it! I am going to double your salary!”


Terry was aghast. For a moment she forgot about Laura. “My salary? I get a salary?”


“DOH!” Alessio said. “Don’t you know we’ve been paying you off for being your father’s assistant?”


“I thought it was my father giving his share of money as compensation for my work!” Terry said, truly surprised.


Alessio chuckled. “Silly! Of course not!”


“Oh, cool! Thanks!” Terry said.


Sandro and Coco appeared once more. They were already wearing their jackets and holding their bags. Terry saw them and smiled. She rose from her seat and joined them. Then they looked at Alessio.


“Well, brother,” Coco said, “Good luck in Germany!”


Alessio stood up and approached his brothers and Terry. Coco hugged Alessio in a brotherly way. Sandro shook his hand tightly and Alessio replied. Finally, he turned to Terry, who was standing nervously near Sandro.


“Good luck, Alessio,” Terry said.


“Thanks, Ters,” Alessio replied.


Alessio opened his arms and he surprisingly hugged her. Terry hugged him back, relishing the moment as it happened. Then he released her and tousled her hair once more. He smiled at her. And then to the others. 


“See you Monday,” Alessio said.


“We’ll be watching!” Sandro promised.


“Ciao!” Coco told his brother.


“Ciao, tutti!” Alessio said.


The three left the room. Terry was the last to leave the room. Before she really left, she opened glanced back at him and he was already reaching for the phone. He spoke to Paola, “Paola, get me Laura, please.”


Terry just smiled sadly and then closed the door behind her.

Chapter 18


Sandro was lounging on the sofa in his apartment. His head was propped up on a small couch pillow that was so soft and comfortable that he could just sleep then and there. But, still, size does matter and he preferred sleeping on a larger pillow. So instead of sleeping he was feeling very relaxed as he read a book about the ancient Rome civil law. It was one of his most favorite books and he decided to reread the book.


Suddenly, he heard a knock on the door. He lowered the book. The knock was heard again. He put the book aside. Lazily, he got up for the sofa and went to get the door. He opened the door and Antonio’s face appeared before him.


“Hey, Antonio!” Sandro greeted. He broke in to wide smile and clasped Antonio’s hand for a handshake. “Come in, man!”


“Uhm, Sandro, I can’t stay really long,” Antonio said.


Sandro’s face fell. “Why not?” he asked disappointedly.


“Well,” Antonio replied, “Actually… I came here to pick you up.”


“Pick me up? For?” Sandro asked in surprise and confusion.


“You see, there’s this friend of mine… she’s having a party and she’s inviting many people. And… she also wants me to invite you because there’s one of her friends who wants to meet you,” Antonio explained.


“A friend of a friend of yours wants to see me?” Sandro repeated.


Antonio grinned and nodded. “Yes, something like that,” Antonio said.


“But, I’m not ready to go yet. I haven’t changed…”


“Wear anything! No one will bother,” Antonio replied.


Sandro looked at his couch and his book. He made a quick thinking and then he finally nodded. He told Antonio to wait for a while as he changed his clothes. He disappeared to his bedchamber and returned wearing something else. He put on a black shirt and a pair of black trousers with the usual jacket he used for going out. He turned off the lights and followed Antonio out.


The sound of the loud music banging from the stereo said was almost unbeatable, but Valentine tried her best to make herself heard by her friends. She shouted, “Hey, what do you think of this party?”


“Cool!” Nadia replied, shouting all the same.


Valentina’s boyfriend, Luigi, encircled her waist with his arms from the back and said to her, “Honey… this is great!”


“Hey, Fio, don’t you think so?” Nadia asked Fio who was standing quietly with an untouched glass of drink on her hand.


Fio didn’t reply. She just bent her head down and stared blankly at the floor. She wasn’t really paying any attention to anything because she was distraught. Usually when there were parties like this, she was the one who kept the party alive. She would talk to everyone and danced with almost everyone because she was a party girl. And she liked to dance, as one of her hobbies was clubbing. When she danced, everyone just had to look at her because she was so attractive doing it 


But this afternoon, when Valentina and Nadia surprised her with the news of the party at Valentina’s house tonight, she didn’t feel excited. She just nodded and promised to come to the party. When she arrived home, she just inattentively chose the clothes she wanted to wear and didn’t even bother to make herself look beautiful with make-up, even just for a little bit, which surprised everyone because she looked very pale, especially with her illness over the weekend. Fio had also been very quiet and not talkative. She only answered some questions that Nadia, Valentina and Luigi occasionally asked her.


Seeing Fio did not reply to Nadia’s question once again, Valentina pulled Nadia aside. Whispering rather frantically to Nadia, Valentina said, “What is with her?”


“I think it’s because she wants to meet Sandro but can’t,” Nadia said, “She’s been like this since the day she met him.”


“Sandro? Oh, I hope Antonio did his job well!” Valentina said.


“What does Antonio have got to do with it?” Nadia asked.


“Well… I invited Antonio to come,” Valentina answered.


“And?” Nadia asked.


“And I also asked him to persuade Sandro to come with him because you said Antonio and Sandro were friends. After that, Fio and Sandro will meet and… you know, Fio can be happy again,” Valentina said.


Nadia cheered hearing that. She jumped and hugged Valentina. “That is a great idea! You are brilliant!” 


Valentina replied, “Well, what can I say?”


Nadia then said, “I hope Antonio does not get into trouble with the manager, though, he’s got a shift to do today, you know?”


“He told me. And he said that he’s already found someone to replace him,” Valentina said.


“When did you manage to pull him aside and talk to him about this anyway?” Nadia asked curiously, with eyes narrowed at her friend.


Valentina smiled sheepishly. She then whispered closely into Nadia’s ears so that no one would be able to hear her, “Well… I waited for him to finish working yesterday and waited until you were gone.”


Nadia placed her hands on her hips and replied accusingly, “You did it without telling me first? How could you have done that?”


Valentina smiled apologetically and said, “Well, I couldn’t tell you because you would’ve blurted out the news first to Fio.”


Nadia rolled her eyes and then glanced to Fio quickly. Fio was still standing in the same position as Nadia saw her a few minutes ago. Nadia sighed and said, “Yes, I guess I would and it would be really, really helpful because Fio is like a zombie this way.”


Valentina looked at Fio and nodded. 


Antonio and Sandro arrived at Valentina’s house in no time. Valentina’s house was not tremendously big but it had a spacious lawn surrounding it. The party was held both inside of the house and outside in the lawn. It was very crowded when Antonio and Sandro arrived. Sandro saw some familiar faces from college and no doubt that it must be a grand party. Almost everyone must have been invited from Valentina’s year in college, including from the other faculties. And Sandro half expected Coco to pop up in front of him because he was sure that his party lover brother was there.


“This way!” Antonio said, leading the way to the front door.


Sandro just followed Antonio without paying too much attention. Antonio opened the door to the house and they both stepped in. Only a moment after they did, almost every girl’s eyes were on to them. And no wonder! They were a glorious sight, two handsome human beings wearing dark outfit and looking aloof, which brought out the sexiness inside of them, as they entered the room. 


“Antonio!” Valentina greeted, suddenly appearing from nowhere to salvage them before some other girl came to pry on them.


“Valentina!” Antonio replied. They exchanged pecks on the cheeks. Luigi appeared next to Valentina and he seemed excited to see Antonio. Nadia came too and flashed Antonio a smile as Luigi hugged him.


“You made it!” Valentina exclaimed after Luigi released Valentina.


“Yeah, I did. I had to make it, Valentina! I wouldn’t want to miss a chance to meet Luigi,” Antonio replied.


“You know each other?” Nadia asked.


“We were college friends,” Luigi explained. 


“Antonio, you were once in college?” Nadia asked dubiously. “Wow! I thought you became smart on your own!”


Antonio smacked Nadia’s arm gently and replied, “DOH! I was in college, the same major as Luigi. But unlike him who immediately put his knowledge into practice, I didn’t.”


“Antonio, the personification of laziness,” Nadia mocked jokingly.


“Got that right!” Antonio replied, chuckling.


Sandro listened to everything without saying anything. He was actually a bit nervous. He rarely went to parties like this and he wasn’t an expert in how to behave in such occasions. Usually when he came to parties, he always had a friend near him, someone he knew well to start things up for him. 


“Sandro! You made it too!” Nadia exclaimed.


Sandro returned his attention to the people in front of him and Antonio. Sandro recognized Nadia, the lovely waiter who was Fio’s friend, and then the other two people. He vaguely recognized the man standing next to Antonio but he wasn’t familiar with the other girl.


“Sandro, this is Valentina. She’s the host of the party and she is my friend Luigi’s girlfriend. Perhaps you might know Luigi. He used to go to college in your university, as was I. He studied law,” Antonio introduced.


Sandro turned to Valentina and Luigi and shook hands with the couple. Valentina smiled at him and said, “Hi, Sandro! Nadia told me about you… and also Fio.”


Sandro’s eyes widened. He straightened up. “What? Fio? She’s also here?”


“Well, of course! She’s my friend,” Valentina said casually as if there was nothing special.


Suddenly, Fio came up from behind Valentina. Fio was shorter than Valentina so she couldn’t see what or who was in front of her and Sandro couldn’t see her instantly because Valentina’s tall frame was blocking each other.


“There you guys are! I thought you left me alone!” Fio exclaimed.


Valentina and Nadia abruptly turned around and saw Fio. Fio smiled apologetically at them, “Sorry if I have been too quiet tonight. It’s just that…”


“Fio?” Sandro asked in disbelief.


Fio stilled in her place. She was absolutely surprised and stunned to hear that voice. Slowly, she tilted her head to the side and saw… him. It was him. It was Sandro! Fio’s mouth opened in awe. She gaped at him. He was really there! And God help her, he was extremely handsome wearing the wardrobe he put on tonight. He was more handsome than ever. And Fio couldn’t believe that he was there.


“Sandro?”


“Hey! It’s really you!” Sandro said.


“What are you doing here?” Fio asked.


“Actually, Antonio…” Sandro started to explain


But at that very moment, Nadia immediately exclaimed, “Oh God! I am dying to dance! Antonio, will you dance with me?”


“Sure!” Antonio agreed. They strolled to the dance floor immediately, leaving the others behind.


“I am going to look at the snacks and see if I need to add anything,” Valentina said, excusing herself from Sandro and Fio who were confused.


“I will come with you, bella,” Luigi said to his girlfriend. They left.


Sandro and Fio watched their friends going away and suddenly they realized what their friends were doing. They smiled bashfully when their eyes finally met again. But Sandro didn’t waste anymore time. He was already that close with her and he wasn’t going to let the gorgeous beauty in front of him away.


“You’re beautiful,” Sandro complimented her sincerely once they were on a quiet corner, standing close to each other.


And she was indeed really beautiful. Everything from Sandro’s mind seemed to get away and his thoughts were replaced by just one vision of this beautiful goddess in front of her. From her luscious lips to the excellent shape of her body… and the hair… And suddenly Sandro just had one thing in mind… he wanted to kiss her badly…


“Thanks,” Fio replied with a hint of blush on her cheeks. She looked up to him and what she saw almost made her fall to her knees… it was his eyes and the sensuality in it. It was as if he were ready to do something to her… then and there. 

Of course, she felt quite flattered because she was wearing something very, very simple that night. She just wore a body shaped purple shirt, a mini leather skirt colored black and a pair of lacey high heel shoes. Usually to a party like this she would wear something more attractive if not glamorous. And she wasn’t wearing any make-up. She felt plain but a few moments ago Sandro had just told her that she was beautiful… and she did feel beautiful because of the way he looked at her.


“I like your hair,” Sandro said softly.


Fio smiled. “I almost didn’t comb it, you know?”


“Combed or not combed, you still look pretty.”


“Thank you, Sandro… and you look gorgeous yourself!” Fio replied, returning the favor.


“I didn’t dress up at all…”


“That’s why I think you look gorgeous,” she said.


Sandro smiled. “Apparently, you didn’t dress up too and I find your looks absolutely enthralling tonight.”


“We can stay up all night and compliment each other!” Fio joked.


Sandro chuckled. Fio could have just melted then and there hearing that deep, low, sensual chuckling voice of his. 


“Do you happen to see my brother Coco?” Sandro asked.


“No. Why do you ask?”


“Well, he’s a party person and I expect him to be here.”


“I think he should be here somewhere because Valentina invited everyone she knew and she surely knew Coco.”


“She didn’t know me and she invited me. Only now I know why she did,” Sandro said meaningfully.


“Really? Why is that?” Fio asked. It just struck her then. Valentina didn’t know Sandro. Why did she invite him? 


“I think it’s because a friend of hers wanted to see me,” Sandro said, again in a meaningful tone.


His words hit her again. A friend of hers wanted to see him… Before Fio could think of anything to reply it with, she could already feel Sandro’s fingers on the tip of her chin and they were lifting her face up to see her. When Fio looked up, their faces were only inches away from touching each other.


“I think she means you. And, boy, am I glad that she had that idea… because I sure would love to meet you…” Sandro said. 


And he kissed her.


Marco sighed when he turned off the engine of his car. He wasn’t too keen on coming to this party at the first place. But he was obliged too, as the host of this party was his girlfriend’s close friend. 


“You ready?” Eliza, the girlfriend, asked him.


“Yeah,” Marco answered shortly.


Eliza opened the car door and walked out first without waiting for Marco. Marco grimaced. He sometimes wondered why in the world did he ask her to become his girlfriend. Except for her pretty face and sexy body, he found her extremely idle and fussy. Call him cruel, but for him, Eliza was just a warm body to sleep with and a pretty face to decorate his social needs. And often he came to think that he would be better off dating his own sister!


As Eliza walked towards the house, Marco locked his car and then followed his girlfriend who was now already at the front door.


Marco found himself left behind when he reached the door to Valentina’s house. Eliza must have gone somewhere with her friends, whoever they were. Marco looked around the room and tried to find a familiar face he could recognize and then talk to. But he found none of his acquaintances. Mentally he was chastising Eliza for not being at his side. 


He had often experienced moments like this. Eliza and him would come to a party together and then she would leave him alone to take care of himself. And often, he would found no one to make conversation with because no one at those parties knew him. Although he was also popular, his popularity was a different one. He belonged to a different group.


As the son of an infamous Italian politician, Marco often hung out with fellow young politicians, mostly sons of his father’s colleagues. And he also hung out with people from the gangster world. Not that he joined them or anything but it was his world. Those people were his friends, his acquaintances, his fellows. That was why Marco gave everyone a dark image and no one dared to challenge him.


As he was reminding himself of that image of his, he remembered something else… there was someone who did challenge him. He was his biggest enemy. He knew him very well, because he watched every move he made during the times they were enemies… Alessandro Laurentiis. 


A few years ago, when he had started out college, he met a very gorgeous and beautiful girl. Her name was Gabriela. He fell in love with her then and there at the first time of their meeting. They clicked on so well that he thought they had known each other since the beginning of their lifetimes. He told her that he loved her and he asked her to go steady. And she had said yes. They began a relationship that made everyone totally envious and they were a perfect couple. Of course, they made it as discreet as possible for everyone. Marco was always like that – discreet.


One day, about one and a half years ago, without previous signs or warnings, she broke him up. He wouldn’t accept that sudden, one-sided decision from Gabriela and he tried to defend their relationship. But, obviously, she had overcome her feelings for him. Only a week afterwards, he found out what made her change her course. It was because she fell in love with Sandro Laurentiis, the son from the famous, regal family of Laurentiis. 


It hurt Marco very much because Gabriela chose someone who was ‘clean’. Marco was still involved many of his gangster friends and although he convinced her that they would do nothing to hurt her, she was still freaked out by the idea that her boyfriend was a part of a dark world with Mafia. It seemed to her that all his love didn’t matter anymore and she forgot him as soon as she snatched Sandro.


And in one lonely, desperate night Marco couldn’t stand it anymore. He went out to have fun with his friends to forget about Gabriela. He ended up spilling his sentiments to a good friend of his, who was the son of a famous Mafia family, and his friend offered him to ‘take care’ of Sandro. Marco agreed because he just couldn’t stand the idea of Gabriela being in another man’s arm. Together, they created a plan to study Sandro and they would use what they knew about him to attack him. 


After a few months, Marco knew everything about him and he planned to strike him after he ended his visit to La Primavera. He and his friend captured Sandro, who was with a friend of his, a waiter in La Primavera. They went to an empty field and Marco had pointed a gun to Sandro’s head. To his surprise, Sandro wasn’t afraid of being threatened with a gun. Instead, he backfired Marco by saying that he had known what Marco had been planning all along and that he had Antonio as a witness, so even if he died, the police would find out about it.


More disconcertingly, Sandro scowled at him and said that he knew who Marco’s father was. The identity of Marco’s father was something he had always kept as a secret. He didn’t want to be known as Marco Costacurta, instead he used the name Marco Di Vaio. But somehow Sandro had found out and he threatened him back, saying that his father’s name would be ruined. Sandro then captured the gun from Marco’s hand and threw it away. He told him to forget about the whole deal and ‘run home to mommy’. Marco was furious. He snatched his friend’s gun and shot Sandro, but deliberately missing the target, which was his head, just five inches away on the top. Sandro knew karate and he kicked him on the loin and they had fought. Antonio came with the police, which forced Sandro and Marco to hide and during their hiding, they made a deal to never come across each other’s way and they swore to each other if they ever did, they would really make the killing real this time.


Marco clenched his fist remembering that night. It was a double blow to his pride and he swore that if he ever had anything to do at all with Sandro Laurentiis, he would make sure he was the winner.


And… just the other day, he saw a shocking scene that almost sent him exploding with wrath… his sister was with Sandro Laurentiis… 


Only this time, he wanted to make sure that it was really Fio who had been with him. When Fio didn’t admit it, he planned to make her admit it before he let her find out what he actually had to do with that wretch. 


“Sandro… we just kissed, didn’t we?” Fio asked Sandro in disbelief. 


Sandro smiled. “I believe we just did.”


“Why did you do that?”


“Because I find you very attractive,” Sandro answered matter-of-factly.


Fio couldn’t believe her ears. This was Sandro Laurentiis, someone who was known for being absolutely not aggressive and not very flirty. She found herself blushing, smiling and feeling dizzy at the same time. 


“I imagine that this is why a lot of girls fall in love with the men in your family… you, Coco, and professor Laurentiis…” Fio tried to joke.


Sandro’s mind drifted away to the thought of Alessio… then he smiled meaningfully. “Ah, you haven’t seen anything… the three of us are just half of what our other brother Alessio is when it comes to attracting a girl.”


“Ah, four flirtatious males in one family… I imagine how this world will survive with all that,” Fio said.


Sandro chuckled. Fio smiled again. Sandro loved that smile. It was very bright and it made her look beautiful… 


“So, now that you’ve kissed me, are you going to ask me out on a date?” Fio teased him.


Sandro smiled, realizing that he was being very forward that night. “Am I really forward?”


“Don’t worry, I like forward men,” Fio teased him again.


“Okay, Fioraia, would you like to go out with me?” Sandro asked.


“Okay, Sandro… when and where?”


“I’ll have to think about the where part but I already know when… how about Saturday?”

Fio’s face fell. “Can’t on Saturday. I have to accompany my mother,” Fio admitted.

“Okay… Sunday, then!” 

Her face brightened. “Great!”

Sandro smiled. He couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward and kissed Fio on the cheeks.

“Excuse me! Coming through!” 

Marco frowned. It was the fourth time that night he was being shoved aside by someone. And he still couldn’t find Eliza, which was more than he could tolerate. Cursing within, he decided to go away at that moment. So, he straightened his jacket and walked towards the exit. 

But only a few steps away, he stopped… he was seeing something unbelievable. It was something that shocked him right through his spine…

“You…” Marco hissed.

Sandro froze on spot. He knew that voice. He knew exactly whose voice it was… and so did Fio. In horror, she turned her head to the side to see if it was real… and what she saw almost made her faint. It was him! It was really him!

“Marco!” Fio exclaimed.

“You…” Sandro replied between his clenched teeth.

Marco grabbed the front collar of Sandro’s jacket and pulled him forward. “What are you doing here, you bastard?”

Sandro’s jaws tightened and shoved Marco’s hand away from his collar. “Don’t touch me. And it’s none of your business what I do here.”

Marco turned to Fio and said coldly, “Fio, get away from here.”

“Marco! Please!” Fio replied in a pleading voice, “Don’t make a scene here! What is it with you anyway? He’s my friend and we…”


“Friend? He’s your friend?” Marco repeated. “This sleaze is your friend?” He gritted his teeth and pulled Fio close to him with force. Fio exclaimed in pain as Marco’s strong pull brought her forward to his brother.


“Stay away from her!” Sandro warned.


Marco laughed as if Sandro were stupid. In an underestimating tone, he said to him, “Why should I? I’m the one who should be telling you to stay away from her!”


“Yeah? Well, not in this case!” Sandro retorted angrily.


Marco laughed sardonically. “Do you really think I’m going to let my sister to be contaminated by someone like you?”


“Marco! Let go of me!” Fio said, struggling away. She managed to get away from him and she turned to Sandro. “Sandro, let’s just get out of here…”


But Sandro was shocked by what he had just heard… “Sister?”


And suddenly… it just hit him… her name was Fioraia Costacurta. He remembered, a long time ago, he also found out that his enemy, Marco Di Vaio’s, real name was Marco Costacurta. No wonder the name seemed to have shot through him when he heard Coco mentioned her full name in that dinner…


Dammit! Fio’s face paled. She hadn’t wanted him to find out that she was his sister. She wasn’t ready. And she just knew he had realized the fact… for his face had turned so rigid that she felt shivers all over inside her body.


Marco’s cynical voice broke the momentary silence. “Yes, I am her brother and there is no way I am going to let my sister near someone like you. Maybe you haven’t told her how you stole my girlfriend, Sandro. I am sure you haven’t because you always think of yourself. And I am not sure that you’ve told her how you like to break people’s heart.” He turned to Fio and said, “I hope you haven’t fallen for his charm, that is, if he has any…”


“Damn you! What is with you, interfering with my life?” Fio spat at her brother.


“Interfering with your life? I am saving your life!” Marco retorted.


Sandro shifted his gaze to Fio, who was all white and panicked. In a state of shock and disbelief, he asked in a choked voice, “Are you his sister?”


Fio wanted to shake her head and say no but she couldn’t, not with her brother looking sharply at her. Instead, she just nodded weakly and said, “Yes.”


“Do you plan to sleep with your enemy, Sandro?” Marco asked complacently, knowing that he had won.


Sandro clenched his fists and his teeth were gritting. How dared she? She had stood there, enjoying his kiss while she was actually the sister of the man he hated the most. She knew! She knew, for God’s sake, that he was her brother’s enemy! She didn’t say anything about it. Disgusted by her doing, he eyed Fio with rage and wrath. Those eyes were saying the most hurtful things, Fio knew it, as he turned on his heels and marched to the door immediately. 


Fio tried to catch up with him but she only arrived in time to have Sandro slam the door in front of her face. Fio desperately opened the door and stalked Sandro in the front yard.


“Sandro!”


Sandro stopped. He turned around and looked at Fio sharply. Fio stopped in front of him and clutched his sleeves. Coldly, he asked her, “What are you doing here?”


“Please, let me explain… Marco is…”


“I don’t want to know about him. And I don’t want to know anything else about you!”


“Sandro… I can explain!”


“Explain what? You knew I had a problem with your brother and you kept the truth behind me!”


“Yes, I did!” Fio fiercely replied in despair. “I didn’t tell you who I am because I knew you would react like this when you find out!”


“Well, at least I could’ve found out about it before I kissed you!” Sandro said.


Fio was taken aback by the disappointed tone he used to emphasize the word ‘kissed’. She stepped back a bit and asked excruciatingly, “You regretted kissing me?”


Sandro knew he was going to hurt her badly, but he said anyway, “Yes, I regret kissing you… now that I know who you are. Had I known you were Marco’s sister, I would never even talk to you…”


“You’d do all that to avoid my brother?” Fio asked. Tears were already running down from her eyes.


Sandro looked away so that he wouldn’t have to see her aching face. He swallowed and said quietly, “Yes.”


“Do you hate him that much?”


“More than you think,” Sandro hissed.


“Sandro, please, don’t do this to us…” Fio’s tear-stricken voice pleaded.


Sandro returned his vision back to her crying face. Coldly he said, “There is no us. There never was an ‘us’. And there never will be one.”


Upon saying that, he stirred around and walked away. He didn’t even look back although he knew Fio was crying hard. His cold back didn’t even say goodbye to Fio. It said “good riddance” instead. 

Chapter 19


“Before you all leave, I would like to remind you about the test I told you about earlier in this class for tomorrow. Study well, especially the materials in chapter five and six, because half of the test materials will come out from there. As for the rest half, if you have been paying attention to my lecture last week, then you will know how to answer the questions. That’s all for today. Good afternoon, everyone.”


The students started to scurry off out from the classroom as soon as professor Laurentiis concluded his tutorial class. In the midst of the bustling crowd, Pippo’s eyes began searching for the one person he didn’t actually in his class today, Amanda. He knew she should have been in the class although this was not actually his class. This tutorial class was supposed to be conducted by another professor but he was on leave of absence due to his illness so Pippo took over. He had looked at the student’s list and saw Amanda’s name in there. But when he came to class, he didn’t see her at all.


Suddenly he spotted Elena. Elena was on her way out from the class when Pippo decided to ask her about Amanda’s whereabouts.


“Elena!” he called out as Elena passed his desk.


“Yes, professor?” Elena replied, stopping beside his desk.


“Do you know where Amanda is?” Pippo asked.


Elena sadly shook her head. “I don’t know, sir. I haven’t seen her for the past two days. I called her apartment but there was no answer… only the answering machine. Yesterday Luca stopped by at the administration office and the secretary told him that Amanda sent in a sick note.”


“Can you do me a favor, Elena?” Pippo asked.


“Of course, sir. What is it?” Elena replied eagerly.


“Can you come to her apartment and tell her to come to class tomorrow? I hate to bring her this news but your professor has scheduled for this test and he wants it to be done even though he can’t be here. Actually, on Monday, I’ve already revealed about the test to her but I doubt if she remembers. Just to make sure she does, I need you to come at her place and remind her of it. I wouldn’t go for all the trouble but you know how professor Brano is. He’s miserly when it comes to grades and this test is very important,” Pippo explained.


“No problem. I’ll come by at her place and tell her to come,” Elena said.


Pippo smiled at her. “Thank you very much, Elena.”


“You’re welcome, sir,” Elena replied.


After Elena left, Pippo thought about Amanda. Somehow he knew why Amanda didn’t show up for college in the past two days. It must be because of what happened on Monday, on that afternoon she encountered Ethan. From what his brothers had told him, he could guess pretty well how she must have felt. She must feel very distressed with her boyfriend’s going away, especially when they had been together for a long time. He knew he would feel the same way too…


However, he thought as he left the classroom, he couldn’t imagine himself being desolate just because someone left him. Call him unfeeling or insensitive but for him it was not his nature at all to let something that seemed minor like that affect his life. He was completely sure that he would be able to not feel miserable if his lover leaves him. At least, that was how he felt at the moment. 


Knock! Knock!


Elena waited almost impatiently after knocking Amanda’s door for the third time that afternoon. She was growing weary of being not answered. She tried again for the last time and decided that if Amanda weren’t going to answer this knock, she would barge in.


“Amanda! I’m coming in if you don’t open this door soon enough!” Elena yelled.


Suddenly, the door next to Amanda’s opened and a woman came out. She was about fifty. Although she was not exactly young, she looked beautiful and attractive. When she saw Elena she was bewildered. Nevertheless, she finally flashed her a smile and greeted Elena, “Hello there…”


“Ah, good afternoon, ma’am. Excuse me, but I’m looking for my friend who lives here, in the apartment,” Elena explained. 


“Oh,” the woman replied, “You mean Amanda?”


“Yes, Amanda. Do you know where she is?” Elena asked.


“Not really,” the woman answered, “For the past three days she just leaves early in the morning at six and then comes home late at night, around eleven. I always meet her in the morning, because I usually wake up early.”


Elena calculated for the time. She couldn’t wait for Amanda that long if she was going to return at eleven o’clock in the night. She had to study for tomorrow’s test. But if she didn’t tell Amanda that there was going to be a test tomorrow, then Amanda would flunk and Elena knew how Amanda hated to fail in something that she liked the most. So, the best she could do was to leave a message and make sure that Amanda was prepared for tomorrow’s test.


Elena said to the woman, “May I ask you for a favor?”


“Yes, what is it?”


“You see, tomorrow Amanda and I will have a very important test. I came here to remind her of this test because Amanda hasn’t come to college for three days. I doubt that she remembers about the test. Can you tell her that she has a test tomorrow and that it’s very important? If you don’t mind as well, can you try to convince her to study?” Elena asked almost desperately.


The woman smiled and nodded. “Of course! May I know what your name is so I can tell her that her friend came?”


“My name is Elena. I am her best friend,” Elena answered.


“All right, Elena. I will remind her about the test and hopefully she would listen to me and go study,” the woman said.


“Thank you very much, ma’am. Amanda’s professor, Laurentiis, and I are very grateful to you,” Elena said full of relief. 


“You’re welcome, Elena.”


“I better get going now. Give Amanda my regards.”


“Sure! Goodbye!”


“Goodbye!”


As soon as Elena disappeared around the corner, the woman returned back to her apartment. The first thing she did was picking up the telephone and dialed the number that was on the top of the list in her telephone book. She waited for a while until it was connected. After a few rings from across the line, finally the telephone was picked up.


“Hello?” another woman’s voice came from across.


“Adriana?”


“Yes, this is Adriana. Who is this? Teresa?”


“Yes, this is Teresa.”


“Why, hello! I didn’t expect you to call me this soon! We’ve only just spoken to each other yesterday!”


Teresa chuckled. “I know! But I have something very important to tell you about Amanda, darling…”


Adriana’s voice clearly expressed concern when she spoke again, “What about Amanda?”


“Well, I have done what you asked me to do… I moved back to my old apartment and tried to spy on Amanda. I haven’t let her see me but I’ve already been watching what she does. She wakes up early in the morning and then brings her books as if she were going to college, just like I told you yesterday. And you told me how diligent she is, so I supposed that it was normal for her to leave early in the morning and return rather late. However, just a minute ago, a friend of hers, Elena, came to look for her and when Amanda didn’t answer the door, I came out to see her instead. And the girl Elena told me that she hasn’t seen Amanda for three days in college,” Teresa reported.


“Oh my God, what could possibly happen to her?”


“I don’t know, Adriana. You said she sounded as if she were troubled when you called her a few days ago. Maybe all of this have got something to do with that.”


“I think so too… oh, Teresa, what do you suggest I do?”


“Maybe you should come here, Adriana. I mean, she’s in a pretty bad state and I don’t think she can handle this alone, especially you said that she’s having problems with Ethan…”


“Yes, I know.” There was a long pause on the telephone after that. And then Adriana resumed conversation, “I agree with you. I will come there on Saturday. I will tell Paolo and Christian that I miss Amanda and that I want to see her badly. They would understand and they would not question me much because I seem to be missing her all the time.”


“Good idea!” Teresa agreed. “Do you want me to tell her that you’re coming?”


“No, don’t. She’ll pretend to be happy for me while I want her to show her true feelings. But thank you for everything, Teresa.”


“No problem, Adriana. I just want you and your daughter to be happy.”


“I wish…”


After Teresa hung up the telephone, she decided to let Amanda know about the test discreetly. She picked up a piece of paper and then scribbled a note as if it came from someone at the reception desk downstairs. She wrote the message Elena told her before about the test. After that she put the note inside a small sized envelope and slid it beneath the door of Amanda’s apartment. Then she came back inside her apartment and decided to look for Amanda from the window in her apartment so she would know when Amanda came home.


Amanda felt weary and depressed when she returned home from her outings. For the past three days, she had tried to forget about Ethan and his leaving Italy by doing all sorts of things. The first thing she tried to do was bury herself in the library with dozens of books. But instead of reading, all she could do was think of Ethan stepping aboard the plane to America and she started crying. And then she tried to go shopping but she found every item in the stores was dull and ugly and she decided not to spend money on any of them. She also went to the record store to find a CD of her favorite singers but she ended up staring at the jazz CD collections. Jazz was Ethan’s favorite music. She also went to the salon and asked for a haircut but in the end she didn’t have her hair cut at all because she was afraid Ethan wouldn’t like it. Finally, she attempted on writing something that could express her sadness in the park where it was loud and noisy so she wouldn’t feel lonely but, once again, it failed. She littered the park instead because she kept throwing papers away that were filled with her unfinished writings. 


She had lost all hope and decided that she would just lock herself up at home instead of trying to do something that she could never do, and that was to forget Ethan James Carson.


Just when she was about to unlock the door to her apartment, she noticed something beneath the door, in between the door and the floor. It was an envelope. Amanda bent down to picked it up. She opened the enveloped and issued a small piece of paper. 


The paper said:


Your friend came this afternoon to remind you about a test tomorrow. – Reception – 

Amanda creased her eyebrows, trying to remember what test she was supposed to have tomorrow. And suddenly it came to her mind… Professor Laurentiis mentioned a test for this week during his class… and she had forgotten about it. 


Quickly Amanda opened the door and walked inside. She instantly grabbed her books and tried to find what was supposed to be the test’s materials. But she couldn’t remember… what was the last thing they studied last week? Oh, man!

Chapter 20


Everyone was tensed as Professor Laurentiis placed the test papers on top of their desks. He paused for a while, noticing an empty desk at the front row seats. Then he realized that it must be Amanda’s seat. Everyone else seemed to be present, except for Amanda. He turned to Elena, who was sitting behind that empty desk. He questioned her with his eyes and Elena only replied with a shrug. The professor then nodded curtly, showing displease of the absence of his student.


“Very well… you know the rules… you have two hours to complete the test. I will mark the test as soon as you are done,” Pippo explained. He glanced at his wristwatch and said, “You may commence… now.”


Pippo took a seat on his own chair after he gave the students instructions. He watched the students carefully. If there was one thing he didn’t like from his students, no matter how much he liked them, was cheating. He would expel a student out of the class without mercy if they were caught cheating.


After 15 minutes, suddenly the door was opened with force. And then Amanda appeared. She looked fatigued and very messy. Her hair was messy and so were her clothes. The other students stared at her in disbelief. Amanda being late was something they had never ever seen before. In fact, Amanda was called the very soul of punctuality for her discipline in time. She also liked to appear neat for every occasion because it was her nature but seeing her cluttered appearance at this moment everyone else wondered if it was really Amanda they were seeing.


“Glad you could join us, Miss Fossa,” Pippo greeted her with one eyebrow raised in mockery.


“Sorry I am late, sir. I overslept,” Amanda excused herself.


“Here’s your test paper,” Pippo said.


Amanda approached his desk and took the papers from his hand. From a close range, Pippo noticed how Amanda’s eyes were swollen and red in coloring. Amanda suddenly looked up to him and realized that he was observing her. She quickly shifted her gaze elsewhere and then went to sit on the empty seat in front of Elena. As soon as she had sit down, she turned her concentration fully to the papers in front of her eyes and paid no attention at all to other things around her… although she knew very well that the professor’s eyes were still on her.


“Time is up, everyone. Drop your pens or pencils and leave the paper on top of the desk, front page on the downside. You may leave,” Pippo announced two hours later.


Everyone did as they were told. Quietly, they left the classroom, except for Amanda who was still collecting her pens on the table. Pippo began collecting the test papers from the desk on the far left side of the classroom. 


“I hope you did well on this test, Amanda,” Pippo said when he saw Amanda had not yet leave the class.


Amanda frowned as she answered, “I doubt it, sir.”


“Why do you doubt it?” Pippo asked with a puzzled expression on his face.


“I just feel doubtful that I did well,” Amanda said. She rose from her seat and picked up her bag. Without saying anything else, she left the room. 


Pippo spent his lunch break marking the test papers. He was almost done with all of them except for one last paper, Amanda’s. He dropped the paper he was holding and then picked up Amanda’s. He grabbed his red marker and started correcting his student’s answer. It took him twenty minutes to correct Amanda’s work and in the end he couldn’t believe that she had actually failed the test. Out of the ten questions the test asked, she could only answer three correctly. The other six were absolutely inaccurate and for those that were slightly accurate, she had misspelled many words and wrote in unreadable writing. If it were up to Professor Brano, she would have got an F immediately. 


Pippo just couldn’t believe this was happening. The answers this Amanda wrote in the test paper didn’t seem like Amanda’s writing at all, not the Amanda he congratulated in front of the class last week during his lecture. 


The problem was the other students had done very well in the test. Many of them scored above eighty points. Pippo believed that Amanda needed to be given another chance, because she was a brilliant student and she deserved something better than her score on this test. However, it would be unfair if she were given a remedial test. The others should have the same chance for remedial as well. Besides, Brano wouldn’t have liked it if Pippo were giving a student remedial test because although he was a good professor, Brano was not a generous one.


Pippo sighed. 


A moment later, Gianfranco Castellini entered the professor’s lounge. He seemed troubled. 


“You look troubled, Gianfranco. Problems?” Pippo asked casually, trying to get his mind off the dilemma he was facing.


“I am, Filippo. I have trouble looking for the leading actress in the theatre… I plan to work on this scene for the play we are going to perform for the winter festival but my main actress is missing,” Gianfranco answered as he sat down on his seat in front of Pippo’s desk, which was across his.


“Who is your leading actress?” Pippo asked suspiciously. He had seen the rehearsal once and from what he had seen, he suspected the leading actress was Amanda.


“Amanda Fossa. I am sure you know her because I heard from some of the other students that you complimented her for an essay she wrote,” Gianfranco said. “The administration secretary told me that she was sick and couldn’t come to school but when I asked someone to call her at home and tell her to come, she wasn’t there.”


“Hmm…” was all that Pippo could reply.


“I also heard that two other professors were complaining about her absence in their classes. First, there was Patrini, the linguistics professor, and then there was Maggioni, who teaches philosophy. They complained that Amanda was missing in their lectures and tutorial classes. I ought to speak to her about this as soon as possible,” Gianfranco said.


Pippo considered this opportunity to have a talk with Amanda. “Gianfranco,” he said suggestively, “If you don’t mind, can I be the one who talk to her? She’s in Brano’s class and she just flunked badly in this test… you know how ungenerous Brano is when it comes to the scores. I would like to make sure that she’s not having any problems.”


“Good idea! I agree… besides I will be occupied all afternoon long. Will you tell her to improve her attendance so that she would make less trouble for the other professors as well?” 


“Of course. No problem. I will talk to her before my lecture. She will have to attend my lecture, or else she will also be losing points from me too,” Pippo said gravely.


It turned out to be that finding Amanda was something difficult to do. It took Pippo an hour to find where Amanda was. She was sitting inside the theatre auditorium when Pippo finally found her. Her elbows were propped up on her things and she looked distraught. Pippo approached her quietly and tried not to make a sound at all until he was close to her. Even when he was close to her, she didn’t seem to notice his presence at all although Pippo had made a move to sit next to her.


“It puzzles me, Amanda, to see you like this,” Pippo said straightforwardly. 


Amanda almost jumped to her feet hearing his voice. She turned her head to him and was shocked to see him next to her. “Professor! You surprised me!”


“No wonder… you seemed so flustered and occupied with your own thoughts that you didn’t even seem to hear my footsteps as I was approaching you,” Pippo said.


She looked at him apologetically. “I am sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to ignore you,” Amanda said.


“I know you didn’t mean to but you did and I was wondering what seems to be the problem with you,” Pippo said.


Amanda’s face paled and her body went rigid. She replied him in a polite tone but with great sarcasm in her words, “I believe, sir, that what is with me is my business.”


“Amanda, please,” Pippo said patiently but firmly, “I know it’s none of my business but it has become my business… especially when I heard the reports from other professors as well that you have been missing from their classes and lectures. Professor Castellini is looking for you to play in the theatre and… then, you failed professor Brano’s test. You scored the lowest point among the other students in his tutorial class.”


Amanda seemed even more upset by that announcement. Her face fell and Pippo almost pitied her. But then Amanda lifted her face and stubbornly said, “I am perfectly aware of that. But even that is none of your or anyone’s business.”


Pippo sighed. “I wish you didn’t argue with me. I am only trying to help you.”


“Yeah, right!”


“Listen to me… I know just how capable you are of being on top, Amanda. I know, and everyone else knows, how good a student you are. And I know that someone who starts early in working a thesis deserves better than receiving 35 for a test result. Don’t deny me because I know you would feel how unfair this whole matter is in the end.”


“You know what,” Amanda angrily said, “I don’t need to hear this from you.” She started to get up but Pippo’s hand firmly ceased her from further movements.


“Stay, Amanda,” he said authoritatively.


“Don’t use that tone! I hate that tone!”


“What tone?” Pippo asked.


“That tone… the authoritative tone that you superior people use whenever you talk to someone younger, more ignorant or…”


Pippo began to chuckle. Amanda stared at him indignantly. “If you don’t let go of my hand, professor Laurentiis, I will scream here and now.”


“Please, don’t. Just… sit down for a while, will you?” Pippo asked. “Please?”


Amanda sighed. She didn’t have any other choice. He was not going to release her hand and she just didn’t have the strength to scream. Finally, she gave up and sat down next to him.


“Good girl,” he said.


“What do you want to know?”


“Let’s get straight to the point, Amanda… why are you behaving like this for the past three or four days?” Pippo asked patiently.


When Amanda didn’t answer, Pippo decided to hit it right on the bull’s eye. “It’s Ethan, isn’t it?”


Amanda’s looked up to him in shock and bewilderment. “How did you know about…”


“Well, for one thing, I have two brothers who know about you and Ethan and another thing, I happen to see what happened between you and him last Monday after you met me in the front yard.”


Amanda seemed so flustered by the fact that he had seen what happened with her that she didn’t find the pride to look him in the eyes. 


“Is that it? Is he the reason why you are behaving like this?” Pippo asked once more.


Amanda couldn’t help it anymore. She felt a great loss inside of her and she didn’t know how to react and even until now she didn’t know who to talk to. But here, in front of her, was her professor, who knew about her problem and was asking her about it. She lifted her face to look up to him. Tears were already streaming down her face and she was sobbing.


“You know what hurts?” Amanda asked.


“The fact of not having him on your side anymore?” Pippo guessed.


“It’s the fact that I’m losing my best friend instead of just my boyfriend…” Amanda said. She paused for a whole before continuing, “He’s not only my boyfriend. He’s a best friend to me. And every time I have a problem, I always talk to him. He understands me better than anyone and always tried to convince me that I am always the best… and now, because the problem is him, I don’t know where to go to… I tried talking to other people but all they could do is feel astounded at the news that I was breaking up with him. If they don’t feel that way, they would try to convince me that this is all his fault and not mine… how can I accept all that when I know this is no one’s fault and that it’s just meant to be like this?”


Pippo didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t familiar with problems like this. Even when he was young and his brothers were having love problems, he acted ignorant about it because he didn’t want to be bothered by it.


“I don’t know how I could hang on without him…” Amanda said.


Pippo sighed. “You may not know how to hang on right now, but eventually you will hang on and then you will feel better, knowing that you have hung on.”


“But he’s everything for me…”


“Is he, really?” Pippo asked seriously. “Amanda, you’re still young and you will meet other people. You will meet other men who will be just like him and even more. If you are meant to be with him, then you will be with him once more. But for now there’s nothing you can do about it and you can’t let yourself drown like this. This has a negative impact on you, obviously, and you mustn’t let that happen.”


“How? How will I know if he’s meant to be with me? How will I know if he isn’t? How will I know if there’s someone out there who can take his place?” Amanda asked frantically.


“You just have to try! And crying and escaping aren’t going to help!” Pippo fiercely said, grasping her shoulders vigorously.


“That’s easy for you to say! You didn’t know what it was like to have no one who considered that you were capable of something… well, I do know. It happened to me once… people judged me by my looks only and they didn’t think I was capable of doing something… and Ethan was the one who told me, and proved, that I could do something indeed!” Amanda said, shoving his hands away.


“I may not know but one thing that I know, you don’t need someone else to prove that you can do something!” Pippo replied.


“Yeah, right…”


“Seriously… I can’t even think of you letting someone else prove what you could have proven by yourself. You don’t seem like someone like that. Your sadness has clouded your reasons, Amanda… you really shouldn’t think so low of yourself!”


“And here we all think that you’re merely a professor, not a psychologist!” Amanda retorted sarcastically.


That remark made Pippo burst out laughing instead. He did sound like a guidance counselor teacher and he was amused by that. Hearing Pippo laughed made Amanda paused her sobbing and urged her to look at him. His laugh seemed so sincere and it made her heart felt lighter. She didn’t know how to say it but she was really stunned that she made him laugh even when she was being sarcastic and sad.


“Sorry about that,” Pippo said, straight-faced, “I really shouldn’t be laughing at you.”


Amanda gave him a faint smile and she wiped the tears off from her eyes and cheeks. 


“Listen, Amanda, if you think that you need someone to boost up your spirit in order for you to be somewhat successful, although I think you don’t need it, I will be glad to do it. But you must promise me, that whatever happens in the future, you shouldn’t let yourself down like this again. I know it will be hard for you to forget about him in a short time but I am asking you to try because you deserve something more than this… do you understand what I mean?”


Amanda tried to comprehend what he was saying and realized that he was making sense after all. Finally, after thinking about it for a while, she told him, “I understand.”


“Does this mean you won’t be skipping classes anymore?” Pippo asked.


“I’ll try,” Amanda said.


Pippo nodded. “I suppose that’s good enough for now.”


Amanda smiled at him gratefully. Pippo smiled back. He patted her shoulder then rose to leave. Amanda looked up to him. Pippo looked pleased and hopeful as he turned around to walk away.


“Professor,” Amanda called as he was moving away.


“Yes?” he replied, without looking back.


“Thank you,” Amanda said. “You are very nice.”


Pippo turned around slightly and smiled again at her. “You are most welcome, Amanda.”


Suddenly, Amanda rushed up to him and hugged him tightly. She was crying again but this time she was smiling as well. She whispered to him, “Thank you.”


And then, she released him. She looked up to him with a look of gratitude. Pippo was still astonished and wordless for the conduct she had just made when she finally walked quickly out of the room and left him dumbfounded. But after she was gone, he finally grasped the meaning of all this. They both had found a new friend in each other. 


Somehow, Pippo was grateful of that… 

Chapter 21


Amanda entered the library with a feeling of comfort and shock at the same time. She was relieved that she had finally released what was troubling her heart and mind… but at the same time, she couldn’t believe that the person she confided in was her professor! And she just hugged him, didn’t she? The realization of what she had just done to her professor plagued her mind and she now felt uneasy about it.


She really didn’t know what to think… she was really, really shocked. How could she have conducted such thing? She hugged her professor!


Therefore as she passed the library’s front corridor, she was feeling terribly disconcerted and she didn’t pay attention to anything else.


“Hi, Amanda,” greeted the librarian when she arrived in front of the librarian’s desk.


It took a while for Amanda to realize who was greeting her. When she finally had overcome her disorientation, she smiled at her and replied in a low voice, “Hello.”


“Nice to have you here… I have a good news for you,” the librarian said.


“Oh yeah? What?” Amanda replied eagerly.


“Remember when you asked me if I could order Marlowe books for you to buy? Well, I’ve received an e-mail from the publishing company, saying that they have a complete copy of Marlowe’s books to be send out to you… but they inquired for your particulars. I figured that you must want to fill it in by yourself. So I forwarded the message to your e-mail account,” the librarian informed.


Amanda’s face brightened. “That’s great! I’m going to check my e-mail right now! Thanks very much!”


Amanda immediately rushed to the computer sections… there were five computers in five separate booths in the section. They were all equipped with internet connection so the students could access the web from the campus. Amanda’s face fell, though, when she found out that all of the computers were being used by other students. She sighed and then decided to wait for one of the booths to be empty. She sat down on a chair behind one of the booths so that she could promptly get in after one of the people who were using the computers was gone. 


Terry smiled widely as she read the sentences on her e-mail that her father sent her. It was a full paragraph of complaints and he wrote it just the way he would have spoken it. His complaints were about Alessio, of course. According to Beppe, Alessio was being very stubborn for the past two days and everyone was working under heavy pressure, both from Alessio and from Ferrari. Beppe mentioned something about Alessio being desolate because he didn’t have any friends to talk to, especially because his girlfriend wasn’t there. Terry gritted her teeth reading that mention of Laura but she continued anyway. 


In the end, her father asked her to call them in Germany because there was something he needed to consult with her. Terry noted the time her father had given her and then she concluded her reading. 


As she was going to log off the internet, she suddenly saw a girl sitting on a chair right behind her. She seemed to have been waiting to use the internet. Her shadow was clear on the monitor and Terry could see how anxious she was to use the computer. Terry smiled knowingly and immediately closed the internet browser window she was using. 


Terry then rose from the seat and turned around to leave the computer. To her surprise, that girl was already standing in front of her. She was taller than Terry but not much, so they could look each other straight to the eye.


Terry gave her a friendly smile. “You want to use the computer, don’t you?”


Amanda returned the smile.


“I know… I’ve been watching you sit there, looking around impatiently for one of the users to go away…” Terry teased.


Amanda chuckled. “Exactly.”


“Well, I’m done. Have your way! Sorry if I took too long. I had so many accounts to check… my inboxes were full!”


Amanda looked at her with interest. “You have many accounts? How many e-mails accounts do you have?”


“You won’t believe me… I have ten.”


Amanda’s eyes widened. Then she gave her a conspiratorial smile. “I thought I beat the world record for having so many accounts…”


“How many do you have?” the person in front of her asked curiously.


“Nine,” Amanda answered.


“Wow… I bet you have nine boyfriends and you have a hard time keeping their love e-mails in one account!” Terry joked.


Amanda laughed again. “Not quite… I just like signing up for e-mails…”


“Ah! The same!”


Amanda and Terry looked at each other again. 


Amanda’s mind made a quick judgment on her character. She was definitely friendly and nice. Amanda could guess that from the way she talked, the casualness she had when she did, she must have had many experiences in talking with people whom she didn’t know. And she must be a senior. She looked smart. Amanda liked her instantly.


On the meanwhile, Terry did the same thing to her: judging her. And like Amanda, Terry liked her instantly. She had a sweet face but with some very serious lines on her face showing that she didn’t look like someone other people could intimidate. She was also very amiable, not mentioning easygoing.  


“Well,” Terry finally said, “Happy surfing, uhm… er, what’s your name?


Amanda smiled and extended her hand for a shake. “My name is Amanda.”


Terry returned the favor and shook hands with her, “And I’m Terry.”


“Thanks a lot, Terry. Nice to meet you.”


“You’re welcome, Amanda.”


“I’ll see you around!”


“Sure!”


After Terry left, Amanda entered the computer booth and sat down on the chair there. She started her navigation as her hands touched the mouse and the keyboards. She quickly accessed her account in hotmail because it was the one she gave to the librarian. When the page had already completed its downloading, she filled in her account name and password. Not so long after that, she was already in her account. There were seventeen new e-mails, most of them from the newsletter she subscribed to. But she didn’t bother to open them, as she was anxious to see the librarian’s e-mail. She found the e-mail and opened the link. 


After she filled in her particulars and send it back to the publisher’s address, she went back to her inbox to see what other e-mails were waiting for her. And suddenly she saw something at the bottom of the page. She gasped. It said:


Forte11
Picture for you…


She quickly clicked on the link and when the page had been completely downloaded, she gaped seeing what her cyber friend Forte11 had sent her… Without any further hesitation, she took a floppy disk from inside her bag and saved the file inside the disk. Then she logged out and rushed to the printing section just two shelves away from the computer section…

What a surprise! Terry was there as well… using the only color printer the library had. Amanda paused when she saw Terry using the color printer and she almost laughed. 

She greeted her, “Hey, there… sorry to bug you again… but I’m afraid I need to use the color printer!”


Terry turned around when she heard Amanda’s familiar voice. Her eyes widened when she saw the laughing Amanda in front of her. Then she saw the diskette she was holding on her hand and she chuckled. 


She gave her a know-it-all smile. “Let me guess,” she said perceptively, “You want to use the printer that I am using!”


Amanda smiled sheepishly at her. “Yes.”


Terry nodded and laughed. “I should’ve known…”


Amanda approached Terry and said, “Sorry if I seem to be following you all around. We just keep bumping into each other, don’t we?”


“I guess so,” Terry replied merrily. 


Amanda leaned back on the table in which the printer was placed on. She asked her, “So, what are you printing?”


“An assignment for my tutorial class.”


Amanda grimaced instantaneously. “Oops… then mine would have to wait until tomorrow… yours is more important.”

“What are you going to print anyway, if you don’t mind me asking?”


Amanda hesitated for a while but Terry just seemed so friendly that she just couldn’t hide the truth from her. Besides, it was not like she was going to print a secret federal document or something. However she blushed at the question. “Promise you won’t laugh?”


“I promise,” Terry said. “Is it funny or ridiculous?”


“Sort of…”


“What is it?” Terry asked inquisitively.


Amanda blushed even more as she clutched the disk to her chest. Then she cleared her throat before saying, “A picture of the best racer in the whole wide world, Alessio Danizetti.”


Terry guffawed instantly. She did it unintentionally but it caused Amanda to step back a little. She looked hurt when Terry looked back at her. Seeing Amanda’s stricken face, she sobered immediately.


“Sorry, Amanda, I didn’t mean to laugh at your… uhm… idol…” Terry said.


“Don’t worry… I get that a lot from people,” Amanda flatly said.


“No, Amanda! I really mean it! I didn’t mean to laugh at him! Or you… it’s perfectly okay for you to idolize him… after all, he is a superb racer,” Terry said. Wait ‘til Alessio hears this!

“You like Alessio Danizetti too?” Amanda asked inquiringly.


Are you kidding me? I love him. “Sort of. I think he’s the best racer we have right now. Compared to the other racers, he’s the only one with guts…”


“You got that right! I saw his last race in Japan and he was daring… he sped his way all to the finish line with very minimum supply of fuel in his tank to break a record while he knew the car behind him was some 15 seconds behind him. I heard his crew chastised him for that, especially because he made the tires burn,” Amanda said.


“Tell me about it…” Terry said, half laughing, remembering that time on that race. She remembered her father clearly chiding Alessio for being reckless and called him a show-off jackass.


“You watched that race?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, of course,” Terry answered. “Hey, tell me, which one of his pictures are you going to print?”


“The one when he was on the podium and smiling boyishly to the camera while holding a champagne bottle. And he looks so gorgeous in the racing jersey… he wasn’t wearing the usual red one… he put on the other jersey and he was wearing that red hat.”


Terry nodded understandingly. “Yes, I know…”


“Cool! You know it too!” Amanda said excitedly.


“I’ll tell you what… rather than you wait for this printer, why don’t I just give you that picture of him?” Terry suggested.


Amanda’s mouth opened wide. “What? You have that particular picture of him?”


Terry nodded. “Yep, I have a lot of pictures of him!”


“WOW! Are you a big fan?” Amanda asked.


“My father is,” Terry answered truthfully. Her father was the one who brought home all pictures of Alessio. Besides, at the circuit, there were so many pictures of Alessio in the drawers. 


Amanda gave her a knowing smile. “Yeah, mine too. Actually, this picture is for my brother. He also loves Danizetti. I just tag along and watch the races with them. They are all so crazy about him.” Suddenly she remembered what Professor Laurentiis had told her, that Alessio was actually his brother. She wondered if Terry knew too. She asked her, “I heard once that he’s actually from a rich, reputable family with titles?” She knew the Laurentiis family was that. 


Sure, of course. I know everything about him. Surely she couldn’t tell her. Terry giggled. “Absolutely not. If Danizetti has a title, he is more likely to be king pin.”


Amanda nodded and laughed. “Exactly!”


“So, you still want the picture?” Terry asked.


“If you don’t mind,” Amanda answered.


“Of course I don’t mind,” Terry replied.


“Great!”


Terry was finishing the last print that she had to do and said to her as she placed the last paper on the printer, “I’ll tell you what, I’ll see you again on Monday and then I will give you that picture of his. I hope you don’t mind waiting for that long…”


Amanda quickly shook her head. “Oh, no, it’s perfectly fine by me…”


“So, shall I see you again here on Monday? Or do you prefer meeting me in another place?” Terry asked. Then, she smiled wickedly and suggested mischievously, “Maybe we ought to meet somewhere else… then, you can scream as loud as you want when you see how gorgeous he is in the picture!”


Amanda grinned conspiratorially and said, “That’s a great idea! How about if we meet at the front yard on Monday?”


“Sure,” Terry replied. Her print was already done. She collected her papers and put them inside of the folder she brought, where she kept all her assignment papers. As she was leaving, she turned to Amanda and asked, “Coming?”


Amanda nodded eagerly and the both of them walked away from the printing are.
Outside the library, Amanda and Terry stopped on the stairways to say goodbye.


“Well, I have to go to my building now,” Amanda said, looking at the main hall where the main theatre auditorium was. At this hour, her theatre instructor and professor Gianfranco Castellini must be there. She planned to see him before her next class so she could apologize for missing a lot of his classes lately.


“Okay, Amanda. It was nice meeting you… see you on Monday!” Terry said.


“Yep! Bye!” Amanda replied.


“Don’t forget to watch the race on Sunday!”


“Sure will!”


“Ciao!”


As Terry left, Amanda grinned widely. She didn’t know why but she was feeling very good for the very first time in this whole week. Terry seemed like a nice person. And there was something about her that made Amanda feel comfortable to confide in her. Not mentioning she was also a fan of Alessio Danizetti! 


And by the time Amanda was halfway to the main hall, she was whistling a tune. Her week didn’t turn out to be so bad after all!

Chapter 22


“Oh, the humanity!” Beppe exclaimed in a grave complaining tone.


The other mechanics looked at him in pity and with sympathy at the same time. His usually calm face now looked angry and furious. And no wonder… the main racer in the team hadn’t shown up for mechanical check-up. It was already running late and everyone was anxious and eager to get on with the preparations for Sunday’s race. 


“Where is that creature?” Beppe roared.


Suddenly the door was burst opened. A person came in. The faces in the garage gazed expectantly to the person who did. They figured out that it must be Alessio, but… it wasn’t. Instead, it was Alessio’s junior partner, Ferrari’s second driver, Andrea D’Amico.


“Good morning, everyone,” Andrea said cheerfully.


But instead of a friendly reply, all he received was frowning faces and scowling sounds.


“What’s the matter, guys?” he asked confusedly.


“Where is Alessio?” Beppe asked.


Andrea shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since last night.”


“Last night?” one of the mechanics asked.


Andrea nodded as he sat down on a chair near the monitor table next to the door. He explained, “Last night, after dinner, he went to pick up his girlfriend and I didn’t see him again. I thought he must have been spending some time with her… if you know what I mean.”


Beppe and the mechanics sighed noisily. They started to grumble, which caused Andrea to smile. He said, “Oh, come on… yesterday you were complaining how grumpy and unpleasant Alessio was because Laura wasn’t here… now that she is here and giving him pleasure, you should be happy for him. He’ll show up… later, perhaps. Let him have his fun now! If he’s feeling good, he won’t be as difficult as he was yesterday.”


Beppe scoffed, “Oh, that’s a nice suggestion, D’Amico! And we need to have an engine test in 10 minutes!”


Andrea shrugged again. Then he said suggestively, “Look, he’s not here. And I doubt he will be in 10 minutes. Why don’t we just try my car first?”


Everyone looked at each other, trying to judge the matter. As a second driver, a young one, Andrea was not as recognisable as Alessio was. And he was not yet treated like Alessio was. Therefore, he always came second after Alessio… in practically everything, starting from engine tests and car reparation. Whatever he wanted to be done first, it was going to be done after Alessio wants something done. But he was a good driver, a promising one. So, sometimes, the mechanics and the management gave him special privileges. And usually, this situation comes whenever Alessio was being outrageously out of his ordinary.


Finally, Beppe said, “That is a brilliant idea! Let’s try out your car, shall we?”


Andrea smiled. Not more than a minute later, everyone was busy working on Andrea’s car. And momentarily Beppe forgot about sending Alessio to hell when he appears later in front of his face.


Alessio lay on the bed inside Laura’s room. That girlfriend of his was in the bathroom, taking a shower. Alessio stared blankly at the ceiling while the covers of the bed concealed only half of his body, from waist to toe. He wasn’t thinking, he couldn’t. But his inability to do so was not because of the delicious lovemaking he had just done with Laura. In fact, it was something that he would not like to think of. And the race never once came across his mind. He was positively numb. And he didn’t know why.


Suddenly Laura came out from the bathroom. She only had a towel wrapping her wet body from chest to a little above the knee. Her dark brown hair was wet fresh out of the water. She sat on the edge of the bed, her hand touching Alessio’s feet from above the covers.


“Alessio, aren’t you supposed to be at the circuit or something?” Laura asked.


Alessio shrugged. But he turned his head to see Laura. Laura sighed, “Al, you have to go.”


“Do you want me to go, Laura?” Alessio asked.


“Yes, of course,” Laura answered. “Or else your team would be frantic! They are waiting for you!”


“But, we haven’t seen each other for a long time… it’s been months since we’ve done this and don’t you think we ought to do it once again?” Alessio suggested.


Laura gave him an exasperated smile. “Alessio, we’ve been doing it a lot of times last night!” she replied, chuckling.


“Yeah, well… we used to do more than that,” Alessio said.


Laura cleared her throat and looked away. After a momentary pause, she said, “You know what, I think you better leave. Your crew must be waiting for you. And besides, you said that you not only have to race, but have to work via internet for your company. Those things need more attention that I do, Al.”


But I need your attention, dammit! Alessio’s jaws hardened and he sat upright. Then he kicked the covers away, his naked body exposed. Laura turned to see him and her face became red. Her eyes widened and quickly she looked at another direction. 


“Al, wear something decent, will you?” she said quietly.


Alessio snatched his boxer shorts from the floor and then the rest of his clothing that were scattered on the floor, as the result of last night’s urgent passion call. He started wearing his wardrobe and it didn’t take him more than three minutes to become fully dressed up. Laura rose from her seat and walked inside the bathroom. A few seconds later, she reappeared wearing a bathroom robe. 


The two of them looked at each other. And Alessio couldn’t believe that this whole thing was happening…


Last night, when Alessio picked her up at the airport, Laura had not seemed to eager to see him. She said that the flight from Rome had worn her out and she needed a rest badly. He apologized for dragging her all the way to Germany to see him drive in the race and she accepted the apology. After that they both went out for dinner but Laura insisted that they just go straight to the hotel because she was in bad need of a rest. So they did. 


After watching her unpack her single suitcase, Alessio began the foreplay, indicating that he wanted to make love. Laura replied but she was hesitant at first. Alessio, too, had understood her reluctance at the beginning but then he felt something strange as he was advancing his foreplay. Laura wasn’t as eager or as responsive as she used to be when they were making love. They did make love, for a several times in fact, but Alessio felt uncomfortable with it. In the end, Laura fell asleep straight away, leaving Alessio to do the thinking of where everything had gone wrong. 


At first, Alessio thought that she was a bit angry because he asked her to come to Germany with him while she had something to do in Rome. But according to the last phone call they had with each other before he left a few days ago, Laura told her that she didn’t have anything to do and so she accepted Alessio’s request to go to Germany with her. So Alessio thought of another thing, that perhaps it was the time that had made them grow apart. They had not seen each other for a very long time and it was because as if they had been living in different world and leading different lives that they didn’t feel comfortable with each other as they used to be.


However, there was something more to it than that. He could sense it. Since he was little, he had always known if something was wrong and this time, he was feeling it. 


“So, I’ll see you tonight?” Alessio asked, trying to be casual.


“Yeah. Pick me up at seven, okay?” Laura replied.


“Okay. See you later,” Alessio said. He approached Laura to give her a kiss on the lips but when he was about to do so, she turned her head to the side so that it was her cheek he kissed. Alessio didn’t say anything about it. He just gave her a light peck and then left the room. 



He was more than frustrated. He was furious.


“Your car is good,” Beppe told Andrea.


“Great!” Andrea replied.


“So, is it time for lunch yet?” one of the mechanics asked.


“Yeah! Go ahead! I’ll catch up with you later!” Beppe told his men. “We’ll deal with Alessio’s car after lunch!”


The other mechanics went away to get their lunch. But Beppe didn’t follow them. Instead, he pulled up a chair and sat down in front of the computer near the operator’s desk. Andrea watched him.


“Why don’t you go for lunch, Andrea?” Beppe suggested him without moving his eyes from the computer.


“I am not really hungry. But I will be going… in a moment,” Andrea said. 


Beppe just nodded. There was silence for a while after that but then Beppe resumed the conversation, “Hey, Andrea, how old are you again?”


Andrea chuckled. “Why is it everyone always forget about my age?”


“Well… for one thing, you look like a seventeen-year-old while we all know that you are over twenty!” Beppe joked.


His young companion just laughed. He was always regarded as having a cute, childish face, which was one of the reasons why the girl fans loved him so much. Contrary to Alessio’s mature and masculine face, Andrea was very different from his more senior partner. And therefore, he had successfully attracted girls to become Ferrari fans, together with Alessio, with that face of his.


“I’m 22,” Andrea answered.


“Ah! 22! I always think that you are 18!” 


“Your daughter is 18, right?” Andrea asked.


“Terry? No! She’s 20!” Beppe answered.


“20?” Andrea asked in surprise. “But the last time I saw her she was like a high school student!”


“Well, she’s like you… her looks are very deceiving to others’ eyes,” Beppe said laughingly.


“When will she finish her studies?” Andrea asked.


“In two years. She’s on her second year,” Beppe answered.


“Wow, she’s quite young for a second year student in university, isn’t she? Even I just graduated last year!”


“She’s a quick learner. But nowadays, there are many students who skip class because they’re intelligent,” Beppe said.


“And she’s also in Alessio’s crew?” Andrea asked.


“Yes, in the local crew. She can’t come to races that often, as you know, because she has school to attend. Alessio found her very, very useful. She’s like Alessio’s personal gofer. She does things that Alessio ask her to do. And she usually does it quite professionally,” Beppe said with pride. 


Andrea smiled. “That’s nice,” Andrea replied. “I wish there were girls in my local crew.”


“Terry didn’t ask to become a crew member. We just sort of asked her to come along. She knows a lot about machines and she enjoys working with machines. So her presence is rather unusual,” Beppe explained.


Suddenly there was a beeping sound. Andrea checked his beeper. “Oh, man!” he grunted.


“What?”


“I forgot… I have to my parents at home… they wanted to know something from me. And that was the manager paging me, saying that my mother had just called,” Andrea said. He grabbed his cap and put it on his head. He strode to the door and opened it. Before he went outside, he asked Beppe, “Hey, Beppe… let’s go! Let’s have lunch!”


Beppe looked at the time. It was almost noon and he didn’t have breakfast this morning. After a moment’s consideration, he finally agreed, “Fine! Let’s go. Let me just write a message for Alessio in case he comes here.”


After writing that note for Alessio, he and Andrea left for lunch.


Just three minutes after Beppe and Andrea were gone, Alessio came. He was already garbed in a racing outfit, complete with the gloves, as if he was really going to hit the tracks at that moment. 


Suddenly his eyes spotted the note Beppe left him. It said:

FOR ALESSIO:

We’re out for lunch. Don’t touch your car until we come back. 

Beppe.


“Damn!” Alessio cursed in his heart. Beppe knew him too well.

 He knew that if Alessio were late for something, then when he comes, he would go and do the thing that he was supposed to be doing right away without waiting for the others. Alessio was hoping that he could just use the car without having had to wait for Beppe and the other mechanics to come. But he knew that he must at least have five crew members with him – one to watch him on the monitor, one to speak to him through the communicator and give instructions, and the other three to keep an eye on the car.

Knowing that he would get into a serious trouble if he attempted on driving on his own, especially near the race day, he forced himself to sit down on the chair in front of the computer and leaned back, trying to relax.

All of a sudden, the telephone that was placed next to the computer rang. Alessio automatically reached for the answering button and pressed it to hear from the speaker.

“De Rossi, a phone call for you in line three…”


Alessio picked up the receiver and said, “De Rossi is not present.”


“Who’s this?”


“Danizetti,” Alessio answered.


“Well, there’s a phone call from Rome for De Rossi. You want to take it?”


Alessio deliberated and then he made his decision. It has got to be Terry. “Yeah, put it through.”


There was a pause for a few seconds until there was finally a girl’s voice heard through the receiver. The voice as undoubtedly Terry’s and somehow Alessio was glad to hear it. 


“Hello, Papa?”


“Hey, there, Oil Girl. Papa’s not in right now. Can I take a message?”


“Alessio?” Terry asked in surprise.


“You got that right!”


“Hey, it’s you!”


“So, what’s up, Ters? Do you need more allowance money? I can send it right away to your bank account. After all, I am your employer!”


“That would be good,” Terry joked, “Just as long as the sum is over one million lire! Or else, I will have to send some of your girl fans to chase you around until they bug you to death!”


“That’s called blackmail!” Alessio spat jokingly. 


Terry’s laughing voice filled the connection. She replied, “Seriously, Alessio… where is my father?”


“He’s out for lunch. So is everyone else. I came here late. I was supposed to be here in the morning but I got hooked up somewhere else. I wanted to try the car right away but…”


“ALESSIO! You know about the rule!” Terry’s voice boomed full of authority.


“Yes, Miss Mechanic! I know about the rule!” Alessio replied casually.


“Oh, good,” Terry sighed.


“What have you been doing?” Alessio asked.


“Nothing much. Just going to college and do the things that university students do… the usual. And you?”


“Nothing much. Just racing, then taking care of our company’s business problem, and then racing again, and then making your father furious, and then racing again… the usual.”


Terry giggled. When she spoke next, her voice was half serious but she was issuing a warning, “Don’t you dare give him a heart attack!”


“I won’t!” Alessio promised.


“Oh! By the way, Alessio, I’ve found an avid fan of yours. There’s this girl in the campus… I met her while I was using the computer in the library. It turned out to be that she also wanted to use the computer because her friend sent her a picture of you via e-mail. When I was printing my assignments, she came again to me and we had a nice conversation. She thinks you’re great and daring. So, I offered to give her a picture of you rather than print the picture from the diskette! I was wondering if you could sign the picture for her… I mean, that is, if you’re back early!”


Alessio was pleased to hear that. “Wow! Cool! Sure, I don’t mind signing that picture for her. I’ll be back Sunday afternoon after the race because I have to go to work on Monday morning.”


“Cool! I’ll stop by at your apartment!”


“Sure! Be sure you’re there before nine.”


“Roger that!”


“So, Ters, do you want to leave a message for your dad?”


“No, I don’t think so. I called him because he told me to. Just tell him I called and tell him that if he still wants to talk to me, he should call me soon.”


“Right-o!”


“Well, I wish you luck. I hope you win. And, please, be careful…”


“Okay, okay!” 


“Don’t forget to listen to all the instructions carefully!”


“Okay, okay!”


“And, Alessio…”


“Yeah?”


“Don’t give my dad a heart attack!”


“If I give him a heart attack, I’ll compensate. You can give me a heart attack too!” he replied playfully.


“Whatever,” Terry replied flatly.


Alessio’s chuckling voice answered, “Well, nice hearing from you, Oil Girl.”


“Sure, smartie. See you around.”


“Ciao!”


Somehow, he was feeling a whole lot better after hearing Terry’s voice. And suddenly a crazy thought crossed his mind, “Maybe I should have just asked her to come here and accompany me instead of Laura and then we can…”


And as abruptly as that thought came, he dismissed it with a shook of his head. What are you crazy? Advancing a “child”? Beppe would kill you if you really do!


With that, he tried to concentrate on more important things, especially on his relationship with Laura… 

Chapter 23


Amanda woke up to the sound of a loud doorbell ringing. She was still half asleep when the second ring filled the air. Reluctantly, she put her feet on the floor from its position on the sofa’s end. She scratched her head for a few moments and wept her face. Then she steadied her feet so that she didn’t wobble. For a while, she was giddy from the waking up effects, but then her senses struck her mind and she finally realized that the bell was ringing loudly for the fourth time.


She grabbed her blanket that had fallen from the sofa last night and covered her shivering body with it. The warm quilt gave her a cozier feeling and she was strong enough to walk to the door and answer it. Slowly, she went there and opened it…


“Amy?” a familiar female voice asked.


Amanda was static immediately hearing that voice. She looked up and saw… her mother’s lovely face in front of her.


“Mama?” Amanda asked in disbelief.


“Oh, carina!” Adriana Maldini exclaimed gladly as she leaned forward and claimed her for a big hug. Then she kissed Amanda on both cheeks as well as on the forehead. Amanda just stood still and let her mother do whatever was necessary.


“Mama, what are you doing here?” Amanda asked perplexedly.


“I missed you!” Adriana said as she escorted Amanda inside the apartment and closed the door. She started stroking Amanda’s hair as she continued speaking, “I was worried about you… when I called you the last time, I could sense how frustrated you were, darling. So I consulted with your father and he told me to come to see how you are doing.”


Amanda and Adriana sat down on the sofa. Adriana worriedly looked into her daughter’s eyes. She went straight to the point of what she wanted to ask her, “Amanda, what’s the matter with you?”


“What do you mean?” Amanda asked confusedly. 


“Darling, you don’t have to hide it from me. I know what has been going on with you. You didn’t go to school for three days this week, did you?” 


Amanda became livid instantly. She gulped. Then she turned to her mother with eyes dark with regret. “How did you know?”


“My friend Teresa told me,” Adriana answered truthfully. 


“Zia Teresa knew about me? How did she?” Amanda asked in surprise. Zia Teresa referred to her mother’s best friend who lived as their neighbor in Rome when Amanda’s family still resided in the capital. Two years ago, she had sold everything she had in Rome, her house and apartments, and moved to live in Paris. To Amanda’s knowledge, Zia Teresa was still living there.


“I asked her to come to Rome and live in her old apartment, which is next to this apartment of yours. She has been calling me to tell me how you were doing… and besides, she was in Rome to take care of some business matters…”


Amanda shot to her feet and glared at her mother angrily upon hearing her statement. “I can’t believe that! You asked someone to spy on me?”


“Well, you could have just told me what your problem was but you didn’t! I was worried… I had to do something…”


“But spy on me? Mother!” Amanda said excruciatingly as she stalked to the door to her room.


Adriana chased Amanda who was halfway to her bedchamber. “Amanda! Listen to me! You are obviously having a big problem! And it’s ruining you… you never skip school before… even when you were sick in elementary school you never wanted to skip school! But now, look at you! You’ve skipped three days of school! You have a problem and it worries me!” Adriana said rapidly, trying to catch her daughter.


Amanda stopped on spot and turned her body around to face her mother. She placed her hands on her hips and retorted, “Well, I had a problem, okay? But I can face it on my own!”


Adriana stopped too and she looked at her in mocking disbelief. She then lifted one of her eyebrows to show how much her statement amused her. Then, in the same mocking tone as her facial expression was showing, she said to her, “Really, now? Tell me… how do you plan to face your problem?”


“I am not a kid anymore, mother!” Amanda said.


“Well, that is for you… but not for me,” Adriana replied implacably. 


“I hate it when you do that!” Amanda said, “Why is it adults always do that? You keep thinking I’m a kid! I am not!”


“Amanda, I came here to help you… not to argue with you about maturity!” Adriana said.


Amanda’s jaws hardened. She clenched her fists. The next thing they both knew, she exploded, “Look! I don’t care what you came here for! You spied on me… using someone I know very well! And then you came here telling me that I am just a kid while on the first place you were the one who suggested me to stay in Rome for college and live on my own while I could have gone to college in Milan and lived with you, papa and Christian! And I am sick and tired of being regarded as a child… because I am not! 

“The only person who knows that I am not a child is Ethan! He’s the only one who has enough senses to know that I am mature enough to do things like writing and get money for writing! He was the only one who didn’t see me as an immature teenager who loves only shopping and hanging out in cafés! He was the only one who would date me because he sees me from what I can do and how I am, not because of my face, my body or my age! He was the one who ever really supported me! He was me! He was my other half! But now he’s gone out of my life and I will never have him again! So, don’t tell me what to do because the only person who knows the right reasons to tell me what to do is gone!”

Her thunderous tirade silenced everything in that room. There was a long silence in the room when Amanda had finished her sentences. Adriana’s angry gaze turned into one of sympathy and regret for her daughter’s situation. She had just come to the realization that Amanda’s real problem was much something serious. That problem was Ethan.

Knowing how much Ethan meant for Amanda, Adriana knew also how much Amanda was hurt right now. And she understood why her daughter started to give everything up. She had loved him too much…

“Amy,” Adriana finally spoke, “What happened to Ethan?”

Tears started to fall down from Amanda’s soft brown eyes. “He’s gone… he’s gone…”

“What do you mean he’s gone? What happened?”

And then, it all came out. Amanda spilled everything there was to it of her story about Ethan. She told Adriana everything that happened last week up until that painful moments last Monday that made her deliberately missed school. She also told her what Ethan wanted her to do that made her call her father last week. 

Adriana listened to every word and felt like her own heart was ready to break. She knew how much Amanda and Ethan loved each other all these years and she knew that not even the handsomest man in the world could replace Ethan’s place in Amanda’s heart because it was as if the two of them were meant to be with each other.

When Amanda finished her story, Adriana found herself crying as well. She couldn’t believe that the relationship Amanda and Ethan had for those lovely years was finally gone… it was gone in such a short time. Too short…

“And now, I don’t know what to do…” Amanda sobbed.

Not knowing what to say to respond, Adriana just moved forward to her daughter and hugged her tight. And once Amanda was in her arms, the tears that she had been trying to keep inside burst out. She just cried and cried…

An hour later…

“Feeling better?” Adriana asked on the sofa, with Amanda’s head resting on her lap. She stroked her daughter’s hair gently.

“No,” Amanda answered.


“You have cried for one hour. At least half of your burden is gone,” Adriana remarked. 


Amanda answered dryly, “It still hurts.”


Adriana replied, “Oh, don’t worry. I know it hurts now, but when everything is fine again, you will feel much better.”


“When?” Amanda asked.


“As soon as possible, Amanda. It’s up to you, really, to make everything better again. It’s you who will decided whether you want to be happy again or not,” Adriana said.


Amanda sighed heavily. Adriana smiled and said, “Darling, I know that right now everything seems dark and uncertain. But I have no doubt that you will soon be yourself again, especially when you find another man.”


“I don’t want another man. I want him,” Amanda said stubbornly. Her tears were ready to come out again but Adriana was already wiping it with a soft tissue.


“Him, or whoever, you will be happy when you find your love back,” Adriana said.


“No one wants me but him. And I want no one but him,” Amanda said.


Adriana laughed. “I understand. You have to take it easy for now.”


“Ah, whatever,” Amanda replied. She lifted her head from her mother’s lap and straightened up. She stared at her mother. Then she hugged her tightly. “Mama, thank you for being here with me.”


Adriana replied the embrace with a hug that was tighter. She kissed Amanda’s cheeks. “Always, darling, I am always here for you.”


Amanda smiled and kissed mother’s cheek. “I love you, Mama.”


“Me too,” replied Adriana. In desperate need to return the smile on Amanda’s face, she quickly said, “Now that you’re feeling slightly better, let’s try to make it even better.”


“Like how?” Amanda asked flatly.


“Like shopping,” Adriana answered.


“Shopping?” Amanda repeated.


“Yes!” Adriana said eagerly. “We are going shopping today! We are going to spend a lot of money. We will buy you new clothes, new shoes, new make-up, new bags, new perfume, new accessories…”


“How about new books?” Amanda added.


“That too. Anything, everything you want, darling,” Adriana replied.


“Where did you get the money from?” Amanda asked.


“From your father, of course,” Adriana replied.


Amanda nodded. “Ah, I should’ve known!”


“Come on, Amanda!” Adriana said, rising from her seat. She placed her hands on the waist and wiggled excitedly, “Darling, we are going on the most exciting shopping spree ever!”


Amanda reluctantly smiled. She replied, “Is that from Adriana the mother, Adriana the wife, or Adriana the school counselor?”


“Adriana, the woman,” Adriana answered laughingly, glad that at least she was joking.


Amanda smiled and couldn’t believe that this woman was her mother. Well, at least she still had her mother. And she was glad she did. She knew, whatever happens, her mother was always going to be there for her. 

Chapter 24


 Fio shivered. It was cold in her room although the sun was shining brightly outside. So she jumped on to her bed and snuggled inside the warm blanket that was covering her beautiful, large bed. She pulled the covers up until it was plastered all parts of her body except for his face. She felt warmer… but only for a moment. A few seconds later, the chill returned and the coldness quaked her bones, her senses and her brain. She gritted her teeth and started to rub her arms with her hands to make her skin felt a bit warmer. It worked. With each passing minute she felt warmer, and then warm, and then hot, and then hotter… 


Suddenly, the door to her room flew open. Fio turned to see who was coming inside. She saw Marco. There was anger in his eyes and fires flaming in it. He approached Fio with an expression that was both unreadable but noticeably dangerous. Fio shifted uneasily as he came closer to her bed. Once he was there, on the side of her bed, his hand reached for her head. And with great strength, he pulled her hair.


Fio gave out a cry that was louder than anything else in the world. She cried out, “STOP IT! WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?”


“How could date someone who humiliated me and took my girlfriend away from me?” Marco shouted in her ears, making her deaf. He pulled her hair stronger and some was pulled out from its roots. Fio cried louder. “Damn you, Fio! I should’ve just killed that son of a bitch all along despite how he threatened me!”


“LET ME GO, MARCO!”


“You should burn in hell!”


Marco started to shake Fio’s body as if he wanted her body parts to disorient from one another. Fio kept screaming as he also started to pull the rest of the hair on her head. He then slapped her and punched her on the face until she was bleeding. Fio knew that she was going to die in a moment and she whispered the only name she remembered…


“Sandro…”


And all of a sudden, there was a great bang sound coming from nowhere that was similar to the sound of a gun. Fio felt her brother’s grip on her body loosening and she jerked away from him. She turned around quickly to see what made her brother lose his strength and she was shocked to see him lying on the floor in a pool of blood. Fio suddenly noticed a man’s figure on the doorway and she looked at him. She gasped…


“SANDRO!” she exclaimed.


Sandro was standing on the doorway. He looked somber. He was darker than usual. And his eyes were cold as ice, perhaps even colder. He was looking down at Marco’s dead body in a freezing stare. Fio trembled as the coldness that she had felt before intensified.


“Sandro…” she whispered tremblingly.


Sandro lifted his icy gaze to meet her eyes. He gave her a scornful, disdain smile. And then he walked towards her, with one hand on his back. In just a few steps, he reached her. Gently he hugged her and caressed her back. Fio buried her face on his chest.


“Oh, Sandro… I am so glad you’re here,” Fio whispered.


“Me too, Fio… me too…” Sandro said. 


But the next thing Fio knew, she felt a sharp pang of pain. She wanted to scream but she was incapable of anything because that strong twinge of pain. And Fio felt blood spurting out on her back. He had stabbed her. The knife’s eyes had gouged her heart. She could feel the blood flowing out of her body. She could feel her heart stopping with each passing. She pulled away from his embrace and stared in horror as she saw what was on Sandro’s hand. He was holding a bloody knife. The blood was hers. It drifted down from the point to his hand. Fio blindly stepped backwards. She fell down to her knees with her hands clutching the hem of Sandro’s shirt. With the last surge of strength she had, she tilted her head up and searched in his eyes.


Whispering she asked, “Why, Sandro, why? What did you hurt me?”


In a low scathing voice, he answered slowly, “Like brother, like sister. Brother dies, sister dies…”


“No, Sandro, no…” and with that she collapsed to the floor. 


Fio closed her eyes. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She knew she was going to die. His knife was thrust too deeply to be pulled out. Her breathing became ragged and broken. Her head started to spin. And now, the only coldness that she felt was from inside herself, the coldness from dying…


“Fio! Fio! Wake up!”


“Somebody bring that damn towel over here!”


“Calm down! If you don’t, we’re not going to be able to wake her up!”


“How am I supposed to calm down? She’s as cold as dead!”


“Stop saying that!”


“Fio, honey, wake up!”


The voices were far at first. But then she could hear clearly… and as the moments passed by, the voices were clearer and clearer… she felt something on her face. Something damp. As the thing was swept over her face, her eyes opened. Her sight was blurry. But just like the voices, it became more apparent in the end. And finally, she came out of the trance…


“Oh, God, Fio! You scared the hell out of us!” 


Fio was then hugged by the woman who was right next on her side. Fio looked at her and then to the rest of the people in her bedroom. She saw her father, then her brother and finally her mother, who was holding her tightly.


“What’s going on?” Fio asked weakly, still half disoriented.


Her mother, Martina, smiled at her and said gently, “You were screaming and shouting in your sleep. When we arrived here, your body was extremely cold and you were pale. It was as if you… died.” Martina said that last word in a choked voice.


I did die. In my dreams… Sandro killed me. He hates me. He hates me because I’m Marco’s sister. He doesn’t want me to live. 


“What were you dreaming of?” Billy asked as he sat on the edge of Fio’s bed.


“Oh, nothing… I forgot what it was already,” Fio lied. 


Marco’s eyes flickered at that statement. Fio noticed it from the corner of her eyes. She bent her head to avoid seeing him. She hadn’t been able to look into his eyes again since what happened last Wednesday. She hadn’t even talked again to him since then.  


For the past two days, it had been hell for Fio. Marco suddenly stopped talking to her but he was also always around at their house although he was supposed to be living in the dorm. Fio knew Marco wanted to be sure that she was not going to see Sandro anymore. And she had not seen Sandro anywhere. She wanted to explain to him but she knew that if she tried, everything would go wrong with Marco.


“Fio, maybe you should see a doctor. Last week, you were also sick,” Billy suggested.


“Really, Papa, it’s okay. You don’t have to worry about anything…”


Martina intervened, “But, darling, you looked very, very ill before.”


“I know, but I’m okay now,” Fio lied again.


She may not be physically ill. But she was spiritually. She still could feel the stab of Sandro’s knife and Marco’s punch on her body. She glanced at Marco who looked slightly worried near the doorway. Marco was staring at her. 


“But, Fio…”


“Please, don’t do this to me. I’m fine. I was only talking in my sleep… that’s all!” Fio tried to convince her parents.


Martina sighed. She looked at Billy and then turned back her eyes to Fio. “Fio, at least, take a tranquilizer pill.”


“So I can sleep all day long? No way!” Fio said.


Billy grasped her shoulders. “We don’t want you to get hurt…”


I’m already hurt. Fio gazed tenderly at her father. She kissed his cheek. “Don’t worry, Papa. I’ll be fine.”


Marco finally spoke up, “She’ll be fine, Papa. I’ll look after her.”


Fio stiffened instantaneously upon hearing his chilly voice and that statement he made. It was more like a threat than an offer. But Martina and Billy smiled gratefully at their older son. Fio forced herself to smile as well.


“What time is it?” Fio asked, realizing that everyone was already properly attired.


“It’s almost noon. What time did you sleep last night, Fio?” Martina replied.


“Around one in the morning,” Fio answered, lying again.


“No wonder,” Billy commented.


“I’m going to take a shower then I’m going to…” Fio said but then pausing when Marco seemed to be paying real attention to what she was saying. She cleared her throat and then said, “I’m going to the mall.”


“With Nadia and Valentina?” Martina asked.


Fio hesitated then answered, “No. Perhaps alone.”

“Be careful there, Fio,” Marco said. Then he turned around and left the room. 

She didn’t know why, she felt threatened. She shivered at the thought that Marco was

going to follow her around. 


“You can’t go alone, honey,” Martina said.


“Will you come with me, Mama?” Fio asked immediately.


Martina smiled and nodded. “Why not?”

Rrrrrriiiiing…

The shrilling sound of the telephone pierced through the air and Shez dropped the glass of water that she was holding. The glass hit the wooden floor and it broke into pieces. Growling, she closed the water tap and dried her hands. Then she jumped to another part of the floor to avoid the wet floor that was covered with the pieces of the broken glass.

“Salma!” Shez called out.

“Shez? What’s the matter?” Sabila asked as she appeared on the doorway.

“Be careful!” Shez warned when her youngest sister was about to step inside the kitchen.

Malik and Salma appeared at the same time behind Sabila. They both were surprised to see the broken glass on the floor. 

“What happened?” Malik asked.

“The phone rang and I was surprised. I dropped the glass,” Shez explained. “Don’t you guys come in here… sharp pieces are everywhere. Malik, go pick up the phone! Sabila, you just stay out of the kitchen. Salma, help me clean this mess…”

The three younger persons automatically did what they were bidden to do. They were used to of Shez giving orders, because she was the oldest and she was in charge of everything about house chores. Her sisters and brother listened to her all the time and they knew that whatever Shez ordered them to do was also an order that came from their parents because Shez was given the special privilege to become the ‘general’ among them.

While the girls took care of the mess in the kitchen, Malik dashed to the telephone receiver in the living room to pick it up. When he arrived there, the first thing he noticed was the ringing volume of the phone had been increased from the usual level. He smiled, now knowing why Shez had been so surprised to hear the ring.

Sabila passed by and then stopped as Malik was going to pick the phone up. She asked him, “Did I raised the volume too high?” 

“You did this?” Malik asked in amusement.

“Mama told me to,” Sabila said. She winked at her brother and said, “She had been waiting for a telephone call from Papa and she told me that if there was a phone call from him, I should go tell her because she wanted to speak to him immediately. And she was always worried that she might not be able to hear the phone ring because she will be working in the kitchen all day so in order to help her I raised the phone volume so she could hear the ring clearly.”

“Nice work,” Malik mocked jokingly. Sabila laughed.

The piercing sound of the phone ring was heard again for the seventh time and Malik abruptly picked up the receiver. “Pronto?”

“Pronto? May I speak with Shehnaz, please?” a suave male voice said.

Malik was a bit stunned to hear that voice. Shez rarely received calls because she didn’t have too many friends. And when there was someone who called her, it must be from girls, never a guy… except for the few males she knew, which were all known to Malik.


“Of course,” Malik replied after a momentary pause. “From who is this?”


“I’m Massimo, Shez’s friend,” the voice answered.


Malik’s eyes widened. Shez’s boyfriend! He still remembered the two names Shez mentioned last week and he had been dying to find out if they were really Shez’s boyfriends or not. And now… his time has come!


“Just a moment. Shez is in the kitchen. Let me get her,” Malik said cheerfully.


He put down the receiver on top of the small table where the telephone was. Then he sprinted to the kitchen. Shez and Salma were almost done cleaning the floor. Malik was grinning when Shez looked up.


She asked him, “What?”


“There’s a phone call for you,” Malik said knowingly.


“Say that I’m busy, will you?” Shez said inattentively as she swept the floor with the broom.


“But it’s from Massimo,” Malik said.


And Shez became static then and there. Salma furrowed her eyebrows. She asked curiously, “Who’s Massimo?” 


“Shez’s boyfriend,” Malik answered nonchalantly.


Shez’s jaws clenched immediately and she marched to his spot. When she was there, she pinched Malik’s hand as hard as she could. Malik instantly gaped and cried out because it stung like hell!


“Don’t say that again or you’ll be sorry!” Shez hissed as she released her brother’s hand and stormed out of the kitchen.


Salma laughed at Massimo and shoved the broom Shez left on the floor into Malik’s hand. She said laughingly to him, “Gotcha, you pervert!”


“Pronto?” Shez greeted the caller.


“Hi, Shez. It’s me, Massimo,” Massimo replied.


Shez broke into a smile. “Hi, Massimo. What’s up?”


“I was just wondering, Shez, if you’d like to go out with me today,” Massimo said.


Another date? Shez’s heart leaped to her throat. She was being asked out again! “Uhm, again? Like when we were at the café?”


Massimo’s lovely chuckle filled the speaker. “Yes, like that! So, what do you say?”


Shez glanced at the clock that was hanging on the wall in front of her. It was almost one and she still had some house chores to do because her mother was not home. But she wanted to go out with Massimo. After she gave it a second thought, she decided that the chores were more important. Besides, she didn’t want Massimo to have the impression that she was giving away hopes for him.


“I don’t know,” Shez hesitated. 


“Why not?” 


“Because I still have some things to do at home and I don’t know when I will finish,” Shez answered reasonably.


“Oh, Shez,” Massimo pleaded, “Come on… I will wait for you until you finish! I’ll wait for you no matter how long it takes for you to finish it!”


Shez furrowed her eyebrows. “Why is it that you want to go out?” Shez asked.


“Because I’m bored at home. I was planning to go out with Coco and some other friends but they canceled it because they had other engagements elsewhere. We rarely saw each other this past week on campus and I’d like to see you,” Massimo answered.


Shez could feel her heart skipped a beat. It was indeed flattering… “But, Massimo, I have to do some…”


Suddenly Malik appeared from the door. He approached Shez and then snapped his fingers to get her attention. Shez’s gaze switched to him and then Malik mouthed, “Don’t worry… Salma and I are going to take care of everything! You just go!”


Shez’s eyes widened in shock at the notion that her brother had been listening to her conversation but Malik kept gesturing her to take the offer. Salma poked her head from the door behind Malik and she gave Shez two thumbs up. Sabila also showed up and she nodded eagerly. Shez wanted to tell them to go away but they were already jumping around and telling Shez, quietly of course, to go with Massimo.


“Shez?” Massimo called her name when Shez didn’t continue what she had said earlier.


“Oh! Sorry…” Shez apologized. She took one last glance at her siblings and they were grinning widely. In exasperation, finally Shez smiled and said, “Oh, alright! I’ll go with you!”


“Great!” Massimo exclaimed happily. “I’ll pick you up now!”


“No!” Shez abruptly said. There was no way she was going to let him come to her house and then let her siblings humiliate her by acting ‘abnormally’ in front of him. “I’ll just meet you at the place! Where is it?”


“Let’s meet at the shopping center!” Massimo said.


“Agreed!” Shez said. 


They talked about some more details while Malik, Salma and Sabila rushed to the kitchen to celebrate Shez’s date plans. They jumped and cheered and chanted, “Shezzy’s got a boyfriend! Shezzy’s got a boyfriend! Shezzy’s got a boyfriend!”


A few seconds later, Shez entered the kitchen with her hands on her hips and an angry expression on her face. The other three were immediately silent. Shez shot each and every one of them a killing glance. But a moment later, they all erupted into laughter and the younger three sang again.

Chapter 25


Shopping alone was never enjoyable. At least that was how Fio opinionated the matter. And she was thankful that she was shopping with her mother now. This way, she could be sure that Marco wouldn’t dare do something crazy to her…


“How about this dress, honey?” Martina asked, showing Fio a sky blue dress with final floral embroidery on the collar line.


“That’s too pale for you,” Fio commented. Smiling, she added, “Besides it doesn’t go with your hair, Mama.”


“I wasn’t talking about this clothes for me. For you!” Martina said.


“Well, in that case, I don’t like the flowers.”


“But Fioraia,” her mother said teasingly, “Your name is about flowers!”


Fio chuckled. “Whatever you say, Mama!” 


“Oh, well…” Martina replied. She replaced the dress on its original place and shrugged. 


“Shall we have lunch now?” Fio suggested.


“Why not?”


The mother and daughter left the shop and crossed the pathway to enter the small café that was across the shop. They found a seat and ordered drinks and snacks for a start. Fio started looking around, trying to find someone familiar. This café was one of the places where people from her campus liked to go to. Seeing no one, she returned her vision to the table in front of her. She looked at her mother, who was counting how many shopping bags they had, intently. But a few seconds later, her concentration broke and she ceased thinking of anything. She just thought of nothing, she felt numb.


She was really concerned with her situation right now. She was helpless. 


Sandro hated her, Marco was spying on her… they were both enemies, but she loved them both. Somehow she needed to find a way how to get out of this problem she was having but it was impossible because not everyone knew about this problem. She could have just asked Nadia but she doubted Nadia even knew about Marco and Sandro’s case. She could also ask Antonio but he would take Sandro’s side. She could ask Valentina who had many friends but she didn’t want her to get involved deeply. She could ask Marco himself but it was close to suicide. 


The thing that hurt her the most was the fact that Sandro didn’t want her at all. She knew that. He had said that there would be no “us”. They would never be together… just because of his hatred and grudge for Marco and because she was born as Marco’s sister…


“Fio!” Martina’s voice snapped her back to reality.


“Yes?” Fio asked after a moment’s stupefaction.


“You’re pale again. Are you sure you’re not sick?” Martina asked.


“Of course I’m sure,” Fio answered. More convincingly she added, “I’m fine! I was just thinking about… finding a new dress.”


“Well, we can look again after we eat lunch,” Martina said.


Fio just nodded and gave her mother a smile that she hoped looked like an eager smile. After that Martina started blabbing about making plans for another mother and daughter outing next weekend. Fio just listened helplessly, her mind kept remembering that horrifying dream. 


But a few minutes later, suddenly Martina stopped chattering and she paused. Fio, who had been attempting to focus on what her mother was saying, noticed her stillness and she wondered what was it this time. 


“Mama?” Fio asked.


Martina didn’t answer. Her eyes were gazing straight to something that was behind Fio. Fio quirked her eyebrows and turned around to see what she was seeing. But she didn’t see anything significant that she thought could make her mother became static like that. All she saw was people moving around outside the café, a waiter standing near the entrance door, some ornamental trees and…


That girl! 


Fio’s frown appeared instantly on her beautiful face. She spun abruptly to avoid seeing her. This was disaster… that girl seemed to be planning to come inside the café and she couldn’t bear the thought of seeing the face of the person who broke her favorite sunglasses. She knew it was a lame reason to dislike somebody but she did feel that way. There was something about her that she didn’t like. Perhaps it was because she knew that the girl had a loving boyfriend while she didn’t and even the guy that she liked hated her. Or maybe it was because Fio knew that the girl was “all the rage” right now, being a new star in the theatre, whereas she was the star previously.


“Fio, I can’t believe this!” Martina said excitedly. 


“Can’t believe what?” Fio replied flatly.


“I saw an old friend! I haven’t seen her for a very long time!” Martina answered. Suddenly she rose from her seat and said to Fio enthusiastically, “Honey, I will ask her to join us! You will love her!”


And the next thing Fio knew, Martina was already dashing to the door. Fio shook her head and she let her go. She had learnt a long time ago that mothers should be given tolerance for whatever they wanted to do whenever they were with their daughters. 


While her mother was outside, their drinks came. Fio reached for the large glass of orange juice that she ordered. She thanked the waiter and gave him a smile. He nodded back and left with his tray. Seeing his back, Fio thought of Antonio. Antonio also liked to nod every time he was given a smile. But, of course, Antonio’s nod was usually followed by his smile, which was just as gorgeous as Sandro’s smile…


“Stop it, Fio!” she hissed to herself. I can’t do this. I can’t keep remembering the man who hates me and my brother hates. I have to stop thinking about him.


So, she switched her thoughts to other things. All of a sudden, she remembered an assignment that Professor Laurentiis gave last week in the tutorial class. They were to read a book by one of the authors he recommended and then make short story in complete contrast to what the books said. She hadn’t done it and she mentally composed the outline for what her story should be like. But the mental composition suddenly stopped and she started to wonder if her favorite professor acted like a professor to his brothers at home. And she marveled the idea of Professor Laurentiis living in the same house as Coco, Sandro and their other brother, Alessio. Fio’s heart then fluttered remembering the story of Sandro’s childhood, being adopted and all. Her traitorous heart and sentiments gave way to pity for that man and she found herself falling in love with him all over again…


I can’t do it. I can’t forget about him. I love him. I don’t care if he wants to kill me, I just want to be with him. And I’ll die if that’s what he wants. I just love him.


“Honey! I want you to meet someone!” her mother’s voice broke her concentration.


Fio sighed. Her mother had returned. She tilted her head up to see her mother and her old friend. Then she was in awe to see her mother with the woman next to her. For all the world, the woman and her was a striking contrast. While her mother looked posh and chic with her fashionable, trendy clothes and gorgeous red hair, this woman seemed elegant and serene with her simple but stylish clothes and beautiful long brown hair. The woman was undoubtedly beautiful, just the perfect match for her mother’s beauty. And Fio found the sight of her mother’s friend very pleasing. She also seemed nice, especially because of her lovely smile. Fio liked her instantly.


“Fio, honey, please meet Adriana. She was a friend of mine in college and we were very close,” Martina introduced, “Adriana, this is my daughter, Fioraia.”


“Hello,” Adriana said.


“Nice to meet you,” Fio said.


“Call me Adriana,” she said.


“Then you should call me Fio,” Fio said as they shook hands.


“Adriana’s husband, Paolo, is also an old friend to your father. They were in the same university and they shared the same room at the dorm back then. In fact, that was how we knew each other. We were dating roommates!” Martina said.


Adriana chuckled. “Is Billy still in the politics?”


Martina and Fio looked at each other and smiled amusedly. They answered simultaneously, “More than ever!”


They laughed, talking about Fio’s father political career and conduct. Adriana said that where Billy was the ultimate politician, Paolo was the ultimate economist. 


“Adriana has a daughter who is close to your age, Fio,” Martina informed. 


“Really?” Fio asked eagerly.


“Yes. In fact, she was also shopping with Adriana here,” Martina said. “Ah, there she is! She’s a very nice girl. You might just find a friend. She goes to the same university as you do.”


Suddenly a girl appeared next to their table. Martina and Adriana greeted her with a smile. Fio turned her head to see who the girl was. And she was utterly shocked, as well as slightly appalled, to see who Adriana’s daughter was. It was her! That girl! Amanda!


Amanda’s feeling seemed to be in accord to Fio’s because the moment she saw the girl sitting in front of her mother and her old friend, she became positively livid, taken aback by the realization of who Martina’s daughter was.


And they were both thinking of the same thing… How does a lovely woman like my mother’s friend have a daughter like her?


“Fio, meet Amanda. Amanda, meet Fio,” Martina said heartily.


“Come on, girls. Don’t just stand there!” Adriana urged laughingly when none of the daughters made a move to shake hands.


Amanda reluctantly extended her hand for a shake. Fio gazed suspiciously at her for a while before she finally shook Amanda’s hand. The shake didn’t last for long, though, because just a moment afterwards, they both pulled out their hands.


“Sit down, Amanda,” Martina said.


Amanda glanced contemptuously at the vacant chair beside Fio’s. Fio was already moving her chair a bit far away so that she didn’t have to touch her when they sat next to each other. For the sake of her mother, Amanda put on an artificial smile and took a seat on that chair. The moment she sat down, both girls tried to look away to another direction. Their mothers began to talk to each other.


A waiter came to take Adriana and Amanda’s order. Adriana ordered lemonade while Amanda ordered to have orange juice. Fio, refusing to drink the same thing as Amanda, quickly made another order with the excuse that her orange juice was almost finished. She ordered lemon squash. Amanda gazed scathingly at her and Fio returned that stare similarly. Their mothers were soon became absorbed once again in their conversation, which leaves Amanda and Fio to keep acting cold towards each other and do some cursing in their hearts. 


Suddenly… “Amanda, what major do you take in university?” Martina asked.


Amanda, who had been doing absolutely nothing, gave her a surprised smile and then quickly answered, “Well, I study literature.”


“Oh, really? What literature?” Martina asked more eagerly.


“English,” Amanda answered.


“What?” Martina replied in surprise. “That’s the same as Fio!”


“I know. I’ve met her in some occasions on the campus,” Amanda explained finally, acknowledging her connection with Fio in the real-life for the first time.


“Do you meet often?” Martina asked.


“Not quite,” Fio answered before Amanda could say anything.


“Why didn’t you say so, girls?” Martina exclaimed. “You girls should be sitting on your own and talk about your own things rather than staying here and listening to our conversation!”


“It’s not necessary, Mama,” Fio said.


“What are you talking about? You should find many things to talk about… maybe about the things you learn, the books, the professors, your friends…” Martina said.


“Maybe we’re the ones who should move, Martina. The girls seem to be comfortable already with their positions,” Adriana suggested.


“A great idea!” Martina agreed. 


Fio and Amanda watched helplessly as their mothers rose from their seats and then moved to another table that was quite far from theirs. They seemed determined to leave Amanda and Fio to converse to each other, with the belief that they had many to talk about together, so that both girls didn’t have the heart to tell them that they were actually not in favor for each other. 


When they were finally alone, Amanda and Fio exchanged derisive stares at each other.


“What do you want?” Fio finally spoke up.


“I want nothing. I didn’t ask to come here in the first place and meet you,” Amanda replied.


“Then stop looking at me like that,” Fio hissed.


“You do the same first!” Amanda retorted.


“Fine!”


“Fine!”


The two of them were silent for a while but they were still looking at each other. Suddenly Martina returned. 


“Sorry, girls,” she apologized, which caused the girls to drop their cynical act to each other and gave her each a pleasant pretend smile. Martina took her purse that she left over on her previous chair. Before she left, she turned to Amanda and said, “Amanda, I heard from your mother that you’ve been having a bad time for the past week. Maybe you can talk to Fio. She’s had problems like yours before and maybe, Fio, you can help her.”


“Certainly,” Amanda answered.


“Yes, Mama,” Fio replied at the same time.


Martina smiled cheerfully and then left. The smiles were gone in an instant and the girls were back scowling each other. 


“Obviously, my mother is in favor of you!” Fio jeered.


“Of course,” Amanda replied. Then mockingly she said, “That’s because I’m not as rude as you are!”


“Rude, am I?” Fio retorted. Then she scornfully said, “At least I’m not clumsy enough to break someone’s glasses!”


“I said I was sorry!” Amanda said heatedly.


“Are you?” Fio replied sardonically.


Amanda shook her head in exasperation and told her, “Look, I don’t like being here in this situation as much as you do. And I’ve had a terrible time even before I met you, so let’s just save it. You don’t want to hear me when I’m angry!”


“Ooh, scary,” Fio mocked.


“Whatever!” Amanda replied. Then she mumbled, “Someone should plaster your mouth.”


“Right!” Fio agreed in disdain. “I’d love to have your boyfriend’s mouth plastering mine!”


Amanda became silent immediately. Her face paled in a flash and she was suddenly on the verge of tears, not because of Fio’s rudeness but because of the mention of the boyfriend she didn’t have anymore. And she knew she couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. Right at that moment, then and there, she released her pent-up sadness. Horrified with herself, Amanda immediately jumped up from her chair and ran away outside.


Fio was shocked. She felt extremely guilty now. She knew she was being rude but so was Amanda to her. However, when she saw Amanda’s tears, she knew that she had reached a point where she had hurt her feelings. But she didn’t know that she had hurt her that profoundly.


The next thing Fio knew, Adriana and Martina appeared in front of her. They seemed extremely concerned. Suddenly Fio was struck with guilt and concern that made her face became pallid straight away.


“Fio, what happened to Amanda?” Martina asked.


Adriana started to collect her purse and her shopping bags. She said hurriedly, “I know this would happen. She’s been restraining herself all morning long. I should have never suggested to do this shopping spree, knowing that she has this major problem…”


Fio rose from her seat. “No! It’s my fault!” Fio quickly said.


“Honey, what did you do?” Martina asked confusedly.


“I said something wrong and she was upset about it,” Fio explained discreetly. 


“I better go look for her. She’s been on the verge of tears for the past few days and she broke down this morning…” Adriana said.


Fio abruptly said, “No, don’t worry… I’ll go look for her. I’ll find her and bring her back to you.” And she left immediately before Adriana or Martina could say anything else to stop her.


It took Fio twenty minutes to finally find Amanda. She was sitting on a bench near at the center of the mall. When Fio came, Amanda wasn’t crying but her eyes were read, her cheeks wet and a bit grubby, and her hair slightly disarrayed. And for the first time Fio realized that Amanda’s sweater sleeves were excessively long and the size of it was overly big for someone her size. Her jeans were awfully worn out, the color blue had faded away and it was almost white. Her shoes’ fabric had torn out a bit here and there. She looked chaotic at this moment. And Fio couldn’t help feeling sorry.


Slowly, she approached Amanda, who was staring straight ahead of her. Fio sat down next to her quietly and turned her body slightly to the right so that she could face Amanda. Amanda didn’t say anything. Fio didn’t know what to do. The first thing came to her mind was to…


“Amanda,” Fio said, gently touching Amanda’s shoulder.


Amanda declined from her touch. “What do you want?” she asked tediously.


Fio gulped. She withdrew her hand from Amanda’s shoulders. “I just wanted to know if you’re all right. Your mother is extremely worried about you. She thinks it’s because of the problem that you’re having…” Fio paused to take a deep breath then she sighed heavily. She said, “I’m sorry. I’ve been acting very rude and unpleasant to you. I shouldn’t have talked to you the way I did. I’m so sorry. I’m not supposed to interfere with your personal life.”


Amanda laughed sardonically. “What personal life?”


“I shouldn’t have said what I said about your boyfriend. It was really rude,” Fio answered.


Amanda laughed tearfully and said in a choked voice, “You may plaster him all you want for all I care!”


Fio furrowed her eyebrows at the notion. “What do you mean?” she asked in bewilderment.


“I broke up with my boyfriend,” Amanda said out of the blue as if confiding in Fio.


For the third time today, Fio was taken aback. She didn’t expect Amanda to answer her question and she certainly didn’t anticipate that kind of answer. What she did know, though, that Ethan Carson and her were the talk of the whole campus when everyone found out that Ethan was dating a high school student. And when she entered the university, she was discreetly the center of attention of everyone who knew Ethan. Fio only heard by word that Ethan and her were inseparable. Since Fio didn’t belong in Ethan’s social circle, she didn’t know much about it.


“You mean you broke up with Ethan Carson?” Fio asked.


Amanda nodded. She was dropping tears again. 


“You and Ethan Carson broke up?” Fio repeated her question once more.


“Repetition of words, no matter what the word composition is, is not good, especially when you are writing something,” Amanda commented in between her tears. 


Fio half-heartedly twitched her lips into a smile. “Well, well, look who’s talking now… no longer the damsel in distress but Professor Castellini’s favorite student!”


“Professor Castellini doesn’t teach me those kind of things, Professor Laurentiis does,” Amanda corrected dryly.


Fio’s laughter rang loudly. “I didn’t think you’d notice the difference of the names of the professors!” Then she sobered up and asked her, straight faced, “So, are you really Professor Laurentiis’ favorite student?”


“I actually hugged him on Friday,” Amanda confessed all of a sudden.


“What?” Fio asked in disbelief. “You hugged my favorite professor?”


Amanda guffawed. “You too?”


“Isn’t he everyone’s favorite?” Fio replied dryly.


Amanda nodded. “He’s godly, isn’t he?” 


“I am afraid not for his brothers,” Fio replied wryly. Then she bit her tongue for giving away that information.


But to Fio’s surprise Amanda’s eyes widened in amazement and she asked her excitedly, “You know about his brothers as well? Coco? Sandro?”


Fio nodded. Only then Amanda gave her a genuine smile. And Fio found herself adoring Amanda’s smile. It was just like her mother’s but sweeter. After that, Fio reconsidered her sentiments and decided that Amanda wasn’t the jerk she thought she was before. 


And based on that judgment, Fio held out her hand for a real shake and said, “I think we need a new beginning. What do you say?”


For a moment Amanda just stared at her extended hand. She was doubtful. But then she looked in to her company’s eyes and she saw a sincere offer of friendship there. Finally, she nodded and clasped Fio’s hand in a real shake.


“So, your name is?” Fio asked.


“Amanda Fossa Maldini. At school, I use my mother’s surname Fossa. But at home, I use my father’s name Maldini,” Amanda answered. Then she asked back, “And you?”


“Fioraia Costacurta. At home and at school, I am called Fio. No other surnames… guaranteed,” Fio said.


Both girls laughed. Amanda remarked, “I wonder why I didn’t notice that Professor Laurentiis and his brothers were brothers. And they use the same surname!”


Fio replied, “I was surprised too when Sandro told me…”


“Sandro is the second one, isn’t he?” Amanda asked.


Fio hesitated. “Uhm, no.”


“The third one?”


“Yes,” Fio answered halfheartedly.


Amanda didn’t miss a beat. She knew that tone. Somehow she knew that Fio was reluctant to speak of Sandro and it was not because of an ordinary reason. She sounded like someone who was brokenhearted or disappointed… but whatever it was, it made the light in Fio’s eyes disappeared and her expression turned somber. Amanda felt a connection between the two of them that indicated that they were both sad because they were probably never going to see each of their boyfriends anymore.


And it hit her then and there! Amanda concluded that Fio must be Sandro’s girlfriend! What else could they be if not that? Fio wouldn’t be this sad and devastated at the mention of Sandro Laurentiis if she didn’t have a relationship with Sandro!


Amanda turned at Fio with that question lurking in her eyes. Could it be…?


Fio saw it and she decided to end their conversation before she started crying as well.


Fio rose from her seat and said, “Come on, Amanda. Let’s go! Your mother is waiting for you at the café. She must be worried.”


Amanda followed her cue and they both left. Amanda’s face was still somber, but this time was not because she was sad. This time she was curious.

Chapter 26


She could not believe it. She was utterly shocked. Aghast. In disgust. Whatever. But she didn’t like it. At all. She felt like sinking to beneath the surface of the earth. Not because she was embarrassed or ashamed, but because she was disgusted. Purely disgusted. And they said this was the man who was perfect in everything? 


Shez truly didn’t know because the scene that was happening in front of her was somehow revolting and she didn’t like it.


Shez had come to the place where Massimo asked her to come to for their Sunday date. It was a restaurant at the mall, on the west wing of the entire building. Shez came there and told the waiter that she was with someone, with Massimo. The waiter had understood and told her that Massimo just left a few minutes ago to the shops. Shez nodded and wondered if Massimo needed to shop for a while.


After that, the waiter said that there was already someone at the reserved table who was Massimo’s friend. The waiter then explained that Massimo and this person ordered the table together. Shez didn’t have the chance to ask who it was because suddenly that person came in front of her and greeted her. 


Much to her surprise, it was Coco! 


At first, Shez didn’t think much about it. When Coco said hi and asked how she was doing, she was absolutely detached and nonchalant despite her wish to leave as soon as possible and wait for Massimo outside. But Coco then pulled her to the reserved table and he started a conversation in which Shez didn’t volunteer to reply. After a while, Shez tried to be polite and paid attention to whatever he was saying, which was mostly about sports. And she was beginning to enjoy laughing mentally as he kept on blabbing but suddenly came this girl. She seemed to know Coco. 


Indeed she did, because the next thing Shez saw was the girl, whose name was Valeria, sat next to Coco and started kissing him! Not only that, she was moaning and groaning as she started to smooch him on the next… publicly! And Coco didn’t attempt to fix the situation. He seemed to enjoy it because he just sat there and let her eventually strip him!


And being the very soul of propriety, Shez was sickened now. Utterly, positively sickened. 


What Shez didn’t know was that Coco knew Shez was appalled. But there was nothing he could do. Valeria was already all over her. He wanted to push her away from him because he wanted to make a good impression for her. After all, Massimo was being very kind to let him tag along on this date that was supposed to be meant for Massimo and her only. He decided to make an advantage of that situation in the first place. 


And he knew he had somehow attracted her that time when he talked about soccer. She was listening attentively to him when he did. So, that meant that she was willing to pay attention to him now. 


But then Valeria came. Valeria was Coco’s current dating partner until a week he met Shez for the first time. Then Coco never gave her a call anymore. She called him, for sure, but he never replied enthusiastically anymore, not like before. He thought it was enough to make clear to her that he was no longer interested in her. But somehow, she didn’t get the message. And he was absolutely stricken with terror when he saw her coming over.


Just as he feared, she was doing things to him at this very moment. He knew she was doing this deliberately. First, to get his attention back. Second, to annoy Shez, who was the new girl she thought he was seeing. And third, perhaps to satisfy her passion. Or whatever. And whatever her reason was, he felt like assassinating her on spot, then and there.


Shez’s eyes widened as Valeria’s hand slipped naughtily inside Coco’s shirt. Coco himself just sat there, static and unmoving, as Valeria started to caress his back. Shez decided that it was enough. She turned her head to the side and she really felt like vomiting. She didn’t care if she had to do it right there but she was most sure that she was going to vomit. 


Suddenly…


Coco tilted his head to the side as Valeria was nibbling his ears with her teeth. Coco stared straight into Shez’s eyes and there was a plead there…


Help me!


Shez stared back at him. Like how?


Help me!

Shez shrugged and looked at him as if she was saying I can’t. She’s all over you.

Coco sighed in defeat.


But then again, Shez thought, she really did loathe this girl. Shez began to wonder if she would strip off her clothes in front of Coco and make love to him then and there in the café, where everyone was seeing them. God, she really didn’t want that to happen. She had to get rid of her. Even if it meant she had to take Coco’s side this time. 


“Excuse me,” Shez finally said to Valeria.


Thank God, Coco said in his heart.


Valeria stopped kissing Coco and stared at Shez as if she were mentally retarded. Shez raised one of her eyebrows and regarded Valeria with a mocking look. Hey, I’m not that bad an actress, Shez thought, judging her own mocking expression.


“What?” Valeria asked rudely.


“You’re really making a scene here, by kissing him. You don’t want his girlfriend to be angry, do you?” Shez answered nonchalantly. She swore to God she didn’t know where she got the courage to speak or act like that.


Valeria narrowed her eyes and shot Shez a killing glance. “What do you care about?”


“Of course I care. His girlfriend is my friend,” Shez answered confidently.


Valeria laughed. Her laugh sounded very irritating. It was high pitched but her actual voice was like a… duck. It wasn’t the kind of voice a music producer would want to hear. 


“Are you joking? Who are you kidding? Coco doesn’t have a girlfriend. The closest thing he could call a girlfriend is me!” Valeria boasted. 


Shez shook her head. “Of course not,” Shez said. “Apparently you don’t know him as well as I do. He’s got a new girlfriend. Isn’t that right, Coco?”


Play along, Coco. She’s on your side! Coco smiled at her charade and replied, “Yes, of course. She’s right here as well. And I hope she didn’t see you, Val.”


Valeria frowned. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. She said challengingly to Shez, “Oh yeah? Where is she?”


Shez almost panicked. She didn’t know what to do next. But then… she suddenly got an idea. She smiled very sweetly to Coco and then said to Valeria, “If you would wait here for a while, I’d take her here to see you. She’s in the bathroom. Then you can get it all from her, Val.” Then Shez laughed as if she was scorning Valeria. “Oh boy, I’d love to see her give you the cut, Val.”


Shez then rose from her seat and strolled casually to the toilet… to get whoever was possible to become Coco’s pretend girlfriend. Once she was already in front of the bathroom, she dashed inside and almost slammed the door. She calmed herself down for a while and tried to catch her breath. She really didn’t know why she had the crazy idea to play that little scam on Valeria. But it was too late to go back now. She was already in this farce. Now, she had to look for Coco’s girlfriend.


There was no one in the toilet. Shez sighed. Now she had to wait until someone came. Only then she could she ask for that person, whoever she was, to be Coco’s girlfriend. 


Suddenly the door to one of the lavatories burst open. Shez gasped and so did the person who came out from it.


“Oh God!” Shez said, surprised.


“Sorry,” she said apologetically. “Did I surprise you?” 


“Yes,” Shez answered.


The girl who just came out from the lavatory smiled at her. Shez smiled back. The girl went to the washbasin to wash her hands. Meanwhile, Shez found herself staring intently at that girl. Shez observed her carefully. 

She wasn’t that bad. She was not much taller than Shez. She was probably five centimeters taller but that was all. She was distinctively tan. Perhaps she was more Latin than Italian. Her hair was not that long, only shoulder-length. She was wearing a pair of worn out jeans and a long-sleeved shirt with a pair of sneakers. She looked very plain. But she was about Shez’s age. She might just be the one…

“Is something wrong?” she asked her all of a sudden.

Shez gasped again. She didn’t expect the girl to greet her again. “Oh, no!” Shez replied.

“Well, you look blank for a while there… are you sure you’re okay? Not sick or anything?” 

Shez lifted her head and looked into the girl’s eyes and impulsively, she grabbed the girl’s arms. Fiercely she said to her, “You have to help me!”

“Who is she, Coco? I want an explanation!” Valeria asked angrily.


Coco raised the glass of water to his lips and took a sip. After he was done, he calmly put the glass back on top of the table and wiped his mouth. Then he crossed his arms in front of his chest and turned around to look at Valeria. He was tired of hearing her and he decided that it was time to end it once and for all. Who needed her anyway? She was nothing but an airhead. Compared to Shez, Valeria was like an elementary school student in a 23-year-old woman’s body.


“Valeria, please, I told you, Shez is a friend and her friend is my new girlfriend,” Coco answered.


“You don’t have a girlfriend! You can’t have a girlfriend! You are indecisive!” Valeria blurted out.


Coco’s jaws tightened. He hissed to her, “Listen, if you don’t like it, then you can go!”


“Coco!” called a girl’s voice.


Coco froze at the voice. It was a voice too familiar to be true. He was afraid to look at whom Shez had brought to become his girlfriend. It couldn’t be…


“Terry?!” 


Shez and Terry both grinned widely. Shez pushed Terry forward. “Here! I told you I was going to bring her back!”


Terry shrugged and smiled. “Sorry,” Terry said. She leaned forward and kissed Coco’s cheeks. “Did you miss me?”


“I missed you alright,” Coco replied, claiming Terry’s lips immediately in a mind-drugging kiss. Terry didn’t seem to mind the kiss.


Shez wanted to laugh seeing Coco and Terry. They really did look cute together. She was lucky to find Terry. 


After the kiss, Coco pulled Terry to sit next to him. Valeria was forced to move out of the chair. She was very, very angry. She was frowning but couldn’t quite say anything.


“Who’s she?” Terry asked deliberately, trying to piss her off.


“No one,” Coco answered nonchalantly, encircling Terry’s shoulders with his long arm.


Shez took a seat in front of the two of them. She smiled sweetly at Valeria and said, “Bye, Val. Nice meeting you.”


Valeria groaned in disgust and then walked away in anger. She walked straight to the exit door and left the restaurant. Shez, Coco and Terry burst out laughing.


“Shez, I worship you!” Coco said to Shez after the laughing subsided.


Shez lifted her shoulders and replied, “Whatever.”


“It was a good thing that she found me,” Terry said. She smiled to her new friend, “Shez, I have to hand it to you, my friend, you really have guts!”


“No, no, I have to hand it to you! You were actually willing to do this little charade,” Shez replied humbly.


“But Terry is right, Shez. You were magnificent. I didn’t know you would pose that idea. I mean, the girlfriend thing and all,” Coco complimented. 


“But the main star is Terry,” Shez tried to deny.


“You are in denial!” Terry joked. 


“Well, the point is, the two of you girls are great. I love you both!” Coco said, lifting his glass in salutation for the two girls. And you’re going to love me too, Shez.


Terry smiled. Then she asked curiously, “Hey, how did you two know each other? I didn’t know that Shez was your friend, Coco, until she told me in the bathroom…”


Coco and Shez looked at each other and both cleared their throats. Shez looked away and Coco bent his head. Then Coco started to whistle and Shez fidgeted. Terry was more than confused.


“Guys, what is it?” Terry asked.


“Uhm, Terry, how did you know him?” Shez asked abruptly.


Terry lightly answered, “He’s the brother of Alessio, my boss.” Then she realized what she was saying and quickly changed it, “I mean, my employer. Or whatever.”


Shez’s eyes widened. She was surprised. “His brother is your boss?” she asked in disbelief.


“Actually, you see… my father works for his brother and I help my father so… that makes me work for him too,” Terry explained.


“I am so sorry,” Shez said in panic, “If I had known, I wouldn’t have asked you to get involved in this thing with your employer’s brother…”


“Shez, calm down,” Terry said laughingly, “Coco is my friend. Don’t worry. That’s why I am surprised to know that you know him. I didn’t know that Coco had you as a friend.” She laughed and jokingly added, “You’re too nice a girl to become his friend.”


You got that right. Shez gave Terry an agreeing smile. Coco saw that smiled and he made face. Shez frowned at him. Coco smiled full of satisfaction seeing her frown.


“So, how did you meet?” Terry insisted.


“We met in campus a few weeks ago. We have the same major,” Coco explained. With a more discreet, jealous tone, he added, “Besides, she’s my friend’s girlfriend.”


Shez shot him a killing glance. “I am not Massimo’s girlfriend.”


“Yeah, right,” Coco replied mockingly, although he was jealous.


“Massimo Ambrosini?” Terry asked.


“You know him?” Shez asked.


“Do I know him? He’s my friend too,” Terry answered.


“Oh!” Shez exclaimed, amazed and dazzled at the same time. 


“They used to meet here for Alessio’s race,” Coco provided the next information.


“Speak of the devil, where is he?” Terry asked.


“He’s going to be late. He has to attend this family gathering first. You know Massimo. His family is like that,” Coco answered lightly and amusedly.


Terry giggled. She replied, “He’s not Massimo if he’s not an Ambrosini.”


Coco’s mobile phone rang and buzzed at the same time. Coco snatched it from the table and opened the receiver. He twirled his body around and spoke discreetly to whoever was on the phone. He nodded a few times and stole a glance for a few times at Shez and then Terry. The two girls were involved in a small talk about Terry and Coco’s mutual friends. A few minutes later, Coco finished his conversation and then sighed.


“What is it? I don’t like the sound of your sigh,” Terry said. Jokingly, she remarked, “I never like it if any of the Laurentiis brothers sigh.”


Shez chuckled hearing that comment. Coco narrowed his eyes and made face. He stuck out his tongue to Terry. “What’s wrong with the way we sigh?” he asked then.


“It means trouble. Problem. Chaos,” Terry said.


“Don’t listen to her, Shez,” Coco said. “There’s nothing wrong with the way we sigh.”


“I think I have to agree with her. I’ve heard Professor Laurentiis sigh a few times and every time he does, the next thing the students know he was giving away difficult assignments,” Shez said.


“But I thought every assignment that Pippo gives is the proof of his love for his students,” Coco said dryly.


“He’s jealous of his brother,” Terry said. “No, let me correct that, brothers. He’s jealous of his brothers.”


“Why should I?” Coco asked.


“Because for one thing, they all have steady girlfriends and you don’t,” Terry answered.


“Ters, if my brother Alessio does not love you that much as his mechanic and his personal gofer, I would have you hanged on the tree house of our house in Naples,” Coco joked.


Terry and Coco laughed together. Shez stared at Coco and started to observe him. Somehow, today, he wasn’t the smart ass she thought he was. At least, he didn’t act the way he did when he visited her on the table in La Primavera last week. Of course, he was perhaps never a real smart ass. Shez realized that her own blind judgment had made her think that way of him. But, still, she didn’t like his being indecisive so that he didn’t have a girlfriend. If he could just make up his mind, he could have a girlfriend and Shez knew that despite some girls who were acting jerky, like Valeria, there were other girls that he knew who were nice. Like Terry, for example.


“Shez, are you okay?” Terry’s voice returned her back from her thoughts.


“Oh, yes,” Shez replied, snapping to reality.


“You look so sweet when you do that, Shez. That daydreaming look of yours,” Coco teased.


Shez frowned. Here comes the smart ass… at last. Finally! Go on, Coco, keep on it… maybe I should really shove my shoe on his mouth. Why ever did I help him?


“And I also like it when you frown,” Coco teased. He winked. “But I most definitely prefer your smile.” And then he smiled. 


Damn him and his smile! “Whatever, Coco. Whatever,” Shez replied, turning her body to the side so she didn’t have to face him and started praying for Massimo to come soon.


“Shez, I know right now that you must be praying for Massimo to come and rescue you from me, like the last time we met in the café, but I have to tell you this. He’s not coming until an hour more. He’s still at his parents’ house. The party’s not over yet,” Coco said.


That was the last blow Shez could stand from him. She frowned at him and shot him a chastising look. She grabbed her bag and started to rise from her seat but Terry held her hand tightly, disabling her to move.


“Shez,” Terry said calmly, “He’s just joking with you. Better yet, he’s flirting with you. Sit down. There’s nothing to worry about.”


“I don’t need his jokes or his flirting,” Shez said determinedly.


Coco leaned back on his chair, enjoying Shez’s exasperation. “Listen to her, Shez,” Coco said.


“I hate you, Coco,” Shez said.


“Hate is the same thing as love,” Coco replied.


“Oh, so now you are a love professor?” Shez retorted cynically.


Terry laughed in amusement. “Really now, you two, you make the perfect couple. Usually two people who fights in the beginning become great friends or lovers in the end,” Terry commented.


“Not in this case,” Shez said.


Terry pulled her to sit down. Shez sat down next to her. Terry said to Shez, “Shez, it’s okay. Coco is always like that. Never pay attention to him. Trust me, I’ve known him for two years and he’s treated me like that since the beginning of his first phone call to me. And now, we’re great friends!”


Coco leaned forward to Shez. He smiled boyishly and said, “Forgive me?”


“In your dreams!” Shez replied.


“Please? Pretty please?” he asked, pouting sweetly.


Shez turned her head away.


“Shez, please?” Coco begged, whining.


Shez didn’t say a word in response. 


“Whatever. I like you anyway,” Coco said, back to his joking mood.


And to Shez surprise, he rose a bit from his chair to move forward more and then, he planted a swift kiss on her cheeks that left Shez blushing instantly. 


Terry smiled, snapped her fingers and exclaimed, “Now, that’s more like it!”


Coco grinned, Shez didn’t dare to look at him and Terry was laughing.


Suddenly, all the televisions that existed in the restaurant were turned on. Everyone stopped talking and paid attention. The bartender from his spot behind the bar announced, “The race is about to start!”


Everyone cheered. Coco and Terry’s faces brightened in delight. They clapped their hands along with the other visitors in the restaurant.


“What race?” Shez asked Terry.


“The Formula 1 race,” Terry answered.


“You like F1?” Shez asked.


“Please! Terry? Not liking F1? I’m dead, then,” Coco said.


Terry smiled and explained to Shez, “I’m a car mechanic, Shez, like my father. I work for Alessio, Coco’s brother, who is a racer.”


Shez’s eyes widened. She was flabbergasted. “What? Coco’s brother is a racer?”


“Do you know him?” Terry asked. “He doesn’t go by the name Laurentiis, like Coco and his other brothers, Sandro and Pippo. His name is…”


“And now we see Alessio Danizetti on the screen, getting his car warmed up for the warm-up lap. He is Ferrari’s hope to win the title this year. Danizetti has won seven of thirteen races so far. And he is the only racer in the championship who has never been absent even for just once! He is either the champion, the runner-up or the third winner…” the TV commentary said.


“Alessio Danizetti,” Shez finished Terry’s sentence.


“You know him?” Terry concluded rhetorically.


“Of course. Who doesn’t? My father watches him since the year he debuted,” Shez answered.


A vivid smile appeared on Terry’s lips. Shez and Terry then returned their attention to the TV screen.


The camera was showing the situation in Ferrari’s pit. It focused on Terry’s father. Coco nudged Terry and said, “Hey, your father is quite cameragenic!”


Terry smiled proudly. “Of course he is!”


“This is the man Danizetti and Ferrari owe… Giuseppe De Rossi. De Rossi is the team’s main mechanic and he has done a lot of changes in the construction of their machine in the last two years to make it more efficient and effective in the race,” the first commentator said.


The second commentator replied as the scene changed. The camera now showed a very lovely woman, who was none other than Laura. Terry’s face expression changed in an instant and Shez noticed the change. Terry’s eyes were burning and Shez knew immediately that she was jealous. Could it be…


“Now, Laura Andretti… famous model from Italy and a daughter of one of Italy’s most respectful families, just as Danizetti’s family is. She is here for Danizetti, no doubt. Let’s just see if her presence can make him win this important race that should give us a picture of who might be the champion for this season after the race is over!”

“Laura hasn’t changed one bit,” Coco commented.


“Yes, she has. She’s more beautiful,” Terry said as if she was a big fan of hers.


But Shez knew better than that. 


The camera presented Alessio once again and this time Terry’s expression altered. She smiled brightly and gazed tenderly at the image on the screen. Shez knew exactly then and there that Terry had feelings for him.


“Go, Alessio!” Coco said.


The cars came into position and they soon did the warm-up lap. Alessio drove smoothly and led the other cars in the lap. Behind him was another red car that could only mean Ferrari. It was D’Amico’s car, no doubt. The two Ferraris completed their warm-up the earliest and both cars repositioned themselves. It turned out to be that D’Amico’s car was next to Alessio’s.


“Hey, D’Amico has the second start position!” Terry exclaimed.


“Who’s D’Amico?” Shez asked.


Coco answered, “Alessio’s sidekick in Ferrari.”


Shez nodded in understanding. “Andrea D’Amico?”


“You know?” Terry asked.


“He’s the cuter one in Ferrari. Yes, I know,” Shez answered.


“Whatever,” Coco replied dryly.


All the other cars were lined up behind the two Ferraris and the race was about to begin as the red light was already on. A few seconds later, it changed into a yellow light and finally a green. There were white gases everywhere and Alessio’s car dashed forward in the speed of lightning. D’Amico’s start was a bit late but it was certainly deliberate because he was holding two other cars behind him, one McLaren and one Jordan. Meanwhile, Alessio was already way ahead.


Terry said proudly, “That’s it. He wins it.”


“How do you know?” Coco and Shez asked.


“Just see. If Alessio starts early, way ahead of everyone, he wins it. His start is his key,” Terry answered.


“Really? Is it the strategy?” Shez asked again.


“Yes,” Terry answered confidently.


“Who is the strategy master in Ferrari anyway?” Coco asked.


“I can’t tell you that. Confidential,” Terry answered. “But I can tell you this, the whole start key thing, that’s Alessio’s idea. And that’s how he wins it.”


An hour later, Massimo finally arrived. He was wearing a very formal suit, which seemed inappropriate for a casual outing. His hair was very neatly combed and it was as shiny as his polished leather shoes. 


Coco and Terry had seen him coming but Shez’s attention was strictly on the TV screen that was showing the thirty fifth lap of the race in which Alessio was leading ten seconds ahead of the second racer, D’Amico. D’Amico had been driving calmly and wasn’t pushing to get nearer to Alessio. The reason was not only because he had already got the second position but also because his original task was to hold back the McLaren cars behind. 


Massimo smiled at his two friends as he walked slowly behind Shez. He crept to her quietly until he finally reached her. When he was finally there, he placed his hands over her eyes and closed her eyes. In the speed of lightning, he pressed a kiss on Shez’s cheek. Shez gasped in surprise.


Massimo whispered in her ears, “Hello.”


Shez’s stricken gaze broke into a smile of relief. She pulled Massimo’s hands down and then pulled him forward so their cheeks met. Massimo smiled and pressed another kiss on her cheeks. 


“Finally, you’re here. You’re late,” Shez told him.


“I know. I am so sorry, Shez. My parents wanted me to stay until I meet all of my relatives,” Massimo said. Then he glanced at Coco and Terry, “I hope Coco and Terry had been good companies for you.”


“It’s been emotional, Massimo, very emotional,” Coco said dryly, referring to what happened with Valeria before. But it was also because he was starting to get jealous with Massimo. His eyes were gazing at Shez and there was a stabbing look there that made Shez feel uneasy.


Terry chuckled. She grinned and said, “Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.”


“What? Why?” Massimo asked.


“Nothing,” Shez abruptly said. She wanted to avoid Coco as soon as possible.


Massimo released Shez and then went to sit next to her. He smiled again at Terry and asked, “I didn’t expect you to be here, Shez. I didn’t know Coco was going to take you as his date.”


“I’m not,” Terry said. “I met him here with Shez and then joined them.”


“I can see you are watching the race,” Massimo said. “How’s Ferrari doing?”


“Good. Very, very good,” Terry answered, shifting her gaze to the television set once again. It was the thirty sixth lap now and Alessio was still leading ten seconds ahead.

Massimo and Shez looked at each other and smiled. Then Massimo encircled Shez’s shoulders with his arm. Massimo was about to suggest to Shez that they order something but Shez had already opened her mouth to say, “Massimo, why don’t we get our own table?” 

Shez began to feel very, very perturbed because once again Coco’s eyes were at her, looking at her intently.

“But why?” Massimo asked. “What about Coco and Terry?”

“But, I, ah…” Shez said, trying to find a reason, “I… want to be together with you only.” That last sentence was said quietly so that Coco and Terry couldn’t hear it. But Coco did and his jaws hardened in an instant. 

“Well, if that’s what you want… why not?” Massimo replied. He smiled at Shez and nodded. “Okay, let’s move.” 

“You’re leaving?” Terry asked in disappointment.

“Of course they are,” Coco answered coldly. His eyes were looking straight into Shez’s eyes. He told Terry, “It seems that our presence here disturbs the intimacy that they were planning to have in the first place. But because we’re the guests here, I think we’re the ones who should move.” He began to rose from his seat and picked up his jacket that was hung over the chair. He turned to Massimo and Shez and said, “Don’t worry. We’re leaving.”

Terry nodded in agreement. She followed Coco, rising from her seat and smiled at the couple. “Ciao, guys. Have a good time.”

“Thanks, guys. I appreciate this,” Massimo said.

“You’re perfectly welcome, my friend,” Coco replied.

Terry waved her hand at Shez and then walked to another table at the other side of the restaurant. Coco glanced at Shez for one second before he finally moved to another chair and his cold glance pierced through Shez’s heart. She knew what he meant by that. She knew he wanted her and that he was jealous. But she wasn’t flattered. She was concerned. Coco was not the type of guy she wanted to get involved with and she was keeping it that way.

After Terry and Coco were seated elsewhere, Terry didn’t give Coco a chance to relax and calm himself down just a bit. She leaned forward, arms folded in front of the chest and raised her eyebrows inquiringly. It took him a while to understand the meaning of her gesture.

“Oh, no! Don’t give me that kind of look, Terry,” Coco said.

“Well, you have to answer my question if you don’t want me looking like this,” Terry replied.

“Shoot,” Coco replied with a gusty sigh.

“Do you love her?” she fired away.

“Who?”

“Shez.”

“I don’t know.”

“You look like you do.”

“Oh, do I?” Coco replied, grabbing the pepper bottle and spun it around. 

“Yes, you do. You can’t fool me. I can spot a stain in the smallest device inside Alessio’s car in the deepest part of the engine. Surely something more obvious like the look you have in your eyes wouldn’t escape my eyes,” Terry said, taking the salt bottle.

Coco snorted. “What an awful comparison!” 

Terry smiled. “So, do you?”

Coco glanced backwards, to the place where Shez and Massimo were seating. The couple was talking to each other enthusiastically. Coco sighed. “Maybe I do.”

Terry exclaimed triumphantly, “See, I told you I knew!”

Coco sighed. He bent down his head. A sprinkle of pepper got into his nose and he sneezed twice. Terry chuckled. When Coco lifted his head, his nose was red. He put the pepper away and held his nose. 

“This must be the most unfortunate day of my life,” he whined.

Terry smiled sideways. “Don’t worry, Coco, you will have worse days than this…”

“Yeah, right!”

“No, I mean it.” 

Coco narrowed his eyes on her and asked, “Why?”

“Because you will have to do some tough chasing,” Terry replied with her eyes on Shez, whose cheek had just been kissed by Massimo.

Chapter 27


Alessio glanced at the trophy he had just won from the race. He reached the first place effortlessly, thanks to his own brilliance at the start of the race and the excellent cooperation from his sidekick, D’Amico. But somehow, he was not pleased with all that. He just felt nothing… no excitement. Nothing. Just plain bleak.


“Alessio,” called a familiar voice from behind him.


Alessio looked up and saw Beppe’s face in front of him.


“Why are you here?” that chief mechanic of his asked as he walked forward, closer to Alessio’s seat.


“Because I want to,” Alessio answered flatly.


“Everyone is partying outside. Don’t you want to join them?” Beppe asked, taking a seat in front of the racer.


“No. I don’t feel like doing anything at the moment,” Alessio answered.


Beppe sighed. “I’d rather see you act like a smart ass jock than have you being quiet all day long and say nothing and looking somber. What is the matter?” he asked pointedly.


“Nothing,” Alessio answered again.


“Nothing? An Alessio Laurentiis say ‘nothing’?” Beppe asked mockingly.


“Listen, Beppe, I am not in a mood to talk about anything. I just need some peace,” Alessio said. “I’m tired, that’s all.”


Beppe shrugged evasively. “Whatever you wish, Les,” he said.


A lazy smile swept across his face for a while. He replied, “It’s been a long time since you or anyone called me Les. Only my father did… and that was two years ago.”


Beppe gave a little smile. He rose from his seat and said to him with a pat on the shoulder, “Take my advice… forget about her.” And the next second, he was already out of the room.


Alessio thought about it. Maybe I should. Maybe I really should. But how? She’s the only thing I have. 


Sighing, Alessio reached the phone that was next to his chair. He picked up the receiver and dialed the operator’s number. He spoke in his fluent German to the operator in the hotel that he wished to be connected to Italy immediately. The lovely operator’s voice asked which number he wished to contact and Alessio gave her Pippo’s apartment number. It took a while before he was finally though to Rome. 


“Pronto?” a woman’s voice asked from across the line.


Alessio was startled. He didn’t expect a woman to be answering Pippo’s phone. But a moment later, he realized that she must be Stefania.


“Stefania?” Alessio asked.


“Alessio!” Stefania exclaimed in earnest happy, “Congratulations! Pippo and I had been watching you and when you made that start, we were so excited. Pippo expected you to make a mistake in the last laps that would cause you not to win and he was so nervous I had to calm him down. But I knew you were going to win all the way! Complimenti!”


Alessio smiled. “Thanks, Stefania. Is my brother there somewhere?


“Just a moment,” Stefania answered. She placed the receiver on the table and Alessio could hear her calling for Pippo. 


A few seconds later, Pippo’s voice was heard through the phone, “Yes?”


“How could you not believe your own brother?” Alessio shot.


Pippo chuckled. “She told you about my little expectation, didn’t she?”


“Damn right she did. But I won anyway, so your expectation doesn’t count.”


“Why did you call me? You want to boast?” Pippo teased.


“A little congratulation would help, brother,” Alessio replied.


“Oh fine… congratulations! You made one hell of a start there.”


“Yeah, well…” Alessio said, “That’s what I’m good at. However, I do have an important reason to call you. A very, very crucial reason…”


“I don’t like that word…”


“Well, you’re not going to like it either.”


“Just spit it out.”


“Can I have a day off tomorrow and not go to the office?” Alessio asked rapidly.


There was a momentary silence. Alessio knew Pippo was trying to comprehend what he just said. A moment later, came the expected reply, “No.”


“Oh, come on,” Alessio said, “I’ve been training, racing and…”


“Playing in bed?” Pippo asked amusedly, suddenly having the urge to tease his brother.


“Yes,” Alessio answered absentmindedly, “Come on, Pip, I really need a break! I’ve been good all week long, haven’t I? I have kept you updated with the information about the investigation. I really, really do need a break now.”


Pippo sighed. “Oh, whatever you say, Les, whatever you say…”


Alessio was a bit stunned. He then chuckled. “That is the second time today that someone calls me Les.”


“That was your nickname, remember?”


“But lately people have been inclined to call me Al, instead of Les,” Alessio reasoned.


“Never mind,” Pippo replied. “So, one day break. That’s all I’m giving you. If you don’t show up at the office on Tuesday…”


“You will fire everyone on sight again,” Alessio remarked jokingly, reminding Pippo of his last threat to get him into the office. Pippo’s low chuckle was heard and Alessio smiled. His brother must be feeling extremely pleasant because of the presence of Stefania. He replied, “Well, I might as well be off to celebrate now. Thanks for everything.”


“You’re very welcome. And, congratulations, Les,” Pippo said.


“Ciao.”


Alessio put down the receiver. At the same time, the door was opened slowly. Alessio turned his head to see who came. It was Laura. She was still wearing the Ferrari team jacket that she had been asked to wear before the game. It looked good on her. But she was already unzipping the jacket, which made Alessio feel a bit uneasy.


“Where have you been?” Alessio asked.


“Waiting for you outside,” Laura answered.


Alessio nodded. Laura finally managed to shrug off the red colored jacket. She handed the jacket back to Alessio. “Here, I don’t want to ruin this,” she said.


“No, you keep it,” Alessio said, pulling his hand away from the jacket.


“I don’t want it,” Laura said rigidly.


Alessio felt as if she had said that she didn’t want him instead of the jacket. He cleared his throat and looked into her eyes. He saw something strange inside her eyes. It was as if she was about to… go away.


“Don’t want the jacket or don’t want me?” Alessio calmly said. He had said it casually but his heart was raging.


Laura lifted her head all of a sudden. She was obviously surprised. But she kept her composure. With her beautiful eyes looking straight into his, she said, “Both.”


Ten minutes later, Laura walked out of the room and marched to the bellboy who had been keeping an eye on her suitcase. She tipped him and then went straight to the elevator without saying anything else to the short, scrawny man in the hotel uniform. She pressed the button for the lobby. 


Once she was in the lobby, she walked straight to the reception desk and checked out and paid the bills for her room. The process of payment didn’t take more than 15 minutes. Laura said thank you and smiled a little to the rather handsome receptionist. She then walked towards the door. 


A black Opel had already been waiting for her outside. A tall man with tan skin, a muscular built, dark hair and expensive suit came out of it. Laura dropped her suitcase and ran to the man’s open embrace. They kissed passionately, causing some people to stop and watch in awe. The man then swept her off her feet and carried her to the front passenger’s seat and dropped her there laughingly. He snatched her heavy suitcase as if it weighed nothing and placed it inside the baggage trunk. Finally, he entered the car and sat on the driver’s seat and drove away from in front of the lobby entrance.


Watching all that happened in front of the entrance, Beppe could only sigh and feel pity for the brokenhearted man upstairs.


“Papa!” Terry exclaimed happily when she saw her father’s figure at the exit of the arrival hall.


“Victoria!” Beppe exclaimed. His tone wasn’t as pleasant as his daughter’s was. “What are you doing here?”


“Victoria? What am I doing here? My name is Terry and I am picking you up, of course!” Terry replied.


Beppe laughed. He hugged the only member of his family that he had left in this world. He kissed her cheek and replied, “Sorry, but I didn’t know you were going to come and pick me up. You are supposed to be in the dorm!”


“I know. I escaped,” Terry answered dismissively.


Coco appeared behind Terry. “Nice to meet you again, Mr. De Rossi!”


Beppe shifted his gaze to the tall man behind her daughter. “Ah, Coco! You are here to pick up your brother?”


Coco and Terry were taken aback. “He’s here too?” Coco asked.


“Didn’t you know?” Beppe replied.


“I thought he was coming back tomorrow,” Terry said.


The original plan had been that Beppe went home one day before the others because he had some things to take care in Rome immediately. Besides, he missed his daughter badly. But the racers, as well as the cars, were not supposed to return until Monday.


“Alessio changed his mind. He decided not to join the celebration with D’Amico and everyone else in Germany. He wanted to go home soon and return to office immediately,” Beppe explained.


Coco blinked at that. He just couldn’t believe his ears. Meanwhile, Terry caught something else in her father’s tone. There was something wrong. Beppe’s voice was different. There must be something wrong with Alessio.


Just as Terry was about to ask what really happened, Alessio appeared behind Beppe. He was dragging his suitcase and he walked with his head down. Terry noticed how he was slumping and correctly guessed that he had a serious problem. Coco also came to the same conclusion but he decided not to comment on it.


“Hey, brother! Nice to see you home so quickly!” Coco exclaimed in his usual cheerful expression.


“Coco?” Alessio asked, rather surprised. He lifted his head and his sour face broke into a delighted smile. “What the hell are you doing here?”


“Well, it’s my sixth sense that told me that you were coming home early and I decided to save your money from taking a taxi and pick you up instead,” Coco said jokingly.


“No, he lied,” Terry provided the truth, “I met him in the café and we decided to hang out together until very late. I remembered that I had to fetch my dad here and since I don’t have any transport, I decided to make good use of your brother.”


Alessio grinned. Terry’s heart almost melted seeing that funny grin. He did look very sweet when he smiled. He said, “Good, good… Coco should be used all the time. He comes in handy no matter what the situation is.”


Beppe smiled hearing the jokes between the two brothers and his own daughter. He always considered Alessio as the son he never had. Therefore, Alessio’s brothers were also like family to him. At least, Terry could feel a little bit of brotherly affection from them.


“No, seriously, Al,” Terry said, “I did ask him to accompany me to pick my dad. I hope you don’t mind. And now that you turn out to be here as well, Coco can drop you off home.”


“I knew I can count on you, Ters,” Alessio said rather sadly, as if he wanted to cry.


“Shall we?” Coco asked.


“Yep!” Alessio said. Then he grinned devilishly and said, “Hey, Co, bring my suitcase, will you? Thanks! And be careful not to scratch it, boy.”


Coco grumbled but then he grinned and grabbed his brother’s suitcase anyway. At the same time, his other hand grabbed Beppe’s suitcase and he led the way to the car. Terry ran after Coco while his father and Alessio walked side by side not far behind them.


“Coco,” Terry whispered. “Did you notice…”


“Alessio?” he replied quietly.


“Yes,” Terry answered.


“I’ll find out.”

Chapter 28


“Morning, Gloria,” Pippo greeted his secretary as he strolled inside the office.


“Good morning, sir,” Gloria answered. 


“Any phone calls yet for me?” Pippo asked.


“Yes. There were three calls for you. The first one was from your brother Francesco. The second was from your other brother Alessandro. And finally the last one was from your father in Naples. They were all looking for you to tell about an urgent news,” Gloria answered.


Pippo’s eyebrows quirked, intensifying his already serious face. All of the phone calls were from his family members. What could be wrong? Considering that the people who had made the phone calls were his brothers and his father, not his mother, he assumed that it was no light matter.


Pippo realized the stiffness on his face and relaxed a bit and gave Gloria a faint smile before entering his working quarters. Once he was inside, he closed the door and marched to the door. He immediately sat down to settle in with today’s duties. But he decided to return those calls first. 


Just as he was about to pick up the telephone, the connecting door to his brother’s office was opened and his very own second brother appeared from it. Pippo could just die from shock. He had never been more surprised in his whole entire life. What was he doing there this early?


“Alessio! Is that really you?” Pippo asked in disbelief.


Alessio scowled at him and said, “I didn’t know that at the age of thirty something you could already lose your eyesight. I have a friend who is a good eye doctor in Milan, Pip, and maybe you should pay him a visit.”


Pippo rose from his seat. “This is your day off,” Pippo said. He was nonplussed.


Alessio crossed the distance from the door to his brother’s desk. He settled down on the chair in front of Pippo’s desk. Nonchalantly he crossed his leg over the other and leaned back. He informed, “Paola will be here soon with the coffee and croissant, that’s if you haven’t eaten breakfast already.”


Pippo returned back to his seat. “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.


“I decided not to take that day off I asked you to grant me yesterday,” Alessio explained, “I don’t feel like it anymore. I just wanted to get back to Rome and work already. Next week, I’m going to have to leave the office again for the next race, so I might as well clear most of the work this week.”


It was hard to believe that Alessio was sounding very reasonable right now. Pippo couldn’t get over his astonishment for a while and he was speechless. Just like Alessio had said, Paola came with coffee – black with one sugar only for Pippo and cappuccino for Alessio – and croissants. She greeted Pippo as she placed the food on the desk. Then she excused herself and left. Alessio reached for his cappuccino and drank. Pippo was still too stunned to say anything.


“Come on, Pip, quit acting like a fool. We need to get serious here,” Alessio said.


“Since when do you like to be serious?” Pippo asked.


“Since I found out that the person who we placed in a position of trust is cheating behind our back, that’s when,” Alessio said disdainfully.


“What are you talking about?” Pippo asked.


“I got a phone call this morning and the investigator whom I sent to Conegliano told me that he had figured out the mystery of the stolen supplies. Apparently, the production manager in Conegliano had been selling them secretly, and privately, for his own profit, to buyers outside of our contract. The investigator had suspected this possibility and today he checked the computers and found the records of a very large amount of money being transferred to an account in the Swiss name for the name of our production manager. 


“The investigator took action. He called the legal division authorities and asked them to call Swiss to freeze the account and have them blocked incoming money. The manager is now secured and they are waiting for your next action soon. I’ve contacted Sandro this morning and ask him what is best to do with that SOB. He suggested we sue him for corruption and take him to court and with the evidence our investigator has, we have a very big chance to win the case. Then the court will issue an order for the Swiss Bank to release their money from the account. We will have to ask government’s interference and everything has already been taken care of by the legal authorities.”


Once again Pippo had never been so amazed in his whole entire life. His brother was working efficiently and effectively, and it was all on his own will. Pippo could not have felt prouder than he was right now of his brother’s accomplishment.


“And the one in Verona?” Pippo asked, before jumping into compliments.


“Oh, don’t worry. Everything is fine and dandy there. It’s just that the laborers are dissatisfied the lunch menu the cafeteria is providing at the moment. I’ve also taken care of the problem. I called Mama and asked her to come there and supervise,” Alessio answered.


“You didn’t!”


“Oh, yes, I did! I’ve learned that the employees satisfaction of the payment they receive from their employers is a good start into building a close-knit relationship in a company to prevent a strike that would cause us a lot of disadvantages in the future,” Alessio answered.


Pippo did laugh then. He extended his hand to Alessio and said, “Congratulations, Alessio. You are one hell of a vice president!”


Alessio accepted his brother’s hand and shook it. He pulled back and reached for a croissant. “So, now, are you happy?”


“Yes, happier than every,” Pippo admitted. He smiled and said, “Good job.”


“Thank you, brother,” Alessio answered proudly with the same style he used when he was showing off his A+ mathematics exam paper back in elementary school. 


After they had finished breakfast, Alessio looked at his watch and told Pippo that he needed to go to the legal division’s office some floor below to take care of things. He also reminded Pippo that he needed to tune into the stock market news in the radio because there would be an interesting progress in the market that he had read in the papers earlier this morning. Pippo just nodded and was once again astounded to see his brother becoming more serious in his work.


As soon as Alessio left the room, Pippo got to work. He switched on his computer and started to check his e-mails, whether there was news from his business acquaintances from abroad or not. He received six e-mails from his business partners and started to sink into the words he read on the e-mails.


An hour later, the door to his office was opened and unapparent to his knowledge, Sandro and Coco walked inside the room. 


“Pippo, we have to talk,” Sandro said matter-of-factly.


Pippo was surprised and turned abruptly to see his brothers. “What are you guys doing here?” he asked confusedly. Don’t they ever stop giving me surprises?


“This,” Coco said, dropping a copy of the morning newspaper he had been holding in his hand when he walked through the door.


Pippo saw the newspaper landed in front of him and he remembered that he didn’t have the chance to read the newspaper because he was too busy kissing Stefania goodbye this morning. He reached for the newspaper and unfolded the copy.


“Why do you want me to read it?” Pippo asked, looking at his brothers with a look of confusion in his eyes.


“Did Alessio come in very early this morning?” Coco asked.


“Yes,” Pippo answered as if he was being interrogated by the police.


“Well, he also came from Germany very early yesterday,” Coco said. “He was supposed to return today afternoon. Instead, he came with Beppe De Rossi last evening.”


“That surprised me too. He had asked for a day off today,” Pippo said.


“Beppe told me the strangest thing,” Coco said, “He said that Alessio was probably going to have a breakdown if he is not over this thing soon. I thought he was joking when he said that quietly in the car. But now I know why he is talking like that.”


“What is it?” Pippo asked, suddenly worried and tensed.


Sandro dryly instructed him, “Open page eight, the variety column.”


Pippo quickly turned the pages and found page eight. And to his utter shock, he saw a picture of Laura Andretti kissing another man on a very, very big picture on that page. She was wearing a lovely satin gown in the color of sky blue. On the inset picture was a picture of Laura hugging the very same man in front of a building that was located in New York, the paper wrote. Pippo’s eyes quickly scanned the page to skim read the news that said Andretti’s Daughter Engaged to America’s #1 Heartthrob, written in big fonts on top of the page.


It was said there that the engagement took place two months ago but only had been revealed in the States last week. The news reached Italy only Sunday evening, on the evening news in RAI. Ironically, the paper inscribed, the news was put on after the segment of Ferrari’s magnificent victory in the Formula One race day in Germany, where Laura’s ex-lover, Alessio Danizetti, won first place. It was also noted there that Laura had been on the pit during the race, watching Alessio, and after the race, they had broken up.


Pippo felt somehow very, very angry. It was his big brother’s instinct to hate everyone that hurt his younger brothers. He tossed the papers aside and glowered at his two youngest brothers. From the look of his face, he could just reach the phone and requested all the newspapers in Italy to badmouth Laura Andretti as a revenge for her treatment to his brother but he was too much of a gentleman to do that. So, instead, he just sat there with a dark scowl and thinking what else he could do to murder Laura.


“Did he say anything to you?” Pippo finally asked.


“No, niente,” Sandro answered.


“I know he read this morning’s papers, Pip. I was at his place,” Coco said. “And he looked as if he was going to break down, just as Beppe had said. Beppe called in to his apartment after he left for work. I picked the phone up and Beppe was swearing. I called Sandro and he had also just found out about the news. Papa called in from Naples and he, too, was swearing. He just couldn’t believe Andretti would dare to do that to Alessio. I had to calm him down. The reason why we come to you is because we want you to calm Papa down. He’s set to blame Andretti for this public humiliation, especially after it was generally known among the top elites in Italy that Laura and Alessio were an item.”


“Oh God,” Pippo said, “That should explain why he’s been working so efficiently…”


“Now that you know, will you take care of the matter with Papa?” Coco asked.


“I will call him,” Pippo promised. “But what can we do for Alessio?”


“You know how he is. He wouldn’t accept our pity. He would never tolerate that. So, the best we can do is let him do whatever he wants and deal with his own problems,” Sandro said.


Pippo sighed. He felt like he was once again fifteen years old. That day, he had come home from school only to find Alessio’s nose was bleeding because the school bully had smacked him on the face. He didn’t stay long after that. He went straight to the bully’s hangout and dragged him out to the schoolyard and punched him hard on the stomach. If he could do that again right now to the world, he would.


“You don’t have to feel bad about it, Pippo. Alessio will get over it soon,” Stefania said, trying to soothe Pippo.


They were sitting down in the restaurant, trying to have lunch. But obviously Pippo’s mind was not on the food or on Stefania.


Pippo’s eyes were still cold when he lifted his gaze to meet her eyes. Stefania flinched at the coldness his eyes were displaying. “But you know how close my family is with the Andrettis, don’t you? My father is a very good friend of Giacomo Andretti and he didn’t think Laura, whom he thinks as already a half-daughter, could betray Alessio! And I share his feelings too!”


Stefania sighed. It was going to be hard to convince Pippo not to worry. However, she just could not understand why this problem about Alessio should bother him so much. Sure, she knew how close the brothers are, but Alessio was a big boy and he always made a point that he never needed help from anyone. Besides, Stefania just wished that Pippo could concentrate on something else better than this problem which he shouldn’t be interfering with, such as his plan to get married with her.


“Pippo,” Stefania started, “I don’t think you should intervene. Stay back and help him when he asks. That’s it. Alessio has a pride and you know he has one because you are mostly like him. So, quit scowling at me and let’s enjoy our lunch.”


Pippo sighed. He realized that he was being quite unfair to Stefania. From the moment they met today for lunch, he had already been scowling at her and he was always complaining in disdain about Laura. Of course, Stefania knew Laura. But the two women had never been close friends because they rarely met each other. Even if they did meet often, Pippo imagined that they would be competing against each other for the better fame in society instead of being good friends. 


“Okay, fine, whatever,” Pippo said with a sign of resignation.


“Good,” Stefania replied. She cleared her throat. “Pippo, I think you ought to be thinking of a more serious problem… concerning yourself.”


“What about me?” Pippo asked.


“I’m talking about marriage,” Stefania answered straightforwardly.


“What about marriage?” Pippo replied, displeased with her topic of conversation.


“Don’t you think it’s about time you get married?” Stefania asked.


“Why do you ask?” he turned back the question.


“Because, Filippo,” she said exasperatedly, “we’ve been together for two years and we are not moving further anywhere and I have two parents at home who keeps asking why the hell haven’t you come to them to talk about marriage when we are always spending many nights in each other’s bed. That’s why!”


Pippo needed a minute to digest what she had said. To him, the way she spoke was funnier than the idea she was suggesting. When he understood what she was talking about, half of his heart felt like saying no and the other half felt like laughing. But, if he did both, she would be angry. 


“Do you understand, Pip? My parents don’t like the idea that we’re living and acting like a married couple when we are not even engaged!” Stefania said.


“Yes, I understand perfectly, Stefania,” Pippo said. He looked at her eyes and said, “But I am not ready.”


“Why not?” she asked.


“Because I haven’t thought about marriage before you told me all this and I need time to think about it,” Pippo answered.


Stefania frowned. “It’s your work, Pip,” she declared.


“What about my work?” Pippo asked.


“You’ve been working too hard and too much,” she said. “You are a workaholic and you don’t have time for anything else than work.”


Pippo stiffened. His voice was implacable when he said, “I love my work.”


“I know you do. But I love you just as much,” Stefania said.


Pippo didn’t say anything.


“I don’t understand why you’ve never thought about marriage. For all the man you are, Pip, marriage should have been in your mind a long time ago, especially when you start making it clear to my parents that we are more than just dating mates. You wanted me in your bed and I have been there. And with everything we have done, I think you can’t just not consider it for one moment.”


Pippo still didn’t say anything.


This time Stefania didn’t stay to put up with his difficult behavior. She told him as she rose from her seat, “I see that you need a lot of time to think. You better start thinking now or else I might be gone too, like Laura.”


After that she left.


He couldn’t sleep that night. There were three reasons for that. The first one was the problem in the company. The second one was about Alessio’s problem that concerned the whole family too. And the third one was about marriage.


Actually, he had nothing against marriage. He wanted to get married, in fact, especially after Alessio brought up the issue a few weeks ago. At that time, he was seriously considering of marrying Stefania. But things happened next and his thought of getting married was forgotten for a while. Now that she had made it clear what she expected from him, he was thinking about it again. 


However, there was something wrong with the idea of getting married in the near future. He didn’t know what was wrong with it, but he knew there was something wrong with it. Perhaps he had to admit to himself that he didn’t want anything like the Alessio-Laura case happening to him. He didn’t. He truly didn’t want that to happen to him. He had to have love to marry and he feared that if something happened to him like what happened to Alessio, he would fall down hard because it means that he would lose love. He didn’t want that to happen.


He couldn’t. He couldn’t let himself become vulnerable because of love. Marriage needs love and he just couldn’t. He wasn’t ready to give in to marriage and complete love. He had to be strong and therefore he couldn’t let love soften him.


No way. Not now. 

Chapter 29


Pippo woke up feeling rather dizzy from lack of sleep last night. He felt terrible. He glanced at the alarm clock on the table next to his bed. It was six o’clock in the morning. He realized that he had only been sleeping for three hours. He had used most of last night thinking about marriage and he was torn between the responsibility of making Stefania happy and the fear of marriage and how suffocating the ties of marriage are for him.


“Damn!” he cursed as he jumped out of bed.


He walked out of the room and went to the kitchen to drink water to calm himself down. The warm water calmed his nerves down and he was able to think clearer afterwards. Of course he was not completely cured from his headache because suddenly he felt heavy and reluctant to go to the office.


The telephone rang and Pippo didn’t rush immediately to the telephone. He let it ring for five times first before he finally grabbed the receiver and answered it. 


“Pronto?” Pippo answered.


“Pippo, it’s me,” the deep voice of Arturo Laurentiis said.


Pippo broke into a smile. “Papa!”


“Finally… Sandro and Coco said that you were planning to call me yesterday but when you did call me I was away. I wanted to speak to you immediately,” Arturo said.


“Ciao, Papa. How are you?” Pippo asked.


“Everything is fine,” Arturo said wryly, “I feel so happy that I want to kick my best friend’s wife’s as…”


“Papa! Don’t swear in front of the kids… remember? Mama always says that and I am afraid she will chastise you if you don’t stop,” Pippo said, trying to stop his father from uttering a curse.


His father didn’t care. “Like hell I care or not your mother hears me swear or not! And I suppose you are big enough to filter the meaning of my cursing!”


“Yes, well, but for safety reasons, why don’t you change that word that starts with ‘a’ with a word that starts with a ‘d’, for derriere,” Pippo suggested drolly.


“Fine. I want to kick my best friend’s wife’s derriere. There, happy?” Arturo said.


Pippo laughed. The headache returned so he stopped laughing. “Why would you do that?”


“I am sure by now you have already heard about Laura’s engagement with that New Yorker, that tycoon someone,” Arturo said disdainfully. 


“Yes, I have,” Pippo answered.


“Giacomo called me yesterday to apologize. He had wanted to tell me soon about that. But the truth was that he didn’t know about the engagement until his wife, Fiona, told him a week ago. He wasn’t in New York with Laura and Fiona when Laura fell in love with that man, Parker someone,” Arturo said. He cleared his throat and said, “Apparently, Fiona was the one who encouraged Laura to forget about Alessio and get engaged with that American man the moment he proposed. Fiona didn’t like Alessio being a racer and she thought Alessio was not good enough for her precious little daughter.”


Pippo’s rage surfaced again. He shivered hearing the name of Laura’s mother. The truth was he couldn’t stand Fiona Andretti. Since he was a boy, Fiona, being his parents’ friend, had always showed rigidity to children. But the special reason why he hated Fiona was because she always seemed to be underestimating his mother Marisa. He remembered many times Fiona tried to compare Marisa’s jewelry with hers and how many times Fiona always tried to correct the way things were placed in their home. He thanked God when there was news of Giacomo and Fiona were getting a divorce. He liked Laura’s father, because his father liked him immensely. And he wanted to congratulate the man for finally being rid of his dislikable wife when they decided to separate, although not divorced.

“And what does Giacomo have to say about it?” Pippo asked.

“He said sorry for Alessio but then he said that there was nothing else he could do. Laura herself is more inclined to marry the American man,” Arturo answered.

How haughty Laura is, Pippo thought. At that moment, he mentally swore never to come across a woman like that in his life.

“Have you spoken to Alessio?” Pippo asked.

“He doesn’t want to talk about it. I couldn’t ask him. I don’t have the heart. You know how your brother is. He always makes it clear that he doesn’t want anyone to pity him,” Arturo said.


Pippo sighed. “Yes, it’s best to leave him alone.”


“Well, I just want to tell you that. Your mother wants to speak to you by the way. Let me get her,” Arturo said.


Pippo reached for his glass of water first while waiting for his mother to come to the phone. Just as he finished drinking the content of the glass, his mother’s voice was heard on the connection, “Ciao, carino!”


“Hello, Mama,” Pippo said softly. Just like the other men in his family, he became soft when he speaks to Marisa Laurentiis. Meanwhile, his headache didn’t go away with the warm water flow.


“So… are you taking good care of yourself?” Marisa asked.


“Nicely, Mama, nicely,” Pippo reassured. His headache intensified.


“But you sound as if you have a headache,” Marisa answered.


Hit the bull’s eye again, my Mama. Pippo sighed. “How in the world did you know that?” 


She answered cockily but amusedly, “I am your mother, Pippo. I would be a donkey if I don’t know if one of my sons is sick.”


“Who did you hire this time to read the tarot cards for you and find out about your sons?” Pippo teased her. 


“Toro, of course,” his mother replied, matching his joke.


“Well, that’s new! I didn’t know Toro reads cards. He always gives me the impression that the only things he reads is dad’s instructions,” Pippo remarked dryly of his father’s personal assistant’s over loyalty. 


Marisa then said, “That’s it, Pippo. I will call your office and tell everyone you’re having a headache and then you will rest at home, thinking of nothing about work. You will rest.”


“But…” But my head is about to explode. Thank you, Mama.

“I am dialing Alessio’s number at the moment. Is that 56 or 65 in the end?” Marisa said implacably.


There was no point in arguing. “56,” Pippo answered, struggling to hear. His headache sure did make him want to explode.


“Thank you, carino,” Marisa said. “Do rest. I will call again at eleven to check if you’re at home or at the office.”


“Whatever, Mama, whatever,” he replied. 


“Ciao, Pippo,” she tenderly said finally.


“Ciao, Mama.”


Pippo decided a hot water bath would cure him a bit. He stepped inside the bathroom and did his pre-shower routines. He shaved first, then brushed his teeth and finally washed his face. Only then did he take his shower with fairly hot water. It calmed his nerves again but the headache was still there. He didn’t understand why he was so disturbed by this headache. He usually just felt normal even though he was sick.


After the bath, he dried himself and then exited the bathroom with a towel wrapping his lower body parts. He entered his bedroom and opened the closet. He chose a shirt, a sweater, and a loose pair of trousers to be worn. Then he combed his wet hair. After that, he walked took his briefcase and a pillow from his bed to the living room. He decided that it would be nice to rest for a day after all. 


Not so long afterwards, the answering machine beeped in its special tone to remind him that the memory limit for messages was exceeded. He walked over to the device to check the messages. He realized that he had seven messages since yesterday that he hadn’t listened to. He decided to check those messages.


The first five were about office matters. He would call Gloria later to tell her the instructions. But the sixth one was from Stefania.


“Pippo, this is me. Darling, I am so sorry I walked away like that from you yesterday. It’s just that you were being stubborn. But I don’t mind. I still love you and I hope you still love me too. I am sorry if I sound to pushy but that is what I feel. You did say we should have a truthful relationship when we started out going together. I’ll be waiting for your call, darling. Sorry if I was angry. I love you.”

Pippo didn’t know what to say of that. He pressed the button to hear the message again. He kept repeating the message for three times until he was smiling hearing that message. Stefania apologized and he had already forgiven her. Perhaps he could make do with Stefania after all. She was not like Laura. Proof was: she had called to apologize and told him that she was truthful.


Finally Pippo pressed the button to check the seventh message. It was from Alessio. It was received this morning. The hour indicated that it was received when he was in the bathroom.


“Sick, heh, brother? Poor you. Mama said that you have a heavy headache. Well, if this is idea of revenge, giving me all the work, it’s not quite effective. You know how lousy I am as an executive so don’t blame me if I screw up. But, that’s okay… at least I get to be closer with your lovely secretaries… since mine is already engaged! Damn! Anyway. Well, see you tomorrow or whenever Mama thinks you’re healthy enough to go to the office. Ciao!” 


Alessio’s joke cured him instantly. He was tattered between gagging Alessio, laughing and having yet another headache, and feeling of relief that his brother was already the joker again. Pippo told himself that he would deal with the second first then deal with the first later, when he had returned to the office.


Firstly, he had to do something for this headache. 


He woke up feeling a whole lot better after sleeping on the sofa. He had eaten breakfast before he went to bed this morning and took a tablet of medicine. All those combined with the slumber he had were effective for his headache. He didn’t feel anymore throbbing in his head. He didn’t feel drowsy either because he already slept according to the appropriate amount of hours. 


But he almost choked when he saw the clock. It was already two o’clock and he hadn’t called Gloria at all to instruct her what to do with today’s papers. Five minutes later he didn’t regret it because when he checked the answering machine messages again, there was a message from Alessio saying that Gloria and Francesca had already taken care of the papers Pippo must have wanted to work on today. Then there was a message from Pippo’s mother, saying that he must be having a nice sleep and she reminded him to have lunch.


Pippo did feel a bit hungry after that long sleep. So the next thing he did was get his jacket and his car keys. He was going to treat himself with a delicious portion of La Primavera sandwich.

Chapter 30


“But why do I have to get this haircut?” Amanda asked, frowning to his mother.


“Because it will look nice on you,” Adriana insisted.


“Oh God,” Amanda sighed.


The hairdresser came to Amanda and greeted her with a very friendly smile. She asked Amanda, “What kind of haircut do you want?”


Amanda sighed again and said, “Ask my mother.”


Adriana pinched her daughter lightly in the arm to stop her fretting. Since Amanda had said so, Adriana decided that she should just take full advantage of her daughter’s reluctance to choose the best hairstyle. She quickly told the hairdresser, “Cut her hair on the sides for a shaggy style, and make her bangs shorter from this one. Then trim a bit on the bottom to get rid of the splits.” She paused for a while to ask her daughter, “Would you like your hair to be dyed into a new color, darling?” Amanda fiercely shook her head. Then her mother said, “She would like her hair to be dyed plum.”


Two hours later…


“Happy now, mother?” Amanda asked.


“Don’t frown, darling, you look less pretty,” Adriana advised in a motherly way.


“Mother!” Amanda exclaimed in exasperation.


“Yes?” she replied calmly. Her eyes suddenly brightened. “Look! That is a wonderful dress! You will look great in it!” 


Amanda sighed in defeat as she let her mother drag her to yet another store to shop. She had been pampered for the past three days by her mother. Adriana took her on a shopping spree on Sunday, then another one yesterday and finally today. They didn’t only shop for clothes, but also for make-up, perfume, shoes and accessories. Amanda was also permitted to buy books but this time her mother didn’t seem too indulgent towards books. She wanted Amanda to shop for girl stuffs. 


Today was the peak of her annoyance towards her mother’s treatment to her. This morning, when she woke up and was getting ready to go to college, her mother cheerfully announced that Amanda was going to get a haircut because her tresses was already too long and too messy. Amanda tried to argue but she couldn’t because Adriana had already made an appointment with the hairdresser. 


So, she was there two hours ago and now she had a new hairstyle. Although she hated it, she must admit that her mother’s choice of hairstyle and hair color was excellent. Her hair was now of plum color, not overly striking but soft purple. The style was girly as well with slim layers on the sides, comfortable bangs and shorter length that might cool her when the day is hot.


At the moment now, Amanda just followed her mother into a store and she watched Adriana talk to the salesperson about the dress at the front of the store. Amanda wandered around the store to get away from her mother for a while. 


Suddenly she spotted a lovely soft pastel pink sweater on the corner of the store. She was greatly interested in the sweater. After all, her favorite piece of clothing is sweater. She went to the display and touched the soft, fluffy fabric of the sweater. She decided that she was going to have the sweater. 


“Amanda! There you are! Here, try on the dress!” Adriana said. 


Amanda turned around to look at her mother and asked, “Mama, can I buy this sweater?”


Adriana looked at the sweater her daughter was touching with her hand. She could see how much Amanda loved to have the sweater. And since this shopping spree was a plan to cheer her up again, she nodded when Amanda repeated the question. She was happy to be permitted to have the sweater that she didn’t mind trying on the pretty wine red dress her mother gave her. In the end, she decided to buy that dress as well because she looked nice in it. 


When they walked out of the store, Amanda was wearing that pink sweater already and was proud of it.


“Who do you love sweaters so much?” Adriana asked.


“Because Papa does too,” Amanda answered.


“Really now?” Adriana said.


“Please, Mama, haven’t you realized already, there is not one single day he is not without his sweaters!” Amanda said laughingly. Then she asked, “And by the way, why haven’t you returned to Milan?”


Adriana smiled and said, “Well, actually, I took a leave of absence. I haven’t had any in a long time and I think I deserve it right now.”


“How long will you be staying?” Amanda asked.


Until you’re happy again, darling. Adriana answered, “How long do you want me to stay?”


Much to her surprise, her daughter said, “Can you stay for two weeks?”


Adriana laughed. That was exactly how long she was given the permission for leave. She nodded and Amanda kissed her on the cheeks. Somehow, Amanda was glad her mother was going to be there with her. Everything was going to be all right from now on. 


Amanda had suggested they buy ice cream and sit on a bench somewhere to talk and Adriana agreed to that idea. So they bought themselves ice cream and found a nice spot to sit in the middle of the mall. There weren’t too many people because it was a workday so they could freely speak. 


In the middle of a conversation, suddenly Amanda spotted someone. 


“Hey, that’s Terry!” Amanda suddenly said.


“Who is Terry?” Adriana asked.


“Terry is a friend of mine!” Amanda answered excitedly. She rose from her seat and called for her rather loudly, “Terry!”


Terry, who was walking with her father and carrying two large shopping bags, stopped instantly, recognizing that voice. She turned around and saw Amanda waving her hands at her. Terry broke into a smile and she waved her hand back. 


To Beppe she said, “Papa, there is my friend Amanda! Can I meet her?”


Beppe nodded and Terry immediately walked the distance to approach Amanda. They met halfway and each of their parents watched them as the two girls became closer and finally hugged each other. 


“Hey, there!” Amanda greeted her. “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you in the library yesterday!”


“Oh, God! I am so sorry. I had many assignments to do so I didn’t have time to go anywhere but to the study hall,” Terry said.


“That’s okay!” Amanda said. She tilted her head to the side and saw the man who was looking at Terry. “Is that your father?”


“Yes,” Terry answered, smiling. “My very own father.”


Amanda wrinkled her nose. “He looks very, very young.”


“He’s actually quite old,” Terry laughingly contradicted.


Amanda laughed. Terry then saw the woman who was watching Amanda intently. “And that woman over there, who is looking at you, is she your sister?” Terry asked.


Amanda turned around, saw her mother and then burst out laughing. She told her, “My sister? She would die if she hears this… that’s my mother!”


“What?” Terry asked, aghast. “Your mother? But she looks too young to be your mother!”


“She’ll take that as a compliment,” Amanda said.


Terry laughed. “So, I guess, we have young looking parents,” Terry said.


“Exactly,” Amanda said smiling. 


“Terry, we have to go!” Beppe called out, pointing at his wristwatch. 


Terry turned to Amanda. “I have to go. But will you meet me tomorrow at the library during lunch hour? I’ll bring the Alessio Danizetti pictures for you.”


“Okay! I’ll see you there!” Amanda said.


“Bye!” Terry shouted as she ran back to her father. She waved her hands and picked up the two shopping bags she dropped before she met Amanda. She was gone from sight a few minutes later.


Amanda too returned to her mother. Adriana asked, “Is that your friend?” 


“Yes, she is,” Amanda answered.


Adriana rose from her seat and handed Amanda’s shopping bags to her. They started walking again. She told Amanda as they strolled down the mall, “Your friend looks familiar. So does her father. I have seen them somewhere… quite often, as well.”


“Really?” Amanda asked interestedly. “Perhaps he’s also an old friend of yours or Papa’s.”


“Hmm… not really,” Adriana said. After a moment’s thought, she said, “I think I saw her father on television.”


“In what series?” Amanda asked.


“Not an actor. In the news,” Adriana said.


Amanda hummed. “I’ll ask Terry tomorrow.”


They were heading towards the exit as it was getting later in the afternoon when they passed a jewelry store. Amanda looked on the window display and she saw a very beautiful necklace. She didn’t usually wearing jewelries but that particular necklace interested her. It was a diamond necklace and it sparkled beautifully. The pendant was in the shape of the Greek letter Alpha and its simple, slim shape was elegant. The chain was platinum. 


Amanda smiled looking at it. Adriana stopped next to her. She asked her daughter, “Darling, do you want to try it out?”


“May I?” Amanda asked.


“Sure,” Adriana answered.


“Let’s go in!” Amanda replied eagerly. She practically pulled her mother inside the store.


The store was quite empty. There were only two customers in the store who were looking at the jewelry. There was a third customer but she was exiting the door. Amanda and her mother made it as four customers in the store. Amanda scurried to the counter table and asked if she could see the necklace that was displayed in the window up front. The salesperson nodded and was glad to fetch her the diamond necklace. Adriana came behind Amanda and started showing Amanda the jewelry she liked.


A few moment’s later, the salesperson returned with the necklace and Amanda tried it on. Her mother helped her putting on the necklace around her neck. Once it was placed, the salesperson gave her a mirror and she liked it immensely. Adriana and the salesperson also thought it suited Amanda very well. They started discussing how good it looked on her.


Pippo’s concentration was distracted by the sound of a lovely laughter from the counter in the far right side of the room. He was in the middle of choosing an engagement ring for Stefania when suddenly the laughter rang throughout the air. He spun around to see who was laughing. 


He saw a very sweet girl adoring the look of a diamond necklace that she was wearing. The shine of the diamond was bright on her pink sweater. Pippo scrutinized the person who was wearing the necklace.


She was wearing sneakers on her feet, a pair of dark blue denim jeans, and a pink sweater. She looked like a teenager. And indeed she was. Her hair was colored purple. No, Pippo thought later, it’s plum. Whatever color her hair was, it suited her complexion perfectly. Her lips were full and luscious. They formed a wonderful, pleasant smile that Pippo could feel himself attracted to the smile.


He took a closer look and… it hit him then and there. 


She was Amanda! 


Pippo almost collapsed to the floor. He had been adoring his own student! Indeed it was Amanda! She was the very Amanda who had written that excellent essay! Of course she didn’t look too familiar at first because there was something different about her. Pippo then realized it was her hair. It was of a different style and a different color but it was Amanda’s all right. And then there were her lips… 


At that very moment, Amanda turned her head a little bit to the side because she had sensed someone was watching her. It took her a while to recognize the man who was standing about some meters away from her. The man wore a sweater, a pair of khaki trousers and men’s loafers. He looked relaxed and casual but his handsome face was very serious. Oh yes, his face was very, very handsome. In fact, Amanda had never seen anyone looked that handsome. His eyes were sharp and deep, his nose chiseled and his lips sculptured… not mentioning his high cheekbones. He looked very, very carved. He looked very, very Professor… Professor Laurentiis…


Amanda gasped. 


It was her professor!


Simultaneously they looked into each other’s eyes. Pippo’s lips formed a smile while Amanda burst out giggling. She nodded her head to him and then turned to a very beautiful woman next to her. She whispered something to the older woman and then started walking to her gaping professor.


Pippo was caught off guard. He didn’t know why but he just let himself gape in front of that girl. But there was no time to retaliate for Amanda had already approached him.


“Hello,” was what came next from her lips.


Pippo gazed down at her and smiled. “Amanda!”


“Ciao!” Amanda said. “What are you doing here, professor?”


“I’m here to rob the store,” Pippo said.


Amanda laughed but kept her voice down. She replied mischievously, “Well, I’ll help you but it has to be a fifty-fifty share between us. And I get to keep half of the diamonds. You may take the rest. Oh, and, spare some rubies for me.”


Then it was Pippo’s turn to laugh. He said, “You ought to be suspended, young lady.”


Amanda’s eyes sparkled. She replied, “Then you ought to be sacked, sir professor.”


They laughed together. Adriana looked at her daughter and the man she was talking too. The man looked very much older than Amanda. Surely he was not her college friend. But then Amanda was at ease with that man. No wonder, Adriana thought, Amanda was always at ease with older people. However, that man was also at ease with her. He seemed relaxed and by the way he thrust his hands inside his pockets, Adriana could see that he was in no hurry to leave her daughter alone.
Not that she mind her daughter talking to older men, but she there was something about her, or him, that made Adriana wary. Finally, she decided to come to them and demand an introduction.


Amanda was laughing when her mother arrived. She was saying, “… somehow, you are not the same Professor like Professor Laurentiis I see in class.”


Pippo replied, “I can’t say the same about you. You are exactly the same girl who…”


Adriana cleared her throat, drawing attention. Pippo straightened up abruptly and pulled his hands out of the pockets of his trousers. Amanda turned to her mother. “Mama!”


“I don’t think I’ve met your friend, Amanda,” Adriana said.


“Oh, yeah! I forgot to introduce you!” Amanda said. Then she remembered something. She said enthusiastically, “Mama, this is my professor from university, Professor Filippo Laurentiis. And, professor, this is my mother, Adriana Maldini.”


Both adults noticed how Amanda put an emphasis on both of their names. They looked at each other in surprise and suddenly… they realized who were they facing.


“Mrs. Maldini, a pleasure to meet you again!” Pippo said, offering his hand for a shake.


Adriana smiled lightly and said, “Pippo Laurentiis! I never thought I’d see you again! I hope you are keeping yourself out of trouble this time!” She shook his hand.


“I am, ma’am,” Pippo said.


“Good!” Adriana said full of pleasure.


“I just remembered who you were when Amanda… you know,” Pippo sheepishly said.


“Me too,” Adriana admitted. “So, you are her professor?”


“Yes. I teach her general literature,” Pippo explained. “And how is my professor doing?”


“I imagine he’s at home right now,” Adriana said laughingly, referring to her husband, “Grunting because I am not there to cook him dinner and because he has to take care of our son all by himself.”


“When you return to Milan, give him my regards,” Pippo said.


“Of course!” Adriana said.


Amanda tugged at Pippo’s sleeves. Pippo turned to her. She asked wickedly, “You are here to look at engagement rings, aren’t you?”


Suddenly Pippo blushed. How the hell did she find out? Amanda chuckled seeing his blush and said, “Oh, yes you are!”


“Are you getting married, Pippo?” Adriana asked.


Pippo retaliated, “No. I am looking for a birthday present for my mother. It’s not until a few months later but I’d like to have an early start. I, uh, like shopping early!”


Adriana nodded in understanding but Amanda didn’t buy that. She kept putting that knowing smile and chuckled. Pippo tried to glare at her but his effort was unsuccessful because her smile was just too sweet to be replied by a glare. 


They were interrupted by the salesperson’s arrival. She asked Amanda if she wanted to buy the necklace or not. Amanda shook her head sadly and said no because Adriana had said before that she may buy that necklace only for her birthday, which was only a week away. She told the salesperson exactly that and she immediately promised to keep the necklace until she returns to purchase it. Amanda nodded gratefully and so did Adriana.


“Your birthday is only a week away, Amanda?” Pippo asked.


“Yes, next week,” Amanda answered. She didn’t realize it was going to be her birthday next week until Adriana had said so a few minutes earlier.


“Well, I am happy to tell you that you will be having a test on the day of your birthday,” Pippo said teasingly. 


Amanda pretended to grumble but she laughed anyway in the end. 


“Paolo and Christian are going to come for her birthday, Pippo. So perhaps you could make time to meet him?” Adriana suggested.


Pippo’s face brightened in delight. After all these years, he was finally going to meet his idol once again. During his days of college, he had always listened to Paolo Maldini, his professor in the economy. And as time passed by, the relationship they had advanced from teacher-student to friends and finally Pippo regarded him as an uncle and brother all the same. 


“We will be having dinner, a small celebration dinner, and you are invited. I am sure Paolo won’t mind. I know for sure Amanda won’t,” Adriana said.


Amanda put on a pretentious glare on her face and said, “On the contrary, I think I will.”


Pippo laughed at that. He had the strong urge to just tousle the girl’s hair and knocked her head gently to teach her a lesson. And he did just that. Amanda didn’t mind as well. She didn’t react derisively to the doing. 


“I think it’s time for us to leave,” Adriana announced.


“Oh, okay!” Amanda said.


“I’m about to leave as well,” Pippo said.


“What about your mother’s ring?” Amanda asked.


Pippo shook his head. “I found nothing that suits her,” he answered.


They walked out of the store together after Adriana reminded the salesperson about the necklace. Once they were outside, Pippo pointed to the opposite direction that he was heading. “I go that way,” he said.


“Well, it was nice meeting you again, Pippo. Don’t forget to come on Amanda’s birthday. We will all be looking forward to having you in the dinner. My husband will be surprised and pleased,” Adriana said.


Pippo nodded. He shook hands once again with the older Maldini woman and after that the younger. Both women smiled at him and he found himself caught in the dazzle of their smiles. He replied, “Sure, I will be there.” He took a step backwards to start moving away and said to the both of them, “Thank you! It’s nice meeting you.” To Amanda he said, “I’ll see you in class?”


Amanda nodded. “In class, professor,” Amanda replied. 


Then he walked away.


In the car, Amanda prodded her mother to tell stories about her professor. Adriana had her hesitations.


“Why do you want to know about him?” Adriana asked.


“Because he’s a legendary god professor in the faculty and everyone thinks he’s perfect, including me,” Amanda answered.


Adriana’s eyes flickered with suspicion for a while, afraid that her daughter might be having feelings for the older man. But then Amanda continued, “Did you know that everyone in the faculty of literature, and even those who are not in the faculty, love him terribly? I just found out that whenever he has his lectures, a quarter of a space in the lecture hall is occupied by non-literature students! And many of the girls on campus, including my friends, have a crush on him because he’s such a gentleman. How silly!”


Adriana decided to test Amanda. “Do you have a crush on him?”


Amanda answered without hesitation, “I admire him.”


Fair enough. Adriana then asked, “What do you want to know?”


“Well, what was he like when he was young? Does he always have those sharp eyes that can make people feel like they want to squirm whenever he glares at them? Why does he admire Papa so much? How did you know him? Did he really say he wanted a sister, me?”


“Well, there was this one time…”

Chapter 31


What in the world have I done? Did I just say yes? Oh my God… I can’t believe I did. Please, please, don’t make him angry when I tell him that I can’t go with him. I should’ve never said anything. Why the hell did I say yes? 


“Anyway, this trip is for the next weekend,” Massimo said to Shez.


Shez nodded. She said, “I’ll ask my parents if I can go or not.”


“Don’t worry, Shez. I am sure they will allow you,” Massimo said.


You don’t know my family, dammit. They’re not like yours. Doh!


“So, what’s your next class?” Massimo asked again.


Shez glanced at her watch. She had three hours of free time. She had just found out that one of her professors didn’t come to teach so she had one hour added to her original free hours for lunch and study hall. But right now she sure hoped that Massimo had a class so she could get away from him for a while.


“I don’t have a class. But I do have to go to the library to find something,” Shez said.


Massimo’s face fell. “I have a class… so I can’t go with you,” he said.


Shez replied quickly, “It’s not necessary for you to go with me, Massimo. I can go by myself. I’ll see you after your class!”


Massimo settled for that. He leaned forward to kiss Shez’s cheek and then grabbed her books and left her in the yard’s bench. After he was gone out of sight, Shez touched her cheek that had just been kissed by him and suddenly she felt uneasy. Her head was spinning around. She needed to get away for a while. Maybe she wasn’t used to of this kind of affection from a guy…


But as soon as she stood on the ground, she started to feel nauseous. She didn’t know why but she felt like fainting. And she might just do it then and there if someone didn’t come behind her and then supported her.


“Are you okay?” the person asked.


Shez turned around to see who it was and, just like she thought, Coco’s face appeared in front of her. He looked very, very concerned. “Your face went pale and green a moment ago and you were practically swaying as if you were about to fall. Maybe you should take a seat again and forget about wherever you were going to,” he said.


Shez didn’t have chance to reply because Coco had already pushed her down to sit. She sat down again with her face looking very queasy. Coco’s hand touched her forehead, checking if she was catching signs of fever and sighed gladly when he found out she didn’t. She tried to shove his hand away but he did first.


“Stay here. Don’t move,” Coco said authoritatively. The way he said it made Shez didn’t want to leave the bench at all.


Shez couldn’t protest because the guy was already leaving the bench and disappearing somewhere. She didn’t care. She closed her eyes trying too get rid of the painful headache.


Meanwhile, Coco ran with the speed of lightning to the cafeteria, fetching Shez a glass of water to cool herself down. He was walking towards the building when he spotted someone looking green then white and swaying as if about to faint a moment ago there. When he realized it was a girl, he decided to help. And when he found out that it was Shez, he decided to really, really help. And why not? That way, he could get a chance to speak to that lovely girl. 


He got that glass of water and then walked quickly back to the yard, which, thankfully, was not far from the cafeteria. Shez was still sitting on that bench, much to both of their advantages, and she was still looking very, very sick.


Someone beat him to approaching her first. 


“Shez?” a familiar voice called.


Shez opened her eyes and found the friendly face of Fioraia Costacurta in front of her. Fio seemed concerned. She sat down next to Shez, “Are you okay? You look very, very ill.”


“Does it really show?” Shez replied.


“Well, yes,” Fio said, “I noticed how ill you looked from a few meters away.”


Shez snorted. “How lovely… you notice, Coco noticed. My face really is too expressive!”


Fio giggled. “How can you joke when you are sick?” she commented. Shez just shrugged and laughed weakly. Fio asked, “And Coco, is he here too?”


“He went somewhere after telling me that I looked pale and green and ordering me to stay put,” Shez answered. Her stomach began to churn.


“So, Coco attended to your sickness?” Fio asked.


“You bet your ass I am,” Coco answered, finally reaching the bench once again. He handed the glass to Shez. No, in fact, he thrust the glass into Shez’s hand and ordered her to drink the content. Then he started searching through his jacket. He spat when he couldn’t find what he was looking for.


Shez’s hands were trembling as she lifted the glass and Fio assisted her. Fio complained, “Co, you should be helping her drink!”


“Why should I when you’re here?” Coco replied lightly with a perverse grin. His hands were still busy adventuring his pockets.


“What in the world are you doing?” Fio asked.


“I am trying to find that tablet…”


“What tablet?” Fio asked.


“For headache. I always have some medicines with me when I go somewhere. Childhood habit,” Coco explained absentmindedly. He reached inside the inner pocket of his jacket and smiled victoriously. “Finally! Here it is!” He issued a small plastic bag with three white tablets in it and then took one of the tablets out. To Shez, he said, “Here, drink this!”


Fio and Shez were both amazed to see what Coco had just done. When the two of them said nothing, Coco took the glass from Shez’s hand and put the tablet there. “Drink it,” he said.


“But I haven’t eaten anything!” Shez said.


“You haven’t?” Coco asked. Then he remarked dryly, “No wonder you looked nauseous. Didn’t you know that the acid in…”


“Cut the med crap and give me back that glass so I can drink the medicine,” Shez said irritably.


Coco shook his head. “Eat first!” Much to the girls’ astonishment, he reached inside the front pocket of his backpack and extracted an object that was wrapped in aluminum foil. He opened the wrapping and took out a piece of sandwich. “There, eat!” he said.


Shez stared at it in astonishment. Coco mocked, “It’s not poisoned. I am not a very good cook but at least I lived from my own cooking.”


Shez sighed and decided not to argue. She took a bite and surprisingly it tasted good. Coco still had another piece of sandwich and he offered it to Fio, who refused to take it. Coco insisted and Fio took it. She also took a bite and complimented Coco for the truly delicious taste of the sandwich. 


“After you finish that sandwich, Shez, drink the medicine. Can you make sure she does, Fio?” Coco asked. 


Fio nodded reassuringly. Coco smiled and said, “Good.”


“I suppose I should say thank you,” Shez said. 


“Of course you should,” Coco replied cockily. He winked at her and then tousled her hair. The next thing she knew, Coco bent down to kiss her cheeks and then pulled away. He walked away next without looking back and the next minute, he saw some friends and went inside the school building joking loudly with them.


Shez could just faint then and there. Not because of her dizziness, but more because of what Coco had done to her. Fio was also amazed but only for a while. A smile of understanding dawned on her beautiful face and she glanced at her friend’s surprised expression.


“Don’t be so surprised, Shez. That’s why everyone loves Coco,” Fio said. “He’s kind to everybody and everybody loves his kindness.”


Shez sneered, “I bet he does that to every girl he thinks he can lay his hands on.”


Fio laughed. “That’s called charm, girl!”


Shez shrugged. “Whatever.” She finished her sandwich and drank the medicine. When she had finished doing that, she was surprised. She had done exactly what that guy had told her to do. She shuddered at that notion. How could she ever possibly agree to do anything that he instructed her to do? But, thankfully, her nausea was gone and her stomach wasn’t empty anymore. She didn’t eat this morning because she had a test coming up in her early class so that made sense why she felt sick.


However, she couldn’t get rid of that feeling. She didn’t want to admit it but she knew why she was sick in the first place. Somehow she felt ill because of what Massimo had done to her. 


Since their date last Sunday, Massimo had been acting as if he was her boyfriend and Shez decided that his attention and affection were not the kind of things she wanted from a boyfriend. Even if she had a real boyfriend later in the future, which she doubted would ever happen, she didn’t want someone who treated her like Massimo did. 


“Feeling better?” Fio asked. She commented, “This sandwich is fantastic!”


“Well, fair enough,” Shez said. Reluctantly, in her heart, she admitted that the sandwich was delicious.


“Anyway, why did you feel sick?” Fio asked.


“I don’t know. I think it must because I didn’t have breakfast this morning,” Shez said. And suddenly she blurted out, “And maybe because of Massimo.”


“Massimo? Massimo Ambrosini?” Fio asked.


“Who else?” Shez replied.


“What? You had a fight with him?” Fio asked.


“No,” Shez said. “On the contrary, he’s been very, very nice to me.”


“Then why should he make you feel sick?” Fio asked.


“I don’t know. It’s just that… ah, I don’t know exactly… I think he’s kind of… well… too much…” she muttered. 


“Let me guess,” Fio said knowingly, “He’s giving you overdose attention and affection and you’re not used to it that now you feel a bit fed up with it?”


Shez’s eyes widened in surprise. She laughed at that. “How did you know?”


“I don’t know. I just know,” Fio said. She smiled. “I know you feel, though. Sometimes too much love can make you go out of love.”


Shez confessed, “What you said is right. I don’t know why, but I don’t like that kind of attention. The kind that someone gives by always being there by your side and by always telling you that he loves you and wants to do things with you all the time. It’s too… mushy!”


Fio nodded. “But some girls like it, Shez.” Like Nadia and Valentina. And me, for that matter.


“Well, I don’t,” Shez said. She looked down to her hands. “Massimo asked me to go to his villa this weekend. Somehow, I don’t find that idea appealing. I mean, what can you do when there are only two people in this world and in a grand villa like his?”


A lot of “things”. Fio said, “Have you told him you don’t want to go?”


“And hurt his feelings?” Shez replied.


“Massimo won’t mind if you don’t want to go with him. It’s just a weekend thing. It happens a lot. Just tell him you’re not ready to go on that trip with him. He’ll ask you again when you are,” Fio said. 


“Happens a lot?” Shez asked naively. “So you mean, he’s asked many girls out to that villa?”


Fio laughed. “No! That’s not what I mean! Guys often ask their girlfriends to go on a weekend trip with them… things like that, you know…”


No, I don’t know. I must sound like a complete fool. “Oh…” Shez said. Then she furrowed her eyebrows, “But I’m not his girlfriend!”


This time Fio furrowed her eyebrows. “You’re not? Are you sure? But from what my friends heard from Massimo’s friends… you two are…”


Shez shook her head. “He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t want him to be. I like him, but only as a friend. Like I said, I have decided that he’s not my type and the way he treats me gives me an uneasy feeling.”


“Has he asked you to become…”


“No, he hasn’t.”


“Oh, well,” Fio sighed, “Then you should not go with him. If you don’t want to, then you shouldn’t.”


“I think I will tell him that. But don’t you think he’ll be angry?”


“No, he won’t. He’s a nice person.”


“Not like his friend Coco,” Shez said grimly.


Fio laughed. “But according to my opinion you match him very well!”


“Oh, please!” But then she remembered his kindness for helping her earlier and she didn’t sound so cynical anymore. Fio noticed the change of tone and she laughed.


This is surely the attack of the Laurentiis, she thought. Then she sobered. Yes, so much an attack that Coco’s brother really wants me dead.

Chapter 32


Amanda looked around the library, trying to find where Terry was. She was late for ten minutes, thanks to her linguistics professor endless babbling, and she was afraid that she wouldn’t get to meet Terry like they had planned yesterday.


She sighed in desperation when she really couldn’t find the sight of her friend. 


“Beh, eccoti! I have been looking all over for you! No one told me you would be standing behind a tall rack!” Terry’s voice surprised her from behind.


Amanda turned around and smiled in delight to see Terry. She whispered so that she wouldn’t make a lot of noise, “Where have you been?” 


“I have been looking all over for you! I was ten minutes late and I thought I missed you!” she said, just as quietly.


Amanda smiled. “So, where should we look at him?” 


Terry almost laughed hearing the way Amanda referred to Alessio. She suggested, “Let’s go to a table in the far corner of the room.”


They went to the remotest corner of the room, near the law section and sat down. Terry took out a big brown envelope from her bag and tossed it on the table. Amanda’s eyes grew wide. She asked, “Just how many pictures of him do you have?”


“Many,” Terry admitted.


“You must be a big fan,” Amanda said.


“You can say so,” Terry said.


She started emptying the envelope. Its contents fell to the table like rain and Amanda smiled enthusiastically. When everything was finally out of it, she took one and observed it. 


“I’ll look for the one that has his signature,” Terry said. She grabbed a few pieces of pictures and started to browse.


Amanda replaced the one she had been looking at and started to look at the others. Suddenly, she noticed one small sized picture. She took that one and almost cried out in surprise when she saw who were in the pictures. It was a picture of Alessio Danizetti and… Terry and her father! Alessio was in the middle; his each of his arms surrounding Terry’s shoulders and her father’s shoulders. He was wearing the famous red jacket of Ferrari and the cap. Terry and her father were wearing identical jerseys that were mechanic uniforms for Ferrari.


“Oh my God!” she gasped.


Terry lowered the pictures she was holding and… “Oh my God! That picture!”


Amanda confronted her. “What is this? You know him?”


Terry panicked. She was not supposed to reveal that… “Uhm, well…”


“Terry! You know Alessio Danizetti!” Amanda said excitedly.


It’s no use. Might as well tell her everything… “Well, if I tell you this, do you promise not to tell anyone?” Terry asked.


“I promise. I cross my heart and hope to die!” Amanda swore.


Terry sighed. She said, “My father and I are mechanics for Alessio Danizetti in the Ferrari team.” Amanda’s eyes were bigger than ever. “We have worked for Alessio for more than two years. Now my father is a chief mechanic in Ferrari, not only for Alessio but also for the second driver, Andrea D’Amico. I help around whenever they need extra help. And sometimes Alessio needs my extra help for everything. So we’re pretty close. And he pays me for the job, as well.”


Amanda smiled and then clapped her hands childishly. She asked, “Is she as handsome as he is on TV in real-life?”


More than you think. “A bit,” Terry said.


But then Amanda’s face fell. She said, “But he’s already got a girlfriend, doesn’t he?”


“Yeah,” Terry said.


Suddenly someone came over to their table and slightly leaned to see what were scattered on their table. The person suddenly snorted and chuckled. He said, “My oh my, it’s Alessio.”


Amanda and Terry both looked up. They saw Sandro Laurentiis there. Terry smiled sideways and teased him, “Yes, it’s him, Sandro. Thank goodness you still recognize your brother’s face.”


“Wow… you’re Alessio’s brother,” Amanda said, awestruck.


Sandro smirked. “Yes, I am. And I can’t believe you find anything good in him. He’s a pig,” he joked.


Amanda stuck out her tongue to him. She came to Alessio’s defense, “He’s not a pig! And Professor Laurentiis is not a pig. You are!”


Sandro chuckled. “Ah, you are just a little girl. He’s too old for you, Amanda. Get someone younger. Like me or Coco,” he said.


“No way!” Amanda said. She said scathingly, “Why would I want to be with someone who always steals my chance to get a book that I want?”


Terry smiled. “You actually know Sandro too?” Terry asked.


“Do I know him! I can’t get him off of me every time I come to the library. He’s always there to haunt me whenever I want to borrow a book. He’s a plague in the library!” Amanda said.


Sandro smiled again. He said to Amanda, “Whatever, Amanda. But you’ll be happy to know that he’s free now. So maybe you may want to try to catch him.”


“Meaning?” Amanda asked.


“He’s free. Single. Celibe,” Sandro answered.


Terry was shocked. “What?” she asked.


Sandro turned to Terry, dumbstruck. He asked her, “Don’t you know? Didn’t you read yesterday’s newspaper?” 


“What about yesterday’s newspaper?” Terry asked.


“Alessio broke up with Laura Andretti. Or rather, Laura Andretti ditched him. She is engaged to an American tycoon now, Steve Parker,” Sandro explained. “There was a big roar in my family and in Ferrari yesterday. Everyone’s been talking about it. Your father was outraged. Beppe called us and said that Laura had been planning to break up with Alessio all along.” Then he said confusedly, “I thought you knew. Everyone in Ferrari right now is worried about Alessio’s well being.”


Terry shrugged. “I haven’t spoken to anyone from the team since I picked up my dad on Sunday. And then I went back to the dorm and you might as well know that the newspapers in my dorm are usually swiped by the janitor before everyone else reads it,” she said.


“Poor Alessio,” Amanda said. She turned to Terry and suggested, “You’re his mechanic, Ters, maybe you could fix the damage in his heart too…”


Sandro guffawed. Terry shook her head fiercely. Her heart was also beating violently because Amanda had hit the bull’s eye. “Na-uh!” Terry replied, “That’s his personal problem. I am not supposed to interfere.”


Amanda said dreamily, “Wouldn’t it make a wonderful story when the racer falls in love with his mechanic?” Sandro looked appalled by her romanticism while Terry wished to God that she wasn’t blushing. Amanda continued, “I’ve read that in a book somewhere…”


“Amanda…” Terry whined.


“What’s the name of the book?” Sandro encouraged playfully.


“Wait, wait… I’ve read that book… it’s an American book… romance novel!”


Sandro chortled again while Terry replied, “Eww… per favore!”


Amanda snapped her fingers. She said, “Got it! It’s entitled Love is the Name of the Game by Julie Garrat, published by Scarlet…”


“By God, Amanda, don’t tell me you remember the details of the book! And it’s a romance!” Terry said.


“I read many kinds of books. Romance is one of my favorites,” Amanda confessed.


“Ters, whenever you’re interested, let me know and I’ll buy you the book!” Sandro joked.


Terry stuck out her tongue to him. Sandro laughed again. She told him, “In your dreams.”


“But it suits you,” Amanda said. “I’ve never known a girl who is a mechanic, moreover a mechanic to the best team in Italy! And she’s a mechanic to one of the greatest racers in the world.”


“And the bossiest too,” Terry said.


“I’ll leave you two girls talking about your romantic story. I have a book to find,” Sandro said. “Bye, ladies!”


“As if we’re going to miss you, Book Stealer,” Amanda said.


Sandro grinned and walked away. When he was gone, Amanda turned back to Terry who now looked seriously concerned about Alessio. Amanda asked, “You’re thinking about him?”


“Yes,” Terry admitted. “Alessio loves Laura very much. He’s been waiting to meet her again ever since she went to New York to pursue her modeling career. She went away for a year or so and Alessio was excited to go to the last race because he was going to meet her there.”


“Does she love him as much too?” Amanda asked.


“I don’t think so,” Terry answered truthfully. “I used to think that she does but apparently not. Look what she has done to him.”


“Are you really close with Alessio?” Amanda asked.


“Quite,” Terry honestly said, “Sometimes he asks me to arrange his schedule too. He has some problems when it comes to schedules and I help him organize his schedule. My father and him are like father and son. Sometimes, I feel that Alessio is more son to him than I am to my father.”


Amanda nodded. She sighed. “Oh well… so, which picture will you let me have?” Amanda asked.


Terry finally found the autographed picture. In that photograph, Alessio was wearing the racing jersey and a cap and smiling widely to the camera. He was holding a bottle of Evian and his towel. Terry gave it to Amanda. Amanda accepted it and looked at it for a while in awe.


“Thank you, Terry. This is a lovely picture,” Amanda said.


“You’re welcome, Amanda,” Terry replied with a smile. But her heart was not smiling… at all.


Sandro felt like cursing. For him, every woman in the world was a traitor, a bitch. At least, every woman who were loved by his brothers and himself. He remembered Gabriela’s deceit. And then Laura. And finally… Fio…


He slammed the book he was holding close. That bitch! She stole his heart. She pretended to love him. But she knew that her brother was his enemy. He should have never trusted her with his heart. At that moment, she seemed like an angel. She seemed far from being fraudulent like Gabriela. She seemed nice and kind and honest. But now he knew it was just an act. Who could have known if his brother hadn’t actually bribed her into getting his attention so that the bastard Di Vaio could get his hands on him once again?


Sandro sighed.


But she was goddamned beautiful. There was no one else who was as beautiful as she was. She had a very lovely face. A nice face to look at and lips to kiss…


Stop it, Sandro. You’re making a fool of yourself. She’s just a slut. A bitch. Nothing else more than that. She’s the same as Gabriela and she’s no good for you. You have to forget about her. She doesn’t deserve you. You’re too good for that tramp. She’ll use you. She’ll throw you in for his bastard, odious brother. The whole family will rot you.


“Damn it!” Sandro cursed for real.


“Ssh… this is no place to swear, Sandro. Keep your voice down,” a whisper warned him.


Sandro turned around and saw Amanda. He smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”


“Don’t be,” Amanda said, smiling.


“Where’s Terry?” Sandro asked.


“She went to check her e-mails,” Amanda answered.


“And you, what are you doing?” Sandro asked.


“I was about to take that book,” Amanda said, pointing at a thick book that was on the top shelf. “It’s for my studies.”


“Can you reach it?” Sandro asked mockingly. He was 1, 87 meters tall and Amanda was only slightly above his chest height.


“Shut up,” Amanda replied disdainfully. “Just get me the book and I’ll leave you alone.”


Sandro chuckled and got her the book. Amanda accepted it and thanked him. “You know, Sandro,” Amanda said, “You are not that bad but compared to your brother the professor, he’s much better.”


Sandro smiled. “Isn’t he always?” he said.


“He’s a nice man and no wonder everyone around the campus loves him very much. If you and Coco would just stop mocking him, you will find that you can also be like him and have everyone love you just as much as they love your brother,” Amanda said.


I don’t need anyone’s love. Love hurts. Sandro looked at Amanda. “Do you like my brother?” 


“No. At least I am not one of the girls who have a crush on him,” Amanda said. “But I do like him as a person, as a teacher… did you know that my father used to teach him in college?”


“No way!” Sandro said. “Your father is Professor Maldini?” he asked, completely awed.


“Yes,” Amanda answered. “He adores my father. And I think that’s why everyone loves him. He takes my father as an example.”


Sandro nodded. “Professor Maldini is a very good man. From what Pippo told me, he’s an admirable person.”


Amanda smiled proudly. Sandro was stunned. Amanda looked very lovely when she smiles. That fact he just realized now. He didn’t know why, but suddenly he got the feeling that she would be the perfect match for Pippo. Somehow, he just felt that way. Pippo was the devoted professor and she was the devoted student. The two of them would make a lovely combination, he thought. But, of course, she would have to be a whole lot older to be Pippo’s significant other. Sandro didn’t think Pippo deserved to have this young innocent.


“Why are you looking at me like that? You give me the creeps!” Amanda jokingly said.


And Sandro went back to reality. “That’s because you gave me the creeps first,” he kidded. 


“Did I?” Amanda asked as she started walking to the administration desk to borrow the book.


Sandro, following her from behind with the book he wanted to borrow, replied, “Yes, you did. You regard my brother so highly that it creeps me.”


“Why, you…”


Shez and Fio arrived in front of the library. 


Fio had been telling Shez about Sandro Laurentiis. “… and then, he found out about it.”


Shez gasped. “He found out about your brother?” 


“Yes,” Fio answered sadly.


“Then what happened?” Shez asked.


“He hates me. I chased him outside in the party and I tried to explain to him that I had no idea that my brother was his enemy and that I was not trying to hurt him or anything but he wouldn’t listen. He just plain hates my brother and me,” Fio said gravely. She remembered about the dream and shuddered. “I dreamt about him a few nights ago and I couldn’t quite get over it. It was such a nightmare.”


Shez furrowed her eyebrows in distress. “What did you dream of?”


“I dreamt that he killed me with a dagger thrust to my heart,” Fio answered inaudibly.


Shez took a deep breath, as she was not ready to hear that kind of answer. She was silent for a moment and then she asked, “And because of that you have no more hope?”


“Yes,” Fio said. “I didn’t tell anyone about my dream. They would just laugh at it and then tell me that I am exaggerating or being terribly lovesick. The truth is, I am not lovesick or exaggerating at all. I do love him that much and it hurts that he doesn’t love me, instead he hates me that much.”


Shez nodded. “Have you tried to talk to him again?” Fio asked.


“Not yet,” Fio answered. “I haven’t collected my courage yet to go up and face him again.”


“What are you going to say when you meet him?” Shez asked.


“I don’t know. I just want to say I’m sorry that I’m related to his enemy and that since there’s nothing any of us can do about it, I just want his understanding and take me as I am. If he doesn’t want me, at least he doesn’t hate me anymore. I can’t stand that he hates me…”


Shez sighed. “Oh, I am sure everything will be all right.”


“I hope so.”


They climbed the stairs to the front of the library. They went inside together. Shez told Fio that she wanted to look for history books and Fio told her that she would be waiting in the literature section.


Sandro had just received the stamp on his book as a sign that the book was officially borrowed when he saw Fioraia Costacurta. She was just saying to that girl Sandro recognized as Coco’s friend, Shehnaz, that she was going to wait for her in the literature section.


Sandro’s jaws hardened. He couldn’t believe it was her in the same place, breathing the same air as he was…


She looked very much like Marco Di Vaio. She looked odious, detestable, and loathsome just like her brother. She reminded him of Marco. She was every inch Marco. And, unfortunately, she was also every inch beautiful and desirable.


Suddenly, she found his eyes. She had felt someone watching her and after searching around for a while, she spotted him. She saw him. She saw Sandro Laurentiis staring coldly and odiously at her. Their eyes met for a moment and then he detached his gaze off her…


He looked so gorgeous, so lovely, so everything that Fio could just faint then and there. Everything about him radiated sensuality and she just couldn’t take it. She had to talk to him. She had to tell him everything. She’d beg him if she had to. She just didn’t want him to hate her, because she loved him so much…



But at the first step of her feet, she stopped dead. Sandro was kissing another girl. He was kissing that girl passionately on the lips. He was kissing another in front of her. He was kissing that girl so ardently that she dropped her book to the floor and was clinging to his shirt for support. He was kissing that girl intently without thinking that tears were already flooding Fio’s eyes.


Fio had seen every single thing that happened since the first time Sandro grabbed Amanda and started to kiss him. His lips touched her violently. He didn’t take time to be gentle with the girl. He prodded her lips to open and his tongue emerged inside her to kiss her vehemently. He didn’t even give her time to catch her breathing. He just kept kissing and kissing. His hands were holding her arms so tightly that Amanda could only stand still. When Sandro shifted his lips to move positions he didn’t take more than two seconds to attack her lips again. The kissing was resumed in matter of seconds and it was even more violent. He was even more bold and daring, deliberately biting her lips gently. Amanda wanted to scream but her mouth was full of his.


Fio didn’t dare look anymore. Pain was shown all over he face, all over her shaking and trembling body. Her face went pale and somehow she felt a shooting pain in her heart, as if she was stabbed by a knife. This was what the dream meant. Fio finally understood. He had wanted her to see that he was into another girl and she was never going to be his.


The truth was, that kiss was never meant to be. Amanda had spotted Fio and she was about to say hi to her when suddenly Sandro grabbed her aggressively and crushed his lips to hers in a way that could only be described as brutal for Amanda. She dropped her book and she felt the thickness of it hit her foot. But Sandro was holding her tightly and his mouth was kissing hers very, very fiercely that she didn’t have anytime to think. She wanted to fight back but Sandro was holding her too strongly for her to be able to fight him.


Shez and Terry had bumped to each other while Shez was making her way to the back of the room and Terry was making her way to the front desk. They ended up walking back to the front together. And they also made it in time to see what happened between Sandro and Amanda. They had seen the way Sandro just pulled Amanda to his side and then kissed her. While Terry was gaping at Sandro and Amanda, Shez turned in grave panic to Fio, who was standing before the kissing couple.


“Fio…” Shez gasped.


“Oh God…” Terry said.


With the last surge of strength she possessed at that time, Fio turned around swiftly and ran outside the library as fast as she could. Shez forgot about everything else and chased her outside. Terry stalked to Amanda to release her from Sandro, because she had seen what happened to Fio. Amanda herself finally managed to get away from Sandro. 


For one still moment, Amanda stared at Sandro, who was dazed with himself and with her pulling away. He looked at her and then…


Her strong hand slapped him right on the left cheek until his head was turned to the side. Amanda was all in tears when he finally regained strength to look back at her.


“Amanda, I am so sorry…” 


“How could you?!” she frantically said. 


Everyone’s attention in the library was immediately drawn to them. Amanda then saw Terry. She asked her, “Terry, where is Fio?” 


“Fio?” Terry asked, still bewildered. But the next second, she recovered from her shock. “Uhm, she ran outside with Shez…”


Amanda bolted right out of the library. Terry cast a questioning and disdainful glance at Sandro before she finally followed Amanda outside. 


“Oh God, Fio, please calm down!” Shez urgently said.


“He loves someone else! He loves that… that… that…”


“No, he doesn’t!” Shez said. “Listen to me… Sandro did that deliberately without thinking who the girl was! He did that to make you cry and disappoint you! Don’t give in to that false play! He doesn’t mean it!”


“Yes, he does!” Fio cried.


“No, he doesn’t!”


Amanda and Terry arrived. “Fio, I am so sorry…” Amanda said quickly to Fio.


Fio turned to Amanda and rage filled her heart all of sudden. She really hated Amanda. That girl always came in her way. First, she took her place in the theatre. And now, she was taking her Sandro…


She slapped her. Fio had never slapped anyone before in her whole entire life but now she did. She slapped Amanda. Amanda was almost thrown to the ground because she had struck her abusively. Amanda lost her balance. Shez and Terry quickly helped her before she really fell to the grass below. Amanda rebalanced herself and held her stinging cheek. And suddenly blood start flowing out from her nose. Fio stepped back a bit and gasped in horror when she saw what happened. 


Shez panicked. She gasped. But Terry didn’t let herself become panic too. She reached her pocket for a piece of tissue and then gave it to Amanda. Blood was already dripping down to her new sweater. Amanda had the difficulty to concentrate because she could feel blood on her mouth and skin and everywhere. Her vision was blurring and her head was spinning around. 


“Amanda?” called Terry. “Amanda! Hold on!”


Shez turned to Fio and spat out, “Fio! Grab a hold of yourself! She has got nothing to do with his doing!”


“Ters,” Amanda said finally, after overcoming the pain.


“Thank God you’re okay,” Terry said.


“Let me kill her,” Amanda said in a cold tone. She turned to Fio and shouted, “You bitch! I will make you pay for this?”


“Oh yeah?” Fio heatedly retorted.


The two girls stepped forwards as if they were ready to brawl. Terry and Shez did panic then. They quickly came in between the two adversaries. Terry pushed Amanda away from Fio and Shez pushed Fio away from Amanda. Amanda and Fio were both struggling to go.


“Let me have a piece of that spoilt brat!” Amanda said.


“Who are you calling a spoilt brat, you slut?” Fio shouted back.


“I’ll gag your mouth, you Satan!” Amanda called out.


“As if you’re an angel! You should become a whore with the way you kissed him!” 


“You want him, bitch? Take him! I don’t care a bit about him or his cock!”


“Damn you! You ought be hanged, you stink…”


“ENOUGH!” Terry yelled. At the same time, Shez exclaimed, “Shut up you two!”


Amanda and Fio stopped the swearing but they were still heated. They struggled to break free from Shez and Terry but there was nothing they could do.


“Stop it already!” Terry said. 


“Look, there’s no use blaming each other,” Shez reasoned. “If you want to blame anyone, blame it on that guy.” She turned to Fio and chastised her, “You have to admit it, you are guilty of hurting her. You should’ve been able to hold yourself back. She did apologize, although it wasn’t her fault at all. You’re letting jealousy and anger cloud your mind.” Then she turned to Amanda and said, “And you, don’t feel victorious because I am defending you. You should’ve been able to curb your tongue.” 


“She started it!” Amanda yelled at Shez.


“Like I don’t know!” Shez replied. “But if you want to keep acting like a child, be my guest. However, I am not as stupid as you two are, so I am going to keep straining you both until you stop your childish attitudes and apologize to each other!”


“She has got a point. You better start saying sorry to each other,” Terry advised.


Amanda and Fio glared at each other for a very long while. Shez folded her arms in front of her chest, waiting. She looked mean, though, with her eyes narrowed at both Amanda and Fio. Terry wasn’t that patient. 


“Oh, please!” she said.


She pulled Amanda and Fio’s right hands and clasped them together. She said, “Start making up already! We haven’t got all day.”


The other two girls still glared at each other. “Say it!” Terry snapped.


“Now!” Shez complied.


“Oh, all right!” Fio said. She sighed and said, “I’m sorry. There, happy?”


“Next time, I’m really going to kick your ass,” Amanda replied. “But I forgive you for now.”


Fio sighed again. “Sorry about everything,” she said, “I lost control. It won’t happen again… I hope.”


“It won’t. The next time that bastard comes near me, I’ll be doing the slapping,” Amanda said.


Fio smiled reluctantly. “I am so sorry about your sweater. Is that new?” 


Amanda looked down at her new sweater. It was blood stained. She said, “Oh well, I suppose I’ll make a detour to the laundry after school today.” But then she smiled and said, “Don’t worry. It’ll be gone.”


Terry and Shez exhaled gladly. Fio turned to the two girls and said, “I’m sorry for causing all the trouble.”


“Apology accepted,” Terry said laughing.


“Thanks,” Amanda said genuinely.


Shez smiled. She offered her hand to Amanda for a shake. “My name is Shehnaz. Call me Shez. I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”


“Hi, I’m Amanda,” Amanda introduced, reaching Shez’s hand for the handshake. 


Fio also turned to Terry and said, “I’m Fioraia. Call me Fio.”


“I know who you are. You’re too popular not to notice. And I’m Victoria. Call me Terry,” Terry said.


“Nice meeting you,” Fio said pleasantly.


“Now, let’s take care of that nose of yours,” Shez said to Amanda.


Amanda lifted her hand in refusal. “No need. I can take care of it by myself. All I have to do is wash it with antiseptic soap and it’s done. I better get going. Or else, I won’t have time to do all that,” Amanda said.


“I’ll go with you,” Fio offered.


The two of them left. Shez and Terry looked at each other and sighed. 


“We made quite a scene, didn’t we?” Shez asked.


“We did. It’s all because of that stupid Sandro Laurentiis,” Terry answered spitefully. She started walking back towards the library. 


“I didn’t know he was capable of doing something like that. He seemed like a nice guy when I first met him,” Shez replied as they walked together. She worriedly asked, “What can we do about that?”


“I’ll ask Alessio to talk to him. If not Alessio then Pippo. Or perhaps Coco,” Terry said. 


“What could Coco do?” Shez sneered.


Terry laughed. “Still hate him?” 


Shez didn’t know how to answer that. “I don’t hate him,” Shez said after a moment’s thought and added, “I just can’t stand the way he thinks that I’m easy and the way he teases me all the time.”


Terry said, “He’s a really, really nice guy. And you just don’t know what he can do. He may be the youngest in the family. But those brothers influence each other, no matter who is older. So, let’s hope that Sandro would listen to one of them.”


“I hope so,” Shez said. “Or else, Fio will be having more nightmares.”


Fio handed the clean, dry towel to Amanda. Amanda received it and wiped her nose with it. She had been cleaning her bloody nose with the antiseptic wash in the clinic. Fio helped her. She was almost finished now. Then, Amanda tossed the towel to the laundry basket in the corner of the bathroom. The two girls walked out of the bathroom together.


“Done?” the nurse who was on duty there asked.


“Yes, thank you,” Amanda said gratefully.


“Be careful not to trip down again,” the nurse reminded.


“Sure,” Amanda said.


The two girls left the clinic. Amanda asked Fio as the walked back to the library, “Fio, can I ask you something?”


“What?” Fio asked.



“What exactly is going on between you and Sandro?” Amanda asked. “I know Sandro and he’s usually a normal, sweet guy.”


Fio looked away. She didn’t feel like talking about it. But Amanda’s eyes were on her all the time and finally she confessed everything to her. Amanda was shocked to hear the story. When Fio was finally finished, Amanda was speechless.


“Stupid me, huh? Still wanting him while I know he hates me to the roots of his hair,” Fio said hopelessly.


Amanda shook her head. “No, you’re not stupid. He’s the stupid one. He should’ve listened to your explanation first. If the brother is a bastard, it doesn’t mean the sister is a bastard too. He should’ve looked at himself in the mirror. Can’t he see that even he is different from his brothers? Sandro is not Professor Laurentiis and neither of them is Coco and neither of them is Alessio. He can’t do that. It’s not fair,” she said at last.


“Well, he’s not as reasonable as you are,” Fio said desperately.


Amanda stomped her feet. She said, “Screw him!” Oh, he will pay. Sandro Laurentiis will pay for humiliating me. I will make him pay. 
Chapter 33


Alessio looked outside the window. He was felt numb. It was as if he was nothing but flesh, blood and bone without spirit. He had lost his spirit when he saw the newspaper yesterday morning. Even before, he had already lost everything else, when Laura told him that she didn’t want to be with him anymore. He had wanted to beg her not to go away from him but it was no use because she had given him no chance at all to argue. 


Most important of all, he had lost his feeling for racing. No more excitement, no more pride of being a racer… of being different.


He had become a racer because he wanted to be different from everyone. He wanted to become Italy’s hero for that particular sport. And he was doing a pretty good job. He could have made Laura proud. In fact, the reason why he pushed himself for racing throughout the year last year was because he wanted to match Laura’s popularity as a model. He also wanted for her to have a boyfriend with charm, job, and cash…


But it didn’t work. She found someone else… someone better…


“Sir,” called Paola.


Alessio spun his chair around. “Yes?”


“There’s someone who wants to meet you,” Paola informed.


“Who?” Alessio asked.


Terry entered the room. She smiled at him. “Ciao.”


Alessio broke into a smile. He nodded dismissively at Paola, who had already taken the cue and went outside to give her boss privacy with the visitor. 


“I happen to have no more classes for today and I said to myself, why don’t I just visit the smart jackass Danizetti,” Terry said.


Alessio said softly, “Nice meeting you again, Oil Girl.”


Terry approached Alessio’s desk and then held out her hand. Alessio clasped his hand with hers. She congratulated him, “Complimenti. You did a great job. This time my father is very pleased with your tidy work. And so am I for that matter.”


“I wish you had been at the race,” Alessio said sincerely. Then he added jokingly, “I could use someone entertaining me when I beat the hell out of McLaren. It was so boring to drive without a competitor close to me. You would make a great comedy source.”


“Why you arrogant little boy!” Terry replied laughingly.


“Sit down, Oil Girl. Would you like something to drink?” Alessio asked.


Your love. “If you have mineral water, I’d like to have some,” Terry answered. 


“Got it,” Alessio replied. He contacted Paola to get two bottles of mineral water and two glasses for refreshment. After that, he returned his attention to Terry, “Really now, Oil Girl, what brings you here?”


“I just want to see you,” Terry answered, for the first time being honest in her feelings for him. “I was wondering if you’re okay.”


He hummed. “Are you talking out what happened between Laura and me?” he asked.


“Yes,” she answered cautiously. “I am concerned with your well being.”


“Everyone is. But thank you very much, Terry. I appreciate your attention,” Alessio said. Paola entered with the refreshments and placed the glasses and bottles on Alessio’s desk. He waited until she left before continuing, “You don’t have to worry about me because I’m all right, although a little crushed.”


“A little crushed?” Terry asked.


“Well, a lot. But it barely feels anything right now. I just feel nothing. I don’t feel sad. I don’t feel devastated. I just feel numb. That’s all,” Alessio said, pouring the water into the glasses and then handing it to Terry.


Terry accepted the glass. She sighed. “Well, then, I better get on to the next subject.”


“What subject?” Alessio asked curiously.


“Actually, I want to ask for your help,” Terry said.


“About?” Alessio asked.


Terry hesitated. She sighed again. She didn’t know if she should say it or not. But she knew she had to help Fio somehow. And Sandro shouldn’t be allowed running around hurting a girl’s heart and causing fights.


“What is it? Don’t keep me in suspense! Tell me anything…” Alessio insisted.


“I want you to talk to Sandro and tell him to come to his senses,” Terry said finally.


At that moment, Pippo was about to enter Alessio’s workroom through the connecting door. Then he heard Terry’s voice. He decided to wait until she left but what she said next nailed him to the ground…


“You see,” Terry’s voice said, “Sandro had this relationship with this girl, Fio. They almost got together… but then something happened. Sandro found out that Fio was the sister of his biggest enemy, Marco. And then he ditched Fio. Fio wanted to explain to him truthfully about her background and everything. But Sandro didn’t give her a chance and he hates her now. She can’t stand him hating her. All she wants is to have Sandro hear what she has to say about herself and Marco. But Sandro was just so stubborn.


“Then… today something happened. Fio came to the library and Sandro was there as well. She was very, very surprised to see him and so was he. But then Sandro seemed to want to hurt Fio. A friend of ours, Amanda, the girl whom I told you about in the phone, one of your greatest fans who wanted to have your pictures, also knew Sandro. And she was near Sandro. The next that happened was that Sandro grabbed Amanda and kissed her passionately. He did it deliberately so that Fio could see it and hurt her feelings. It worked. After that, Amanda and Fio had a fight. Fio slapped Amanda and she bled on the nose.”


Pippo froze on spot. The first thing that came to his mind was panic. He wondered if Amanda was fine or was she still hurt. And then he felt dubious… he couldn’t understand why Sandro was capable of doing that, hurting a girl and everything… 


“All because of Sandro?” Alessio asked.


“Yes,” Terry answered.


Alessio blinked. He stared at her in disbelief. Terry then said, “You must believe me!”


Alessio nodded. “Oh, I do believe you, Ters. It’s just that… Sandro? My brother Sandro? And to think that we all believe he’s the sensitive one in the family… and he is! He usually is! You know how he is, right?”


Terry agreed, “Yes, I know that, Al. But he became too sensitive with this whole matter with Fio… And then, he did kiss Amanda… You should have seen him kissing her. It was obvious that he was deliberately doing that to piss Fio off. Amanda wasn’t even speaking to him, just trying to walk pass him!”


Alessio shook his head. “Dear God…”


“I was wondering if you could talk to him and tell him to…”


Alessio shook his head again. “No, Terry, I can’t.”


Terry frowned. “Why not?”


“Because we’re not used to of interfering with each other’s personal problems. Guys don’t do that, and especially not us. The others didn’t interfere with my problems about Laura. And I have to do the same…”


“Please?” Terry pleaded.


“How?” Alessio asked. “I have no reason! I don’t know Fio…” He paused. Yes, I know Fio. Fio… Fio… She’s that waitress… “Wait a minute… I do know her. She was the waitress who served Sandro and I when we dined at Primavera a few weeks ago! I remember! Pippo, Sandro and Coco also talked about her when we had dinner together the last time. She’s the daughter of Alessandro Costacurta…” Her beautiful face came back to his memory. He just couldn’t believe his brother had done something to hurt that nice girl. 


“You know her! Good! Now, you can talk to him!” Terry said.


“But I don’t have a good reason to talk to him about it. I don’t know her personally and I don’t know Amanda,” Alessio said.


Terry sighed. “Well, can’t you ask Pippo to do something about it? He’s also Sandro’s brother and he’s rather influential…”


“I can’t ask Pippo to do something about that either. He has no connection whatsoever with any of you… well, he is Fio’s professor, if I am not mistaken, but, still…”


At that moment, Pippo decided to intervene. He took a few moments before he opened the connecting door to Alessio’s office so that it wouldn’t be too obvious that he had decided to do something about his brother and the girls.


Meanwhile, Terry kept insisting, “Please, Alessio… if you had seen the effect of what Sandro had done to Fio and Amanda, you would have no hesitations!”


“I am sorry, Terry…” Alessio said helplessly.


Terry sighed in defeat. Alessio had a very good point. She didn’t have any right to ask him to do anything that was not connected to him. Her disappointment showed very clearly, though, because then Alessio felt sorry for her. He rose from his seat and walked around his desk to sit by her side. He sat on the chair next to Terry and then held her hand, making Terry’s heart skip a beat in the middle of her frustration.


“I am sorry, Ters. If I could do something, I would. I swear it,” Alessio said regretfully.


“Don’t worry,” Terry said dismissively, “I’ll think of something else. Maybe I should confront Sandro with Shez by ourselves. That would really, really blow him out. I so hate him today for what he did.”


At that time, the door opened and Pippo strolled in casually. Alessio and Terry turned to look at him. Alessio didn’t let go of Terry’s hand and Terry started to feel uneasy about it. But neither one of the brothers minded what Alessio was doing so Terry stayed quiet and still.


“Oh! I didn’t know Terry was here!” Pippo lied.


“Hello, Pippo,” Terry greeted Alessio’s brother.


“Hi, there,” Pippo said. He walked towards Alessio’s desk with some files in his hand. He dropped the files on top of the desk and asked Terry, “What brings you here?”


“She wants to talk about a problem that she’s having,” Alessio said.


“Oh, really?” Pippo said, as if absentmindedly and uninterested. But in truth, he knew everything about this problem and really wanted to pay attention to it. “I hope it’s not a serious problem.”


“It’s not,” Terry reassured halfheartedly.


Pippo shoved his hands into his pockets and leaned on Alessio’s desk. He looked at Terry, “Hey, Terry, I was wondering… do you know a girl named Amanda Fossa on campus? You seem to know a lot of people and Amanda is also quite popular and…”


“Do I know her?! I am her friend!” Terry said excitedly.


“I thought so,” Pippo chuckled. He turned to Alessio and said, “You never told me your little mechanic girl goes around a lot in campus!”


“Why do you ask?” Terry asked.


“Who is Amanda Fossa?” Alessio asked confusedly.


“You know, Alessio, that girl Sandro and Coco talked about when we had dinner a last week. Remember her? She was the one who just broke up with her boyfriend, Ethan Carson,” Pippo answered. Alessio nodded then, finally knowing who Amanda was. “Yesterday I met her at the mall, in the jewelry store with his mother and they invited me for dinner.”


“They did? Why should they? I didn’t know you have a close relationship with your student,” Alessio commented.


“No. Amanda is special. She’s the daughter of my professor in university, Maldini. Remember him?” Pippo explained. 


“She is? Professor Maldini’s daughter?” Alessio asked.


Pippo nodded. “Next week, Amanda is having her birthday and she’s going to celebrate it with her family over dinner. Adriana, Maldini’s wife, invited me so I’ll be able to meet Maldini again. And I was just so impressed with Amanda and her works in college. I now don’t wonder why. Her parents are both teachers and their intelligence sure passed on to her.”


“I second that opinion,” Terry agreed.


“Do you know her well?” Pippo asked.


“Actually, we’ve only known each other for a short while but we’re quite close. She’s a nice girl. She seems fun to be with. Very, very conversable,” Terry answered.


“I think so too. She’s very sweet,” Pippo commented. To Alessio he said, “You should meet her. She’s very lovely.”


Terry said, “She would love to meet Alessio! Today I showed her Alessio’s racing pictures and she was very, very excited because she’s an avid fan of him!” 


Alessio smiled. He turned to Terry and said, “He knows Amanda. Should we tell him?”


“Tell him about what?” Terry asked, dumbfounded.


“About the problem,” Alessio said. Terry then nodded.


Bingo! Keep talking, guys… “What problem?” Pippo asked inquisitively.


Alessio told Pippo what happened. Terry added some details in between to make the story clearer. Pippo listened with full interest. He had already heard it once but he wanted to hear it better and directly. His heart immediately gave way for sympathy for Fio, and Amanda for being the indirect victim of his brother’s conduct, and he mentally spat at Sandro.


“So… do you think you can help us out here?” Terry asked.


Pippo rubbed his chin. He thought about it seriously. A moment later, he said, “Perhaps. I don’t know how to say it, though. But I’ll think of something.”


“Please?” Terry practically begged.


Pippo gazed at her. He smiled. “Sure, I’ll do something. I’ll let you know what happens. I’ll talk to either of you soon after I talk to Sandro. I’ll know how to find you. What was the name of the other girl?”


“Shez. Shehnaz Hakeem. She’s in the same major as Coco is. Just ask Coco,” Terry said.


“All right. I’ll also talk to Coco about this. Coco is closer to Sandro so maybe he can talk to him too,” Pippo reassured.


“Thank you very much, Pippo! You’re the best!” Terry said. She rose from her seat and hugged Pippo. She didn’t really care if he was the professor in her university, she was just grateful that he wanted to help.


Alessio smiled seeing Terry and Pippo. He joked then, “Don’t I get a hug too for helping you tell the story to Pippo?”


Terry laughed. Gladly, Alessio, gladly… She turned to Alessio and hugged him tightly. Alessio hugged her too. “Thanks, Al,” Terry said tenderly.


“You’re welcome, Oil Girl,” Alessio replied, just as softly.


Somehow, Alessio didn’t feel so hollow anymore. Her embrace warmed him. He didn’t feel as dejected as before. Thanks to the Oil Girl.

Chapter 34


“He did that?” Coco asked in disbelief as he helped Pippo arrange the dining table for dinner.


“Yes, he did,” Pippo answered as he placed the glasses in its rightful spots.


“That’s strange! He’s always been a gentleman with ladies!” Coco commented, putting down the forks and knives.


“Apparently not today,” Pippo replied. “And from what I heard from Terry, it also caused Fio to have a brawl with Amanda. She slapped Amanda until her nose bled and they were swearing at each other. Shez and Terry had a rather difficult time separating them.”


Coco stopped. “Shez? My Shez?” Coco asked.


“Your Shez?” Pippo asked. “She’s your girlfriend?”


“Not yet. But she will be,” Coco answered confidently.


Pippo just nodded and smiled knowingly. If Coco said so, then it would happen… sooner or later. “Anyway, Terry and Shez are determined to settle this problem so Amanda and Fio won’t fight anymore. Besides, they just couldn’t take the way Sandro used Amanda like that. According to Terry, Amanda slapped Sandro after the kiss. Served him right as well… I would have slapped him too if Amanda were my girlfriend.”


“Is she?” Coco teased. 


“Of course not,” Pippo snorted.


“Just kidding, Pip,” Coco said. He smiled mischievously and said, “Your face beams when you mention her name.”


“I do not!” Pippo denied.


“Whatever you say, brother,” Coco said.


“So, can you help me talk to him?” Pippo asked.


“Sure. But I’ll only come when things get critical. Alessio and I wait in the kitchen while you have the conversation with him. I could be the one to talk to him, Pip, but even I don’t know Shez that well. She still despises me. But you and Amanda… well, you’re quite close… and you have a right too, because the both of them are your students and you are a professor in the university. It’s one of your jobs to keep peace in the campus,” Coco said sensibly.


“D’accordo,” Pippo settled.


The four brothers talked only of business for the first fifteen minutes of dinner. Alessio told everyone the progress of their case with the production manager in Conegliano. He asked everyone to give their opinions. Sandro was the only one who didn’t say much. The other three pretended not to notice his quietness but they knew his being silent was because of what happened earlier in the day.


After the business talk was over, Pippo announced, “Hey, guess what? Next week I am going to meet my ex-university professor!”


“Really?” Coco asked. “Who?”


“Maldini. I’ve told you about him,” Pippo said.


“Paolo Maldini?” Alessio asked, pretending not to know already about the invitation.


“Yes,” Pippo answered.


Sandro flinched a bit but said nothing. Pippo noticed. He continued, “He’s the father of my student, Amanda. Funnily, Amanda uses her mother’s surname Fossa so that she wouldn’t be recognized as Maldini’s daughter. She’s a very lovely girl. If I’m not mistaken, she was the Amanda we talked about the last time we had dinner together.”


“Got that right,” Coco said.


“Have any of you seen her again, Coco, Sandro?” Pippo asked casually.


“Nope,” Coco answered. “But I met Fio today, Pip. She’s as lovely as usual.”


Sandro began to feel uneasy. Somehow he noticed something different from the way his brothers conversed tonight. He hadn’t told anyone about what happened today but somehow he had the feeling that his brothers knew.


“Like you said, I have many lovely students,” Pippo said.


“Hey, Pip, do you think that there might be a chance one day that you might fall in love with one of your students? I mean, you have many lovely students and many of them are going to graduate soon. They’ll be mature enough for you to date!” Alessio joked.


Pippo smirked. “Good idea, Alessio… suicidal, though. I don’t think the girls’ fathers would fancy the idea. The university will suffer from many accusations and they will be dragged to the court with the case of its professor deflowering…”


Coco was already burst out laughing at the idea. Pippo and Alessio chuckled too. Coco then said, “Now, I’d really love to see that happen! That would make a very, very great movie!”


“Speaking of one of your students, Pip, why do you seem to glow whenever you mention Amanda’s name?” Alessio taunted.


“I told you!” Coco shot.


“I do not!” Pippo said. “It’s just that… I see her as a sister. I’ve always wanted a sister and once I asked Maldini when he was telling me about his small daughter, Amanda, if I could be her brother. Now that we know each other, I feel like his brother for real. And I do like her… she’s a very smart and diligent student. I love talking to her. She’s someone who knows what she wants.”


“Does that make us her brothers too?” Coco asked amusedly.


“If you want to,” Pippo answered. He turned to Sandro, “How about you, Sandro? What do you think having a sister like Amanda?”


Sandro dropped his fork and knife and looked up to Pippo in a cold, killing glance. He had already known. Pippo must have found out from Amanda. If not, then Alessio was told by Terry. Now, they were trying to make him talk and confess.


Sandro didn’t say anything but he rose on his feet and then walked out of the dining room. Pippo looked at Alessio and Coco. Coco gestured him to follow Sandro. Pippo gave him a slight nod in response. There was the sound of the door opened and then shut. Pippo rushed to get out, to catch Sandro before he leaves for real.


Sandro didn’t make it in time to avoid Pippo. The elevator came five seconds too late. Pippo had already reached him before he had the time to step inside. Even when the elevator was already there and he was already to enter, Pippo came in the way between the elevator and his brother. Sandro’s jaws hardened. But Pippo didn’t unblock him so Sandro was really, really angry. 


“Get out of my way, Pip,” Sandro hissed.


“Not until you tell me what happened between you, Fio and Amanda,” Pippo said.


“It’s none of your business,” Sandro replied acidly. 


“None of my business your ass!” Pippo mocked. “Of course it has become my business. One girl came running into Alessio, asking him to set things out straight. Another girl was kissed and her nose bled because of her friend slapped her almost to the ground. Finally, a well-bred girl turned into a slapping ogre because you broke her heart. And it’s all because of you!”


“That’s their business, not mine,” Sandro said, “I only care about my well-being. I do not wish to be murdered again!”


Pippo was taken aback by that statement. “Murdered?” 


“You wouldn’t have known. And you shouldn’t have. I am not going to tell you anyway,” Sandro said cynically.


“And why the hell not?” Pippo asked.


“Because I don’t need you to interfere with my problems, Pip. I really don’t need you trying to solve my problems for me,” Sandro answered.


“I am not solving your problem,” Pippo replied bitingly. “I am trying to solve Amanda’s problem.”


“Oh, really? Why? Because you have the responsibility of protecting your favorite professor’s daughter?” Sandro asked scornfully. “Well, let me tell you one thing, Pip, you don’t need to protect me. You go and protect her, protect your other brothers! I don’t need you! Who am I anyway? I am just a peasant boy coming to your family. You have no responsibility of me… so back off!”


Pippo’s jaws hardened and he gritted his teeth. His fists had already clenched and he was about to explode. But he kept his face cool and calm when he finally smacked Sandro. Sandro didn’t see it coming. Pippo, although shorter than his brother, was just as strong. And this time he was even stronger, thanks to his anger. Sandro was pushed back by that punch and he hit the elevator button. The elevator door was opened once again. 


Pippo grabbed Sandro’s collar, dragged him inside the elevator and shoved him in. 


As he strangled him, he told him scathingly, “I don’t like you talking like that. Now, if you ever mention about how you are not one of us again, Sandro, I swear to God I’ll break your body into pieces. You hear me? Don’t you dare open your mouth about that issue again! What you are and what you have done have got no connection whatsoever so don’t use that excuse to turn your back on me!”


“Back off, bastard,” Sandro replied, pushing Pippo away.


But Pippo held on to his ground. The elevator started moving. “I don’t really care what you call me, Sandro. I had wanted to talk to you the easy what but you’ve made it hard. Are you ready to listen to me or not?”


Sandro didn’t respond. But Pippo was looking at him intently, with a dagger gaze. The sharpness of his gaze broke Sandro’s resistance. 


“Fine, whatever,” Sandro surrendered.


Pippo released Sandro’s collar. He told him forwardly, “Now, I suppose your mind about your feelings for Fio cannot be chanced but it’s not exactly gentlemanly to break a girl’s heart like that. If you want to hurt her by kissing another girl in front of her, then do it with someone else. Don’t do it with her close friend. And don’t you ever touch Amanda Maldini again, or hurt her. I’ll see to it that you get what you deserve. Get it?”


Sandro was silent again for a few moments. Pippo kept looking at him. The elevator stopped at the ground floor, at the lobby. The elevator door opened. Sandro moved forward until he was only a few inches away from Pippo. 


He told him, “Fine. I’ll lay off Fio’s friends. I’ll lay off from Fio as well, that you can be sure. I will apologize for causing trouble between those two students of yours. And I will apologize for troubling you and the others. I also apologize for saying something about my past.”

When Pippo looked satisfied, he added, “But I don’t regret kissing Amanda. She’s one hell of a kisser anyway. So you won’t hear me apologizing for that.”


After that, he brushed off Pippo and walked out of the elevator, stalking the exit, leaving his brother behind.

Chapter 35


“And why not?” Massimo asked.


“Don’t get me wrong, Massimo,” Shez pleaded, “But I can’t go with you.”


“Shez, if you’re worried I’m going to force you to do something you don’t want to, like sleeping with me, you don’t have to. I am not going to touch you more than I should,” Massimo said.


Shez shook her head. “It’s not that,” Shez replied.


“Then what is?” Massimo asked. 


For a moment, Shez didn’t answer. She had to figure out a way to dissuade Massimo without hurting his real feelings. During the silent moment, the two of them could only hear the soft music and soft whispers around them in the La Primavera. 


Finally, Shez said, “I am not ready.”


“For?” Massimo asked.


“For this,” Shez answered.


“What do you mean with this? There’s nothing wrong in going away for two days…” Massimo said exasperatedly.


“No! I mean, I am not used to of being… being… well, courted by a handsome guy who is both popular and smart and rich and…” Shez said. She looked at Massimo’s awestruck face and then said, “Well, you know what I mean, don’t you?”


Massimo was unable to speak. Did Shez just call him popular, smart, and rich? A moment later, Massimo sobered and replied, “What in the world is wrong with that?”


“Nothing! It’s just that… I am not ready. I didn’t have any boyfriends at all when I was in middle and high school. I didn’t go out a lot. And even up until a few weeks ago, before we met each other, I never went out on a date. Do you have any idea how it is like for me, suddenly having someone like you being nice to me and treat me like you’re courting me?” 


It took Massimo a while to understand what Shez was trying to say. But when he did, he smiled full of understanding. So… she was unfamiliar with all this, wasn’t she? She didn’t know what to do and she was afraid to accept him because she didn’t have any experience before. Now, Massimo understood everything. 


“Oh,” that was all he managed to say in the end.


“Well, yes,” Shez replied.


Massimo smiled and reached for Shez’s hand. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. After that Shez abruptly pulled her hand away. Massimo said, “I understand. That’s okay. I won’t push you but, remember, the invitation is still on.”


Shez smiled. “I’ll try to remember that.”


“Do try,” Massimo said. Then he teased her, “Being too much a bookworm does a cute girl like you no good.” With that he leaned forward and then kissed Shez’s cheek. Shez was startled but then Massimo quickly pulled away and then leapt to his feet. He smiled and said, “See you around, Shez.” After that he left.


Shez just watched him walk away. Somehow she felt bad but she felt good too at the same time. And feeling good, Shez raised her hand and called for a waiter. Antonio came. He was grinning widely and Shez wondered why.


“Yes, Shez?” Antonio asked.


“Can you give me the bills, please?” Shez replied.


“Sure,” Antonio said.


Antonio left to get her bills and Shez started to pack her things. She had been taking out some of her books before Massimo came because she had wanted to study a bit for the preparation of next week’s test.


Suddenly a familiar voice whispered in her voice, “There you are, lovely.”


Shez stilled and turned her head slightly to the side. She stopped just an inch away before her nose touched the other person’s face. It was none other than Coco. Shez pulled away and sighed. She was in no mood to argue or face him so she just asked impassively, “What do you want?”


“Hi, Shez. Are you alone? Can I join you?” Coco asked.


“Hi, yes and no,” Shez replied.


“Is that in the order of…” Coco teased.


“Yes,” Shez replied. She stared at Coco and said, “Oh, while you’re here, I’d like to say thank you for helping me that time.”


Coco raised his eyebrows in amusement and chuckled. “Oooh, Shehnaz is apologizing. That’s new!”


Shez smirked. “Say whatever you want, Laurentiis, but at least I don’t owe you anything else.”


Coco laughed out loud this time. Antonio returned. He greeted Coco and handed the bills to Shez. Shez suddenly realized she had already returned her wallet to her bag. She grunted and grabbed her bag away from her. She was about to open her bag when all of a sudden Coco told Antonio, “Later, Antonio, Shez is with me and I just got here. She won’t be needing that bill.”


Shez gaped in anger but Antonio shrugged. He turned around and left. Antonio had looked positively calm and collected but in truth, Coco had winked at him, signaling that he wanted more time with Shez. Antonio understood and saved his amusement to himself. 


“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Shez demanded furiously.


“What the hell I think I am doing? Well, I think that I am doing the right thing, the smart thing. Only a fool would only pass a chance to be with someone like you…” he said. Then he added teasingly, “someone with a smart mouth like you.”


Shez had the instant urge to grab his hair and pull them out of their roots. She looked very furious. Coco continued teasing her, “So, Shez, can I join you?”


“Go ahead and join the table. I am sure it will find you very lovely company,” Shez replied scathingly. She took her purse, rose from her seat and then walked away. Before she exited the café, she made a detour to the cashier counter and paid whatever money she needed to pay to the startled cashier guy and Antonio. When Antonio asked what happened to Coco, Shez answered something and left. Antonio blinked for a few times and suddenly burst out laughing.


Amanda ate her sandwich slowly. She let out a few low cries of pain sometimes. Her jaw still hurt from yesterday’s slap. She had put some ice on her cheeks yesterday to get rid of the pain but it still hurt all the same. She had to salute Fio – she could be a boxer if she wanted to. But then again, she’d have to be very, very angry to become a good boxer. 


“Ouch!” she gasped again. 


“Amanda, are you all right?” Elena asked.


“No,” Amanda answered cynically. “You know what? This sandwich isn’t making me feel good. Want some, Luca?” 


Luca took it without hesitation from Amanda’s hand and said thanks. “How could you run into a lamp post, Amanda?” Luca asked curiously.


“I told you, I felt dizzy and suddenly I didn’t look where I was going and suddenly I hit the lamp post,” Amanda answered. Not so long after she exclaimed again, “Ouch!”


Luca and Elena shook their heads in amazement. Amanda had always been very careful in whatever condition she was. But now…


Suddenly their friend Daniele came. He looked concerned. “Ciao, tutti!” Daniele said. 


“There you are!” Elena replied. “Where have you been? You just missed Amanda’s sandwich.”


“I’ve just been to the administration office,” Daniele answered. 


“Taking care about what?” Luca asked.


“Nothing important. But I met Professor Laurentiis there,” Daniele said. Amanda almost flinched hearing the name Laurentiis. It reminded her of Sandro. Then, Daniele turned to Amanda and said, “Amanda, he wants to meet you. He said it was serious. Apparently, there is something wrong with one of your assignments for Professor Brano. He’s waiting for you in the administration office.”


Amanda grimaced. “Damn! What is it now?” she muttered. In one swift move, she grabbed her backpack. She left without saying anything else to her friends.


“I wonder why she looks very anxious and very nervous since yesterday afternoon,” Daniele said.


“Maybe it’s because she still misses Ethan,” Luca guessed.


“I doubt it,” Elena replied. She watched her friend’s back for a while and then she commented, “On the contrary, I think Amanda is not thinking about Ethan anymore. She seems to have forgotten about him. I wonder what’s her on mind right now.”


I hate Sandro Laurentiis. And even if my favorite professor in the whole wide world tries to persuade me to forgive that brother of his, I will immediately slap him… even if it means I will be suspended for the rest of the year…


Professor Laurentiis was talking to the administration office’s lady when Amanda came in with a grim look on her face. He immediately noticed her arrival. 


“Ah, Amanda, there you are!” he greeted, “Ciao!”


“Ciao, professore,” Amanda said slowly, trying to stand the pain on her jaw.


Her professor’s expression changed into one of concern. “Are you all right, Amanda?”


“Not quite. But I can manage,” Amanda answered.


Pippo nodded. He excused himself from everyone else and gestured Amanda towards the door. Amanda followed him from behind, feeling almost like crying. She couldn’t stand the pain anymore. The pain in her jaw was throbbing hardly and she touched her cheek and rubbed it to try ease the pain. At the same time, her professor turned around.


“Amanda, are you sick?” Pippo asked.


“No, professor,” Amanda answered. Even as she said that, she could feel her jaw almost detaching.


“Let me take a look at that,” he said. 


He reached for her cheek. Amanda cringed when his hand touched her cheek. Pippo’s eyes widened in horror when he saw the blue and black of the further part of Amanda’s cheek. The skin along her jaw that had been concealed by her side tresses was a bit swollen and dark. He felt even more surprised when he noticed that there was some vague finger marks on it.


“What happened to you?” he asked.


“Nothing,” Amanda said, drawing back.


And suddenly it hit him then and there. It must be from yesterday’s quarrel. Pippo sighed after finally figuring out everything that happened. He saw the door to the rehearsal auditorium was opened. 


“Let’s go inside there,” he said, escorting Amanda.


She just followed. Once they were inside, Pippo pushed her to sit down on a chair. He sat next to her and once again sighed.


“Oh, God…” he said heavily. “Fio did that, didn’t she?”


“How did you know?” Amanda asked inaudibly. 


“Terry told me. She came to see Alessio yesterday and I heard the whole story from her,” Pippo revealed.


Amanda bent her down. She wanted to say that Sandro was responsible and that he was a bastard but she knew she couldn’t. Although Professor Laurentiis was already someone she knew personally, he was still her professor.


“Sandro is responsible,” Pippo said, as if reading her mind.


Amanda tilted her head up. She said, “I am sorry. But he is the cruelest person alive in the whole wide world for doing what he did to Fio and me.”


“I know. That is why Terry wanted Alessio to take care of the problem. She asked us to advise him not to do it again. I’ve already talked to him last night and he apologized. I am sure he will ask you to forgive him. But in the meantime, be careful with him. He can be very, very stubborn,” Pippo said.


Amanda didn’t say anything. Pippo continued, “Amanda, I’d also like to apologize to you. I’ve already talked to Fio. I want to apologize for what my brother did to you. Your family has been very kind to me and I feel I should do the same. But Sandro screwed it up. I am sorry.”


Amanda smiled then. She said sincerely, “Don’t worry, Professor. You really don’t have to apologize. You have got nothing to do with this problem whatsoever.”


“Thank you,” Pippo replied.


“So, do I really have a problem with one of my assignments for Professor Brano?” Amand asked through her clenched jaw.


Pippo looked sympathetic. “I am afraid yes. You haven’t submitted one assignment, the one that you should have submitted when you were bailing out. I’d like to see them on Brano’s table by tomorrow morning.”


Amanda nodded and gave him a smile. For a moment she forgot that she was actually in pain when she smiles. The next minute she remembered again because suddenly she grimaced and cried out painfully once again.


Pippo’s relieved expression was gone that instant. He said to her, “That’s it. You must go to the clinic and have your jaws taken care.”


“No, it’s not necessary,” Amanda answered.


“Yes, it is,” Pippo replied authoritatively as if commanding an infant. “Now, let’s get you to the clinic.”


Amanda wanted to protest again but Pippo was already saying, “Now, you don’t want me to get into trouble with your father, do you? He could hang me if he finds out that my brother has hurt you and caused trouble for you. This is the least I can do. Please?”


Amanda sighed. “Oh, well…”


“Good girl,” he said.


“You were playing with my emotions,” Amanda said dramatically as she rose from her seat.


“But this isn’t a debate. So I am allowed to make use of my excellent abilities of playing around with people’s emotions,” Pippo replied amusedly.


“I bet the rest of your family is like that too,” Amanda said dryly as she stepped outside the auditorium.


“Only the males,” Pippo replied with a chuckle.


You got that right, professor. 


Fio drew lines and circles absently on her notebook with her very, very short pencil. She stared blankly to the space in front of her. 


Nadia sighed. Fio hadn’t been the same since yesterday and the day before yesterday. She wouldn’t talk about anything and she didn’t tell anything to Nadia and Valentina. They were both very, very confused. Fio was being so quiet that her friends didn’t feel comfortable asking her what was wrong. 


The end of period bell rang loudly and everyone quickly cleared the room. Fio was the first one to reach the door. She didn’t say anything to Nadia and Valentina when she left. Valentina was too busy talking to someone else that she didn’t notice but Nadia was more attentive. She sighed. She wanted to know what happened to her best friend but she didn’t know where to ask.


Nadia said goodbye to Valentina who had to go home quickly after they both had exited the class. Nadia dragged her feet to walk towards the building exit. Outside, she saw a lot of people moving around her but she didn’t see Fio. 


Suddenly, from behind, someone surprised her. “Nadia!”


Nadia turned around. She found Fio’s brother Marco before her eyes.


“Marco!” she exclaimed.


“Hi,” he greeted. “Have you seen Fio?”


Nadia shrugged. “I am also looking for her.”


“Hasn’t she been with you in the class?” Marco asked. “You have just come out, haven’t you?”


“Yes,” Nadia answered. “But she left earlier and I didn’t get the time to catch up with her.”


“Oh,” that was all he said. He didn’t say anything else.


“I’ll tell her that you’re looking for her when I meet her,” Nadia said uneasily. Marco always gave a dark, mysterious impression. She didn’t like it. Perhaps it was because he never smiled even slightly.


“Thanks, Nadia. See you around,” Marco replied. He lifted one side of his lips to form a half smile. That was the closest Nadia had ever seen as a smile from his lips. Nonetheless, it was a smile all the same. She nodded and watched Marco leave.


Seeing him gave her the chills. She still remembered how Fio told her about him once trying to kill Sandro Laurentiis. And she was practically shivering. She hoped to God she would never have anything to do with him… ever. And she pitied Fio for having to meet him everyday of her life because he was her brother. He was also the enemy of the man she loved so much.

Chapter 36


Amanda pressed the ice bag to her cheek for the whatsoever times this week. It was the weekend and she was bored as hell. She had planned to go out with Elena, Daniele and Luca this morning but she canceled it because she was feeling terrible with her cheeks. At ten this morning, Terry called and now her new friend was accompanying her in the living room of her apartment. Her mother was cooking a special dish for lunch.


“Does it still hurt?” Terry asked.


“Less. But it’s still horrible,” Amanda answered. “I really don’t know what to say to my father when he comes.”


“When is he coming?” Terry asked.


“My mom said my brother and him will arrive tomorrow morning, because he still has to take care some things in the university where he teaches in,” Amanda answered.


Terry sighed. “I wish everything would be all right soon. I somehow pity Fio. Even thought I haven’t known her for that long, but somehow, I just hate the way Sandro treated her.”


“Sometimes guys are strange, aren’t they? They can be so very stupid. They think that whatever they decide is the right one of them and everything they do is for everyone’s benefit,” Amanda said rather contemptuously.


Terry smiled. “Speaking from personal experience?”


Amanda shrugged. “Sort of.”


“Ethan, huh?” 


Amanda’s eyes grew wide. “How did you know?”


“It’s public knowledge that you and him are icon lovers,” Terry said simply. 


Amanda lifted the ice bag slightly upwards. She asked her curiously, “Are we that famous?”


“In a way, yes. Ethan was sort of the Fio type. He’s handsome and he went around so everyone knows him. He always talked about you. He seemed so proud to talk about you. I heard from a friend of mine who used to idolize him that he said you were his dream girl because you don’t only have the looks but you also have the brain and your brain is even better. I’d say, if a guy says that about me, I’ll marry him!”


Amanda laughed. It didn’t hurt so much anymore when she laughed right now. Then she said sadly, “I would have too. But he couldn’t wait for me.”


“Why don’t you find someone else?” Terry asked.


Once again, she shrugged evasively. “I don’t feel like doing it right now.”


“Why not?” 


“I just don’t want to. I don’t think anyone could be as good as Ethan… at least, that is my point of view right now.”


There was silent for a while. Finally, Amanda said, “You know what? Let’s just stop talking about him and any other guy! It’s too stressing. First Ethan, then Sandro Laurentiis…”


And Alessio. “I agree,” Terry immediately agreed.


“Good. Let’s just watch TV,” Amanda said. She turned on the TV. And Terry teased her, “That was a lame way to change the subject!”


Amanda laughed. “I know!”


The TV was switched on. They were just in time to see the news show TG2 on RAI 2. Amanda confessed, “This is actually my favorite news show.”


“What?! You like news programs?” 


“Very informative. Good for the brain,” she said.


Terry threw her a pillow. “You are crazy!”


Amanda, Terry and Adriana enjoyed lunch peacefully. Terry told the mother and daughter about her side job as a Ferrari team mechanic and also how her father managed to get a job there too. After that, she told them about Alessio’s character. Then the conversation led to Adriana telling them about Pippo, especially during his days as a university student. 


“He was a bright student. But he had his heart for literature. My husband struggled to persuade him to keep studying economics,” Adriana said as she spooned the dessert inside her mouth. She chewed and swallowed then continued, “In the end, everyone gave up and gave consent to him to study literature. But my husband forced him to succeed in economics as well. He graduated in both majors with honors.”


Amanda said, “Was he a studious person?”


Adriana shook her head and laughed. “Not quite. He was sometimes tempted to go out with his girlfriends instead of studying and in desperate moments he came to Paolo for help in his studies. Paolo would chastise him mildly at first but then he helped Pippo anyway. He was normal, I guess. I never saw him being too seriously studying but I knew he understood the materials quite quickly so he didn’t need to spend that much time with books.”


Terry said dryly, “At least he studied. I don’t think Alessio studied at all.”


Adriana laughed again and said, “He was also one of my husband’s students back in the university but only for one subject, for the first two years of university. My husband was attempting to do the same with Alessio, forcing him to study but he loved racing too much.”


“Papa knows Alessio?” Amanda asked, her eyes wide in awe.


“Not as well as he knows Pippo,” Adriana answered. “Alessio never spent too much time on campus, Paolo said.” She had finished off her dessert and then started to clean the table. Amanda and Terry followed her lead and helped her with the dishes.


Suddenly, in the middle of washing dishes, suddenly Terry’s pager sounded. She gasped and quickly checked the message. It said:


Help. There is an emergency in the garage. – Alessio – 


“Uh-oh,” Terry said.


“What?” Amanda asked.


“I have to go,” she said abruptly. “Alessio just paged me. He said that there was an emergency in the garage. I have a feeling that this is not good at all. Not good at all.”


“Oh, do you really have to go now?” Amanda asked disappointedly.


Terry nodded. But then she suggested, “Why don’t you come with me? You’ve never been to my workplace, have you? Let’s go together!”


Amanda turned to her mother. “Can I?” she asked in a pleading tone.


Adriana smiled. She didn’t mind. At least Amanda could forget about her sadness by going with Terry. But then again, Amanda was already quite cheerful lately. She nodded. “Go ahead, you two. Be careful! Call me to tell what time you will come home.”


Ten minutes later, Amanda and Terry were already inside the bus to go to the garage. The garage, of course, referred to the one in Alessio’s private circuit that was slightly outside of Rome. This small, private circuit was in an area that was quite secluded and it was definitely not opened for public. His spare cars were kept there. So were Andrea’s. 


“Is it all right if I come?” Amanda asked nervously.


“Sure! Why not? I’ll have an excuse to ask for a raise to Alessio. I’ll just say to him that I was spending some time with my friend when he paged and I had to bring my friend along. Usually, he would feel guilty, say sorry and then offer a raise,” Terry joked.


Amanda giggled. 


Some forty minutes later, they arrived in the circuit. Terry led the way to the garage. Amanda had never been to a circuit before and even this “miniature” one amazed her. Yet, she was not even in the real circuit. She was just in the management building.


Finally they arrived in the garage. Amanda stopped to see a picture that was hanging on the wall while Terry opened the door and saw five men looking very worried inside. Two of them were her father’s subordinates, the other two were Alessio and Andrea D’Amico, and the last one was… surprise, Pippo.


“I’m here. What is it?” Terry asked.


Those five men looked relieved to see her. One of the mechanics, Angelo, approached her and pulled her quickly to see the spare engine that was put on top of a construction table. “We noticed something wrong with Alessio’s engine and then we checked Andrea’s. It had the same problem. I don’t know exactly what is but it made their cars move slower. They had tested in by driving three laps around the circuit and their speed dropped by 20%.”


Terry looked horrified. “Why look for me? Why not my father?” she asked.


“We couldn’t get your father,” the other mechanic, Vano, said. 


“Have you checked?” Terry asked.


“Everywhere!” Alessio said. “We tried everywhere… his cell phone was off, no one answered the phone in your house and he was nowhere in his usual places.”


Terry now wondered where her father could be. She shrugged and said, “Okay. But what makes you think I would be able to fix the problem?”


“Because Alessio said you could at least do something,” Andrea said.


Terry sent him a look that was half grateful, half reprimanding. Alessio said, “Please, Terry? I really need help here. The cars are going to be on race for next week!”


“Don’t panic. I am sure she’ll be able to locate the source of the problem,” Pippo finally spoke. 


Terry smiled at him. “Surprise seeing you here!” 


“I gave him a ride here,” Pippo said.


“Oh, well,” Terry said. “I’ll just go and get changed into my outfit first.” She turned towards the door. When she was about to exit, she said to those men, “Oh, and, please keep my friend company. I had to take her here. I was with her when you paged me.”


Alessio sighed gladly. “Oh, Terry, I am so sorry. I’ll raise your salary!”


Terry grinned mischievously. I know you too well, Alessio. Then she sobered up and put on a straight face when she turned her head to him. “You had better.”


When Terry left, Amanda entered the garage hall. Her entrance made the five men in there stop talking and turned to see her. Their expression varied. The mechanics were thinking that it was impossible for Terry to be a friend of this sweet looking girl. Andrea was thinking that her hair color was really nice. Alessio was dumbfounded and try to figure out who the girl was. And Pippo was astounded.


Amanda’s face brightened when she saw them. She was excited to see the two men wearing Ferrari mechanics outfit. She couldn’t believe she was seeing Alessio Danizetti and Andrea D’Amico in flesh. And she was delighted to see her favorite professor there.


“Hey, you are the friend Terry was talking about?” Pippo asked.


“Yes,” Amanda answered.


“Come in!” Pippo said, gesturing her to come closer. 


Amanda entered fully and walked towards Pippo. Pippo and her shook hands. Then he introduced her to the rest. Alessio knew who she was even before the introduction was finished. This was the Amanda that caused the chaos between Sandro, Pippo, and that girl Fioraia. 


“Nice to meet you, Amanda,” Alessio said.


“Nice to meet you,” Amanda replied contently.


Andrea laughed. “You’re Terry’s friend?” he asked in disbelief.


Terry entered the room. “You bet she is,” Terry said. “Stop flirting with her.”


Amanda turned around and was surprised to see Terry in a Ferrari mechanic uniform. She looked nice in it. Amanda envied her for that moment. She seemed to be in control. This was her world. And she seemed to belong there just perfectly. She glanced discreetly to Alessio and found a sight of him grinning at her. Terry smiled back at Alessio and at that moment, Amanda knew she must have feelings for him. She knew it for sure. 


“Well, let’s get to work,” Terry said rather anxiously.


“Good. Let’s,” Vano said.


“Do you want us to be here or…” Alessio asked.


“No. You drivers out! You fret too much and always complain whenever we work,” Terry said. 


Alessio grumbled, Andrea made a face, and Pippo just chuckled. Amanda, however, was already heading towards the exit door. She asked Terry, “Where are we supposed to wait?”


“In the lounge. Andrea and Alessio will show you,” Terry said absently as she was already concentrating on the machine. 


Amanda nodded and then walked outside, followed by the other three men.


Three hours later…


“Is there any phone I can use here?” Amanda asked Alessio after finishing a round of card game with Alessio and Pippo. Andrea had already gone away first. He was told to come somewhere quickly to take care of another business. Before he left, he said goodbye to Amanda in a very flirty way that it flattered her and alarmed Pippo and Alessio. He was always charming for the girls.


Amanda was shown the circuit earlier. Alessio had given her a tour of the circuit while Pippo and Andrea talked and played chess. When they returned, Pippo suggested a game of cards and they played up until a minute ago. 


Alessio nodded. “Which one do you prefer? The one in the office with a better connection or the one here but with a bad connection?” he asked seriously.


Amanda wanted to call her mother to tell that she was coming home rather late so she opted for the one there with a bad connection. How bad could it be? “The one here,” she answered.


With that, Alessio took out his cell phone and handed it to Amanda. Amanda burst out laughing. “How could you?”


“How could I what?” Alessio replied innocently. “That one is mine. It’s close here. But it’s a cell phone and the signal is bad here.”


Amanda finished off her laughter and said, “Oh, God! You are silly!”


“How would you know?” Alessio asked with a one sided smile.


Amanda answered, “Based on what Terry told me. And hearing my mother’s story earlier about you, I figured you have a funny nature instead of a serious one.”


Pippo snorted. “Touché.”


Alessio nudged his brother. He turned to her and asked more seriously, “Your mother?”


“Her mother is the wife of Professor Maldini, Al,” Pippo informed.


“I know. But how does she know?” Alessio said.


“My father told her about the both of you,” Amanda said.


“Good or bad things?” Alessio asked curiously.


“The truth,” Amanda said secretively with an intriguing smile. She really did have a beautiful smile because Alessio and Pippo couldn’t get away from seeing her smile.


Amanda then dialed the number of her apartment and talked to her mother. She was told immediately that her father had already arrived with Christian and she asked Amanda to come home immediately. Amanda was excited.


She closed the phone and said to the two men, “My father is already here!”


“He is?” Pippo asked excitedly.


“Yes,” Amanda answered. She rose from her seat and then said, “I’ll go check on Terry. If she’s finished, we can go home soon!”


Amanda quickly scurried away from the room. Ten minutes later, she returned with Terry. She was already wearing her normal clothes and clean from any substance that was used to help her fix the engines. They entered the lounge together; laughing and talking. Alessio looked up to Terry expectantly.


“The engine?” he asked.


“Fixed,” Terry answered.


Alessio sighed gladly again. “THANK YOU, GOD!” He approached Terry and hugged her, “Oil Girl, you are magnificent!” 


“Does this mean I get a raise?” Terry asked.


Alessio chuckled and said, “If you come with me to the race next weekend, I will double the salary I have doubled some weeks ago!” 


Terry shook her head. “You know I can’t, Al!” she said. “I have school.”


“You can actually get a dispensation, you know?” Pippo said. He said in a very teacher like way, “If your father sends letters to the professors you have classes on and if you ask for leave assignments, you will get suspension. But you’ll have to do the catching up later.”


Alessio looked at her hopefully. “Please?”


Terry looked into his eyes. Those eyes… She had trouble thinking for a while, but then she sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Alessio exclaimed happily and squeezed her in his embrace once again. Terry tried to look nonchalant but her heart was beating fast and hard that she was afraid Alessio could feel or hear it. Amanda noticed a slight look of love in Terry’s eyes and smiled dreamily. Pippo looked at her just in time to see that smile of hers and somehow, he knew the meaning of it. Their eyes met and they nodded meaningfully at each other.


“Okay!” Pippo said, breaking the silence and the embrace, “Let’s go home!” He turned to the two girls and said, “We’ll give you a ride home.”


Amanda and Terry looked aghast. Was that really Professor Laurentiis offering a ride home? It didn’t seem appropriate. 


“Oh, no! We’ll just take the bus,” Amanda said.


Terry nodded in agreement. “She’s right. We can’t trouble you.”


Alessio snorted, “Please! You think you girls will survive out there in the bus? What if you don’t know where to stop?” 


Terry frowned. She replied, “Why you…”


“What? Females have no sense of direction! Right, Pip?” Alessio said jokingly, straight-faced.


Amanda was glaring at Alessio. Pippo decided to take the safe way. “Look, in general, yes. They have no sense of direction. But I am sure Terry and Amanda do. However, we will still give you a ride home. Alessio has troubled both of you into coming here. Therefore driving you home is justified.”


“But…” Amanda said.


Pippo gave him a teacher’s listen-to-me look. “Now, girls!”


“Oh, fine, professore,” Terry finally surrendered. “Why bother refusing when we can get home faster?”


Amanda and Terry stepped out of Pippo’s car. They felt terribly drowsy from a long sleep. During the journey back to the city, Amanda and Terry were so exhausted that they spent the time sleeping. Alessio was just as tired so he said nothing and just sat still. Meanwhile, there were two phone calls from Stefania that Pippo had to receive and during that time he had to stop somewhere because Alessio was not in a fit condition to drive.


“Here we are,” Pippo said, coming out of the car.


“Yes, we are,” Amanda said sleepily. “Well, thank you for the ride, professor. Thank you, Alessio. We appreciate it.”


“Yes, we do,” Terry repeated just as groggily.


Alessio nodded. “You two seemed tired. Maybe I should escort you to your place…”


“No need,” Amanda refused. But then she thought about Terry’s possible crush on Alessio and then quickly said, “I don’t need an escort. But Terry might just need one.”


“Okay, Ters,” Alessio said, swaying his hand to gesture her towards the building entrance door, “That way. Be careful or you’ll tumble.”


Terry sobered up quickly. She hissed, “Damn you, Al! If you weren’t my boss, I would…”


“Kiss me?” Alessio perversely replied.


Terry smacked him on his ribs and pulled Amanda. “Bye, Al! Bye, professor!”


Amanda was dragged inside. She struggled to wave her hand and managed to do so with an apologetic smile. “Bye! Thank you!”


Pippo chuckled as he got back inside the car. Alessio grinned seeing that scene. “Damn, I love that girl!” he said with a chuckle.

Chapter 37


Shez lifted her head after washing her face on the sink. She felt like dying. It was only eleven in the morning but she was already feeling sleepy again. But, then again, she didn’t get much sleep last night. Sabila was sick and she had to keep an eye on her all night long, taking turns with her mother. When she came to her lecture this morning, she was almost late. She didn’t get a good seat and so she sat at the back. Being far away from the lecturer just increased her lethargy. She had to struggle to keep her eyes open for two hours of the lecture. 


Now, she was figuring out a way to keep her eyes open for the rest of the day. She had tried drinking fresh mineral water but it was not that effective. She had to go to the toilet for a several of times because of drinking so much water. She was washing her face to keep fresh. Still, she didn’t feel it was going to work either. 


“Oh, great!” Shez said. She quickly rushed inside the toilet once again before she did it then and there.


While she was inside, she heard two people coming inside. They were talking. From their voices, Shez could not recognize them. But those voices sounded quite familiar.


“What did you do there?” the first voice asked.


The second one giggled and said giddily, “We did it, of course. He was such a great man!”


“Really? You did? Wow! But I thought this was only your first date!” 


Shez made face inside the lavatory, cringing at the thought of what the girl must have done something with her first date. 


The second girl continued, “I think he badly needed it. I mean, who wouldn’t need it badly? After all, he had been spending time with that girl.”


“Which girl?” 


“That girl who looked like a tree branch stick! What’s her name… Shez something.”


Shez actually choked… silently, of course. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She blinked a few times and lost the next few words that girl was saying. After a moment, she managed to calm herself down upon hearing that particular statement and became intrigued to hear what the girl had to say next.


“I mean, what ever did he see in her? She’s absolutely not popular. She was no one. I never even heard of her name until he started paying attention to her. People said that they were an item but apparently he said that she wasn’t ready to have a relationship with him. Boy, she doesn’t know what she’s missing ‘cause Max is just a hot lover!”


Her friend laughed and Shez was even more disgusted. She thought meeting Valeria that time was already sordid enough. But now…


“Max even doubted that Shez knew what the word sex means,” the girl said.


Shez was aghast. She was really angry now. How dare she? Moreover, how dare he?


With great force, she pushed the lavatory door to open. When she walked out, the two girls gasped a bit and then looked flushed as they were caught talking about someone who was actually present on the spot. The second girl, who was actually a blonde one, blushed heavily. Shez was too angry to say anything to them. She just snatched her bag and her head was full of ideas of how to avenge Max.


Sandro sighed. He was bored as hell. He felt numb. He felt like he was nothing but air. Hollow. Futile. Bleak.


But he wasn’t about to give in. Not to Fio, not to Pippo, not to anyone. He needed to figure out a way to get rid of his feelings for Fio. He really couldn’t risk himself into having a relationship with Marco Di Vaio’s sister. 


Marco. That name was detestable. Truly detestable. There was nothing else in this world more pleasurable than seeing that bastard die. He really hated him. One, because he had accused him of taking Gabriela away from him while the truth was that Gabriela ran away from him. Two, because he had actually planned to murder him. Three, because he was despicable by nature.


“Damn!” he spat. 


He ran his fingers fiercely through her dark hair. He really must do something about this. He couldn’t stand there and do nothing while everyone was asking him to come to his senses and give Fio some consideration. He just can’t. Fio was always trying to explain to him while in truth he didn’t want to see her. At all. She reminded him of Marco and she was actually his sister… with blood relation. 


But he didn’t know what to do.


Suddenly, an idea flashed through his mind. He remembered that kiss last week. He had kissed Amanda Maldini. He had never thought that he was ever going to kiss that girl. She used to be Ethan Carson’s property so no one dared to touch her. But she was not anymore. She was single. And everyone who liked her could just join in the competition if there were any. 


Why not?


Sandro thought about how he had kissed her. He had never kissed anyone in that way before. Of course, it wasn’t a kiss of love or lust but it was a hot kiss nonetheless. Even Amanda was absolutely frightened with the way he kissed. He had done it deliberately to hurt Fio. He figured that it must be quite effective because, if he didn’t get the message wrongly, he was able to convince Fio until those girls fought against each other.


Sandro smiled in pleasure. He had already found the way. He was going to pursue Amanda. He would apologize to her and then court her nicely. He would do whatever it takes for her to forgive him. He would be a gentleman.

And if Fio saw it and then get hurt… then, it was good. He would be safe from her. Preferably forever.

“Hey, there!” Coco’s voice surprised him.


Sandro lifted his head slightly upwards and saw his brother taking a seat in front of him. He was smiling. Sandro asked him, “What’s up?”


“Oh, nothing much,” Coco said evasively. “I am just bored. I feel so sleepy this morning. Last night, I studied until two in the morning.”


“Hmm,” was all Sandro said.


“Hey,” Coco said, “Are you coming for dinner at Alessio’s tonight?”


Sandro shrugged. “Perhaps.”


Coco sighed. “You’re still angry with Pippo, aren’t you?”


Sandro was quiet for a moment. He wasn’t really angry with him but he didn’t like what he suggested at that time. As he realized perfectly, none of his brothers also liked their problems to be interfered. But he had interfered Alessio’s problems that time, so he thought their interference with his was justified. 


“I don’t know,” Sandro said.


“Oh, come on! Stop acting like kids. He had a right to be angry with you although he shouldn’t interfere. But we were all involved in this. Those girls knew us, Sandro. Terry is Alessio’s friend and it’s natural that she asked him for help. Amanda seems to be Pippo’s favorite student, not mentioning she’s his favorite professor’s daughter. It’s not unusual if Pippo feel responsible, especially because she was sort of a victim!”


Sandro clenched his jaws and hissed, “I don’t think so. If they were loyal to me, they could have just declined.”


Coco sighed. He lifted his hand in defeat and surrendered. “Whatever, Sandro. I don’t want to fight with you. It’s enough that you’re having problems with Pippo. Let’s just change the subject, shall we?”


Sandro altered his expression. He, too, didn’t want to argue. Besides, he didn’t have the heart to hurt Coco. He was his favorite brother after all.


“Fine,” Sandro consented.


“Let’s have lunch!” Coco suggested.


Sandro looked at his watch. It was almost twelve. It was too early for him to have lunch. But he didn’t really care. Whatever it takes to ease this burden he was feeling…


Sandro and Coco talked about their cousin Licia as they were walking to the canteen. 


“I wonder what she’s doing right now. And that fiancé of hers… I hate him,” Coco said.


“You’re just jealous,” Sandro said. “You’ve always had a crush on Licia. I knew it.”


“It was only because she was the nicest to me when you guys decided to play around with me when we were little,” Coco defended himself.


“Licia thinks you’re just a little boy, Coco. Give it up!” Sandro mocked jokingly.


“Ah! Who cares about Licia now?” Coco said.


Sandro snorted and laughed. “Oh, so you have someone in your heart now?”


“Most definitely,” Coco answered confidently. Where is Shez, anyway?


In answer to the question he asked in his heart, he spotted Shez sitting on one table in the outdoor canteen. She looked pissed. She was frowning, her forehead creased and eyebrows furrows. Whatever happened to her now? Had a fight with Massimo?


“Get us a table, Sandro. I’m going to say hi to a friend,” Coco said, referring to Shez. 


Before Sandro could answer, Coco was already gone. Sandro looked around, trying to find where his brother went. Then he saw him. He was approaching someone… he was approaching Shez. Sandro sighed. He couldn’t believe it was Shez his brother had a crush on. But seeing from the way he rushed to get to her, it was quite certain that he had feelings for her. And indeed, Shez was the intended person to be visited. Coco arrived at her table and sat down immediately.


“What the hell are you doing here?” Shez hissed.


Coco smiled. “You are so very lovely when you frown and hiss,” Coco greeted.


“Save it, Laurentiis,” Shez replied scathingly.


“Had a bad day, Shez? Feeling nauseous again? I could help. But unfortunately I don’t bring any sandwich today!” 


“I don’t need you or your sandwich!” Shez replied.


“Really now? Come on, Shez, tell me, what happened to you?”


Shez was just so sick of it. Massimo, then Coco… they were all pretending to be nice to her. They had hidden purposes behind their kindness and attention. They were after something. She was somehow glad she didn’t go with Massimo on that weekend trip or else she might have turned as a non-virgin overnight. But she was also terribly irate that he said things to that girl in the toilet. Having had to deal with that, she really didn’t have time to serve Coco’s persuasive manners.


“Really, Coco, I am not in the mood to talk to you or even see you.”


“Had a fight with Massimo?” Coco guessed insistently.


“SHUT UP! I really don’t want to hear anything else from you!” Shez said. She was up on her nerves.


“Really?” Coco replied amusedly with an eyebrow lifted.


Shez grew even more exasperated. She really didn’t need anything from Coco. So she packed her things and left the table. Coco chased her. He was in time to grab her hand, which she snatched away from him. She continued walking quickly away from Coco. Coco was very adamant. He didn’t want to let her go.


In matter of moments, Shez quickly turned around and face him straight away. With all the force she had in her petite build, she pushed Coco to the back and yelled at him, “Get away from me!”


Everyone near them heard what she said and looked at them in surprise. 


Coco asked her, “Shez, I’m just trying to help!”


“Well, I don’t need your help! I don’t need anyone’s help! I don’t like you and I don’t like anyone else right now so it’s a good thing for you to close your mouth and get the hell out of my air!” Shez replied disdainfully.


“Damn it, Shez, what did I do wrong? I was just asking you something… you’re not usually this pissed…”


“Well, I am that pissed right now. And, Coco, I really hate the way you’re acting. It’s as if you have a crush on me but you really don’t. You’re just curious because I don’t want to be with you while usually every girl fling themselves to you! Well, news of the day: I am not that kind of girl! I really don’t want to be pursued or courted by you because you are not much different from that odious Max, that friend of yours!”


“Max? Who’s Max?”


At that time, Massimo approached. He had seen what happened between Coco and Shez and he was worried. Shez seemed ready to explode. She rarely showed her temper but she was showing temper now and she seemed dangerous. And Coco wasn’t making it any better.


“Coco, Shez, what’s the matter?” Massimo asked confusedly. He turned to Shez and asked her softly, “Shez, are you okay?”


“You stay away from this,” Coco said to him.


“Get out of my face,” Shez said to him at the same time.


Massimo was even more confused. What did he do? “What?”


“Here, you want to know what my problem is, Coco, he is my problem. Just as much as you are my problem! So why don’t you two take a hike before I kick you in each of your shin and send you crawling to the clinic right away?” Shez said in a very deadly way.


Massimo actually stepped back hearing that threat. Coco wasn’t ready to give up. He grabbed Shez’s hand and held it tight. But Shez’s patience had run out. She couldn’t take it anymore. All she wanted was to slay those two guys alive. So she shoved Coco on the ribs harshly. Coco actually felt pain. What he didn’t know that Shez had taken karate lessons. That was why he was holding his ribs. He felt terribly sore.


“If I ever see you again, you’ll get more than that!” Shez said.


At that, she walked away. The audience clapped their hands and exclaimed Shez’s name for being so brave. But Shez was already feet away from the crowd. Massimo and Coco could only grimace seeing her departure. Then they looked at each other suspiciously. Something must have happened. Coco intended to find out. 


Seeing all that, Sandro grimaced. But at least he knew what to expect from Amanda if he tried to apologize to her later. In that case, he concluded, he must wear protection somewhere around the ribs. Or else…

Chapter 38


When Amanda came to campus the next Monday she was all smiley and very giddy. She actually greeted everyone she met on the way to the building. She joined her friends and talked about a lot of things with them. In her classes, she was very active. Elena, Luca, Daniele and Kayla were wondering why Amanda was being very cheerful. It hadn’t been more than a month that Amanda cried over the loss of her Ethan. 


“What is with her?” Daniele asked when Amanda was in front of the class, giving a small presentation with her group. “Wasn’t she the girl who cried over her breakup with Ethan?”


“Exactly the same,” Luca answered.


Kayla and Elena looked at each other. They shrugged as Daniele continued, “I bet she’s been through something that makes her happy again.”


“Maybe she’s in love,” Kayla guessed.


Elena shook her head and said, “No way. She doesn’t fall in love quickly. I doubt she’s found someone to replace Ethan already. It can’t be that.”


“Or perhaps it’s because she’s going to have her birthday tomorrow,” Luca said.


“Oh yeah! That’s right. Maybe it’s her birthday,” Daniele said.


At that moment, Amanda finished her presentation. The other students clapped their hands and the professor smiled at her proudly. The people in her group congratulated her and shook her hand. She turned to her friends and winked. Daniele and Luca laughed. They clapped their hands as well. Elena and Kayla were just glad that their friend was back to her old, cheerful self.


Walking out of the class, Luca said to Amanda, “… and I saw three guys in the fourth row looking at you as if you’re a goddess… they were all wide-eyed and mouth opened!” 


Amanda laughed. Elena complied, “And you can bet that Daniele was also eyeing you!”


Daniele smiled and circled his left arm on Amanda’s shoulders and the right one on Elena’s. He said, “Well, I don’t mind going out with you, Amanda. You’re so sweet that I can eat you with my strawberry for lunch!”


Kayla retorted, “Whatever!” And they laughed.



Suddenly… “Amanda?” 


Amanda stopped walking. Her friends stopped too. She almost fainted when she saw who was in front of her. It was Sandro Laurentiis. He was the last person she wanted to see in this whole world and now she was seeing him before her. He looked dark and mysterious. He seemed distant, unlike before. He didn’t look like the Sandro she used to meet in the library. This was a different Sandro. And she just wished she were in a suit of armor so that she could protect herself from him.


“Can we talk?” he asked her with his deep voice.


Elena understood and took the cue. “Hey, I think I am going to get something to drink first before we go to our next class. Anyone want to come?”


Daniele, Luca and Kayla nodded. They said goodbye to Amanda and walked away. Before she went, Elena threw a concerned glance at Amanda but her friend wasn’t paying attention because she was too distraught by his appearance.


“I’d rather if you hadn’t come and seen me at all,” Amanda answered honestly.


“But I need to talk to you,” Sandro said.


“There is nothing to talk about,” Amanda said. She narrowed her eyes and said, almost hissing, “It is obvious that you’ve hurt a friend of mine and indirectly you’ve hurt me as well. So, there is no need for the both of us to discuss anything.”


Amanda turned around to take her leave but Sandro caught her with his long arms. He held her fast and said slowly, “Please, this is important.”


“I said, there is nothing we need to talk about,” she said.


Sandro spun her body around and they were once again face-to-face. “Please?” he asked as if he were begging.


If only someone would come to her rescue… “No, I can’t,” Amanda answered.


“Why not?” Sandro asked.


“Because,” Amanda reasoned, “I don’t want to have anything to do with you ever again.” She shivered remembering the way he had caught her and kissed her the way he did last week in the library. “You’ve humiliated me. You’ve hurt Fio.”


“That is why I need to talk to you. I want to apologize,” Sandro said. When Amanda didn’t say anything, he loosened his grip on her but still didn’t let her go and continued, “Amanda, I realized what I did to you was… disgraceful. I am sorry I did that. I really didn’t mean to hurt you. I would have kissed anyone who was near me and it just so happened that you were the one there. I know, I am very cruel for doing this to Fio but I have a reason for doing that.” He sighed and paused for a while. He looked into her eyes. “I am sorry. I really am. If there’s something I can do to make it up to you…”


Amanda clenched her jaws. She took a deep breath and said, “You know what, Sandro… it’s not me who deserve your apology. It should be Fio…”


Sandro cut her directly, “Please, I am not going to apologize to her. If only you know the story, you would understand why I wouldn’t want to talk to her.”


Amanda started walking. She didn’t need to hear the story. She just hated this man so much. Sandro chased her and grabbed her hand. Amanda tried to pull away but he held her strongly. “Amanda, please, I beg you.”


Amanda pulled away and turned around. “No! Don’t push me! I can’t talk to you right now. I don’t want to.” She then wrapped herself with her arms as if she were really cold. She told him in a trembling voice, “I am so sorry, but you scare me. I am frightened when I see you. You intimidate me. So, please, don’t come near me anymore.”


Before he could answer, Amanda practically ran away from him, feeling very, very scared. She heard Sandro calling her name once but then there was no more sounds coming from him as she was already too far away to be called. Amanda ran as if she was avoiding a ghost. When she turned around in the corner, she bumped into someone. She gasped in fright but sighed gladly when she saw who it was… Fio!


“Fio!” Amanda exclaimed.


Fio’s beautiful face looked surprised when she called her name. “Amanda?”


Amanda turned around to make sure Sandro wasn’t following her. Once she was sure the coast was clear, she pulled her hand and took her outside the building where there were more people. They sat together on a bench.


“Why do you look pale?” Fio asked.


“Sandro came to me earlier. He wanted to talk to me,” Amanda confessed readily without hesitation.


Fio was stricken hearing that. She asked her slowly with a sad tone, “What did he say?”


Amanda’s face showed as if she was about to cry any minute. “Fio, he said that he didn’t want to apologize to you. He said that if I understood why he did that to you, I wouldn’t be angry.”


Fio gulped and bent her head. “So, he really does hate me, doesn’t he?”


“Fio, what happened between the two of you? The real thing? Do you have like a hundred year grudge or something?” Amanda asked.


That’s true. Fio shrugged. “I can’t… I don’t want to tell you. It’s humiliating.”


“But, Fio, I need to know…”


Fio was sure she was going to cry now. She couldn’t face Amanda crying. She wasn’t going to let anyone see her cry. But in truth she really wanted to weep. He hated her. He hated her much too deeply that she couldn’t stand it anymore. She looked at Amanda who was looking at her curiously. After a few moments, she rose from her seat and left.


“Fio!” Amanda called out.


But Fio didn’t reply. She was just too devastated. Amanda sighed. She didn’t know what to do and she didn’t know how to help her. She needed to ask someone else to talk to Fio and say to her to forget about Sandro Laurentiis because he was just unbelievably too cold to be true. She was worried. She was worried that Fio might do something dangerous…


Amanda spent the rest of her days looking for Terry. But she couldn’t find Terry anywhere. She was about to give up when suddenly she saw Shez at the campus yard. Shez was sitting alone under a tree, reading a book seriously, just like Amanda loved to do. Amanda smiled gladly and approached her.


“Hi, Shez,” Amanda greeted.


Shez looked up and saw Amanda. “Hello. What’s up?”


“Look, I need your help,” Amanda said straightforwardly as she sat down next to Shez on the grass. 


Shez closed the book she was reading and asked, “What is it?”


Amanda immediately told her what happened this morning between her and Sandro and then her and Fio. After that she expressed her concern. “I am just afraid she might… well, do something dangerous… like when people are devastated… they usually, you know…” she said nervously.


Shez nodded understandingly. She understood what Amanda meant completely. She had read too much books with cases like that and she didn’t want that to happen to someone who was in her real-life. But, as much as she wanted to help Fio, she couldn’t do it easily. Fio wasn’t even her close friend. Sure, they had been together for a couple of times but they were just usual friends. They were not that close.


“But, Amanda, I am not even Fio’s close friend. I don’t know…”


“Please, Shez?” Amanda pleaded. “You’re the only one I know close enough to reach her. She won’t listen to me. Please, Shez!”


Shez sighed. Amanda was looking at her with hopeful eyes. Shez couldn’t believe this. She was actually involved in this thing involving yet another Laurentiis brother. What is it with each and every one of them? Did they really have to plague her life? Well, perhaps not Professor Laurentiis and the other brother, Alessio, but surely that damn one, Coco, and Sandro…


“Shez?” 


Shez finally nodded. “Yes, all right. I’ll talk to her… if I could find her.”


Amanda smiled gladly. She hugged Shez. “Thank you, Shez, you’re the best!” Amanda looked at her watch. “Oops! I have to go!”


“Where to?” Shez asked.


“My next class,” Amanda answered.


Shez laughed. “Lucky me!”


Amanda frowned. “Free hour?”


“Three hours,” Shez answered happily.


Amanda made face. “Oh, lucky you!”


Amanda felt a bit better after talking to Shez and for the rest of the afternoon she didn’t feel burdened anymore. She was laughing with her friends again. She was making jokes about her linguistics professor for the whole class and made some people who were sitting around her laugh. She had to tell them to keep their laughter quiet or else it would be known by the professor. But somehow, in the end, the professor found out about her jokes because suddenly the group of people burst out of laughing hearing one remark she made.


When class was over, Daniele asked Amanda, “Amy, would you like to be my girlfriend?”


Amanda laughed. “Get out of here!” she said.


Kayla teased her, “Come on, Amy… he’s serious!”


“No,” Amanda said. “Come on! Daniele, you’re my good friend. How can I get together with you?”


Daniele shrugged lightly. “Love doesn’t recognize boundaries, right?’


“Whatever,” the girls replied him. But Daniele smiled at the girls. He circled Amanda and Kayla’s shoulders. Of course, he didn’t touch Elena because he knew Luca would be offended. Luca had feelings for Elena and so did Daniele. Only Amanda knew about this.


“Hey, Amy,” Daniele called.


“Yeah?”


“Who was that guy whom you met this morning?” Luca asked.


Amanda felt uneasy. “Which guy?” Amanda asked, deliberately evading from his question.


“The tall one. The one who looks all dark and mysterious as if he’s a character taken out from a mystery novel,” Kayla described.


If she weren’t having any problems with Sandro, Amanda would have laughed at that. But she was and she didn’t feel like involving her friends in this problem because even this was not her business in the first place. 


“Oh, a friend of another friend of mine,” Amanda answered implicitly.


“What’s his name? If he looks less intimidating, I’d get him for myself,” Kayla said.


Elena laughed. “You mean, if he looks like Daniele, you would get him for yourself!”


Kayla smiled and winked. “Yeah!” The others laughed again. But Amanda couldn’t laugh. She was truly afraid of him. She didn’t want to have anything to do with him anymore. 

Chapter 39


Terry came home from a very exhausting morning of college schedules. She was feeling very tired, especially because she had been working on the weekend. She remembered that she had some reports that were not finished yet and so she completed them. This morning, there were only two lectures but each took two and a half hours. She could sleep then and there, on the front door.


“Papa?” Terry called out. 


She didn’t come home to the dorm that day. She had been worried about her father. Since that Saturday where she was called to the garage because her father was nowhere to be found, she hadn’t heard from her father. On Sunday, she found a message from the matron in the dorm saying that her father called in at eight that morning but Terry was not awake yet. After that, there was no phone calls at all.


To her relief, there was a reply from the bedroom… “Terry?”


Terry dashed to her father’s room. When she saw her father in the room, she gasped in surprise. Her father was wearing his pajamas and lying down on the bed. He looked so pale and so thin. Terry rushed to the side of his bed.


“Papa?” Terry asked.


“Finally… there you are! I should really buy you a cellular phone. I have been trying to reach for you,” Beppe said weakly.


“What happened? Everyone has been trying to contact you too… Vano, Angelo, Andrea and Alessio were so worried about you. The car engines had some problems and they needed you,” Terry said.


Beppe smiled apologetically. “I am so sorry. But I went to Seville since last Friday night.”


“SEVILLE?!” Terry asked, shouting. “As in Seville, Spain?!”


“Exactly,” Beppe answered. “Please, don’t shout. My ears hurt.”


“What in the world were you doing in Seville, Spain?” Terry asked.


Beppe smiled again. “I visited your mother’s grave, of course,” Beppe answered.


Terry quieted immediately. She had almost forgotten that her mother’s grave was in Seville. She was ten when she last visited her grave and because she chose to forget about not having a mother anymore, it didn’t have any significance for her. Terry’s voice softened when she spoke to her father again, “So, you went to Seville and… what does it have got to do with you looking ill like this?”


“I am ill, Terry. That was why I searched all over Rome for you. I caught cold on the way home from Seville on Sunday and I went straight away here. I just couldn’t stand my sickness anymore. I didn’t have time to come to your dorm,” Beppe said.


“Have you gone to the doctor?” Terry asked.


“Yes, and he gave me a strict order to stay in bed for three days starting today,” Beppe answered.


Terry panicked again. “Three days? Papa, you’re supposed to join the Ferrari team…”


“I know, I know. I’ve called the authorities in Ferrari and they understood that I couldn’t join them for this race. So, I am sending you…”


For the second time that day, Terry shouted, “WHAT?!”


“Well, you’re our only hope, Terry,” Beppe answered nonchalantly.


“Papa!”


“Sorry, but you’re the only one who understands those engines best besides me. So, you must go and replace me. I’ve already called your school and told them you’d be absent and you’d catch up later.”


“WHAT?!”


“That’s the third shout you give me today, Victoria. I don’t want to hear it anymore,” Beppe said half seriously. Then he put his feet on the floor and started to walk. After a few steps, he became unsteady and Terry rushed to his side to help him stand. He told his daughter, “I’ve already prepared some papers for you. They’re in my top drawer. Get the papers and then bring them with you when you join Ferrari tomorrow. Oh, and, don’t forget to tell Alessio and Andrea to pay close instructions to Vano and Angelo in the qualifications. I’ve also told them to help you. Vano will be chief now that I am gone but I told him to listen to you.”


Terry sighed. Everything had been arranged and there was nothing else she could say to argue. Anything for Alessio, I suppose.

Beppe fell asleep not so long afterwards. Terry collected the clothes she had in her room, the ones she didn’t take with her to the dorm. She just couldn’t believe she was going away to join the Ferrari team for the race. For God’s sake, she was not even a professional mechanic although she understood machines very well! She was just a college student!


Actually, she wouldn’t have dreaded this much if she was not having feelings for Alessio. She felt dreadful now because she must be “perfect” for him, even in her job, to satisfy him although she knew her chances with him were so very little. 


“God, why did I let myself get into all this?” Terry complained to herself as she dumped some shirts inside the luggage. “As if making schedules for a man who is in love with another woman is not enough!”


It was a hard day’s work for everyone. Alessio worked like there was going to be no tomorrow and everyone had to keep up with him. Even Pippo needed to pace himself faster because his brother was working rapidly today. Of course, it was understandable for Pippo why Alessio was working like that. He had to join Ferrari the day after to prepare for the race on Sunday this week. Usually he would insist to leave the office since the beginning of the week to get read but now he was in no hurry of leaving the office. He wanted to work, work and work.


“Paola! Please, I need the files from October last year that has all the records about our transaction with the Paris hotels. They demand an answer for the missing orders tomorrow morning,” Alessio told his secretary.


“Right, sir,” Paola replied.


Paola scurried off from the room. In return, Pippo entered. “Here are the files you wanted Gloria to find. Francesca is looking for the rest.” Pippo dropped the files on Alessio’s desk.


“Thanks,” Alessio mumbled without even looking up from the papers he was reading. 


Pippo watched him in awe. Alessio was concentrating very highly that he wasn’t paying attention to anything else. Alessio dropped the papers a few seconds later and then spun his chair to face the computer. He typed something on the computer and then at the same time reached for the telephone. He dialed some numbers and waited for it to connect.


“Hello? Lorenzo? I need you up here. Right now. Yes, thank you,” Alessio said on the phone.


After he hung up, he heard Pippo’s chuckle. He turned around and saw Pippo looking at him in amusement.


“What?” Alessio asked.


“Oh, nothing. It’s just that… you’re working so hard that I can’t believe it,” Pippo said amusedly.


“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Alessio said. He smiled and then returned back to his computer.


Pippo shrugged and then walked away to leave to his own office. Alessio grinned seeing his brother’s, and everyone else’s for that matter, amazement of his working hard. He just loved seeing the expression on everyone’s face whenever he gave them a serious order. And now, he was feeling quite proud of himself because he had been able to complete three-day’s work within just seven hours!


Suddenly the telephone rang. Alessio wiped off the smile from his face and picked the receiver up. He was expecting a call from his solicitor in Milan and he had clearly instructed Francesca and Paola to put him through. He hoped to God that it was him. If it were him, then his four day’s job would be clear. 


“Yes?” he answered expectantly.


“A telephone for you, sir, from…” Francesca said.


“From Milan?”


Francesca almost giggled but she didn’t. “No, sir,” she said meaningfully, “It’s from someone named Oil Girl.”


Alessio was the one who wanted to laugh but he didn’t. “Thank you, Francesca,” he replied professionally, “Put him… I mean, her, through, will you?”


“Yes, sir,” Francesca said laughingly.


A moment later, Terry’s voice was heard on the connection, “Smartie, is that you?”


“Damn it, De Rossi! Didn’t your father teach you some manners?” Alessio asked.


“Should he when his employer is just as perverse?” Terry replied innocently.


Alessio did laugh then. He told her, “Okay, you win. Now, what do you want?”


Same as always: your love. Terry cleared her throat and then announced, “Looks like I am going with you to England anyway, smartie. My father is sick and is confined to bed rest for three days minimum. He sent me to take care of your engine. I called to tell you that and remind you not to be late when we have to leave for health in Milan tomorrow. Your doctor doesn’t like you to be late.”


Alessio was surprised. “Beppe is sick?”


“He caught cold on the way home from Seville,” Terry answered.


“He went to Seville? As in Seville, Spain?” Alessio asked.


“No, Seville in Singapore,” Terry answered. “Of course Spain.”


Alessio chuckled. “You should really learn some manners.” Then he sobered up, “Thank you for letting me know, Terry. I will send someone to pick you up from the dorm tomorrow and we’ll see each other at the airport. I will call your father soon.”


“Sure. Thanks, smartie. See you tomorrow,” Terry answered.


They hung up. A part of Alessio felt worried about Beppe’s sickness but another part was saying “thank you” for his sickness because this way, he would get to spend more time with Oil Girl. And then he stopped himself… why was he feeling happy to be having a chance for spending time with Terry?


Oh, well.

Chapter 40

Fio walked out of the lecture hall feeling so weary that she didn’t pay attention when someone stepped on her feet accidentally. Not only she was feeling weary, she was feeling lonely. Her friends were not there to be with her. Nadia couldn’t come to school today because she was sick and Valentina had a different schedule. But the thing that made her feel most lonesome was the fact that she was never going to get Sandro anymore.

“Fio,” someone called from behind her.

Fio turned around at the mention of her name by a very familiar voice. She looked up to see who called her. She was surprised to see him.

“I want to tell you that Mama just called me and she wants you to come home quickly,” Marco told her.

Fio nodded slowly. “Yes, I know. She reminded me three times before I left today,” Fio said.


Marco nodded. Then he said, “Please don’t go anywhere after college.” Then he walked away. As he passed her by, he gave her a chilling look that sent the real message. Don’t you try to look where Sandro is or you will be sorry.


Fio shivered unconsciously. She wanted to hit his face for treating her like any other adversaries he had but she didn’t have the courage to do that. Her brother was always a mysterious character and she couldn’t do anything about it.


“I won’t,” Fio whispered slowly.


Once her brother was gone from her sight, she started to walk.


Coco, Max… they were all the same… they were pain in the ass!  Shez would do anything to kill both of them. Oh, she had a very good reason to do that… 


This morning she heard yet another gossip about herself told by those girls whose college life was just a camouflage for their love of the so-called freedom for young people that included partying and gossiping everyday.


They had said, “Did you hear the latest news? Coco and Max are having a fight now! They’re chasing after the same girl! Coco said the girl was his and Max said that he saw her first so she was his!”


That was why Shez had a grim look on her face right now. 


“Shez,” called someone.


“WHAT?!” Shez rudely answered.


“Wow, what happened to you?” Fio asked.


Shez looked aghast. She didn’t know it was Fio. “Fio! Sorry! I didn’t know it was you!” 


“Can I sit with you?” Fio asked.


“Sure,” Shez answered. 


Fio placed her lunch tray and sat down in front of Shez. She didn’t touch her food immediately, though. She instead looked at Shez and asked her, “You’re having a problem and I can see it in your eyes.”


Shez smiled and then lifted her head to look back at Fio. Ironically, Shez could see the same thing in Fio’s eyes. “Speak for yourself, Fio,” she said.


“Don’t we all have problems in this world?” Fio replied.


“Yes,” Shez agreed. “What happened to you?”


“It’s my brother. He came to me and somehow warned me about the Sandro thing. He didn’t say it directly but I just knew what he meant,” Fio said. She quoted what his brother said and told Shez everything.


Shez sighed. “Well, I know what he means by that and you better be careful.”


Fio shook her head. “Which makes me wonder, why should I be careful? If he harms we, all I have to do is talk to my parents and they’ll ground him!”


Shez chuckled. Fio asked her, “Now, what’s your problem?”


Shez sighed. Usually she would evade from questions like this but she couldn’t help telling someone what she was going through. She believed Fio was trustworthy enough not to tell anyone about her problem. So she began telling her about Massimo and Coco. When Fio heard what was happening with Shez and those two guys, Fio was rather surprised. She didn’t know Coco was really serious in liking Shez. Of course, she had seen a bit of clue when she first met Shez in the café with Sandro and Coco that day but she didn’t think it would go this far until it made Shez go crazy.


“Everyone is now making a very big deal about it because both Coco and Massimo are popular guys and I am sort of like the object of their stupid chase,” Shez complained.


“But, you’re not an object of a stupid chase,” Fio contradicted.


“Of course I am! What else would you call me in my situation now?” Shez retorted.


“Object of affection,” Fio teased.


Shez made face and made Fio laugh seeing that. “Yeah, right!”


Fio smiled and said, “Shez, come on… don’t tell me you’re not happy having two handsome guys like Coco and Massimo pursuing you…”


“Well, I would have been the two of them hadn’t been acting like idiots,” Shez said.


“Idiots?”


Shez sighed. “I just don’t like the way Coco seems to act that he can get me. I get the impression that I am like every other girl whom he can snatch easily just because he has the looks and the money. I also don’t like the way he’s been acting in front of me. He’s being such a smart ass lately, thinking that he can fix every problem in my life. I want to be left alone and he is not leaving me alone. As for Massimo, I somehow loathe him for going out with another girl on that last weekend trip…”


“Are you jealous?” Fio asked.


“No,” Shez answered. “It’s because he told the girl things about me that he shouldn’t have said. And because he told the girl about me, the girl said bad things about me.”


“Don’t blame Massimo, blame the girl,” Fio reasoned.


“I am blaming both,” Shez replied.


Fio sighed this time. She shook her head. “You’re not being fair to Massimo.”


“I know but I don’t care because they are really bugging me,” Shez complained.


The two girls looked at each other and sighed again. Various thoughts crossed their minds but then they somehow reached the same conclusion. Fio looked at Shez and Shez stared back. Shez smiled and then said, “Are you thinking what I am?”


Fio smirked. “Perhaps. What were you thinking?”


“That everyone in the Laurentiis family is…”


“Complicated?”


“Exactly.”


Shez and Fio then laughed. It was quite true after they had been in many situations with them. Somehow, it was more amusing to them than annoying.


“I wonder how in the world do those men get so many girls liking them?” Shez said.


Fio made face and said, “Obviously… they have the looks…”


“Well, I don’t find Coco that cute.”


Fio’s eyes flickered amusement. She said probingly, “So, you do find him cute?”


Shez could have slapped herself for making that ambiguous statement. But she replied instead, “Well, objectively, yes, he is cute. But not all that. Besides, don’t you think Professor Laurentiis is cuter?”


Fio burst out laughing. How good it felt to do so! “Yes, I have to agree. Professor is cuter!”


Fio and Shez then burst out laughing again. Suddenly, Amanda came to their table. She was smiling cheerfully. She greeted the two older girls with a good cheer, “Ciao, ragazze!”


Both Fio and Shez turned to look at her. “Hi, Amanda!” Shez replied.


Fio smiled at her. “What’s news, Amanda? You look happy!”


Amanda smiled secretively and said, “Guess!”


Shez and Fio rolled their eyes. They both hated guessing and now someone was telling them to guess. But for her, maybe it wouldn’t hurt that much to guess.


“As much as I hate guessing, I hate my life more… so, let me give it a shot,” Fio said. “You found a new boyfriend?”


“Guess again,” Amanda replied.


“You won a lottery?” Shez asked.


“That is such a lame guess, Shez,” Fio teased.


Amanda giggled. “No, you are both wrong.” She took a deep breath before announcing “It’s my birthday today!”


Shez and Fio gasped. Then they cheered. The two of them rose from their seats to congratulate her. Fio kissed Amanda’s cheeks and said happy birthday while Shez hugged her. Amanda sat down with them after that.


“I’m having a dinner party tonight. My parents and brother came from Milan for this and they are arranging tonight’s occasion. So, because my father is here, I was wondering if you and your parents could come too tonight, Fio,” Amanda said. 


Fio said excitedly, “I would love to come! But I’ll have to ask my mother and father first, if they can make time. But I will try my best to come.”


Amanda then turned to Shez. “Can you come too?”


Shez was about to say yes when she remembered this was the night of her karate lesson. She then remembered another thing. She had to take care of her brother and sister because this afternoon their mother had to go to Salerno. Shez shook her head. “I would love to but I can’t. My mother is going to visit her friend in Salerno this evening so I have to take care of my brothers and sister.”


“Oh, that’s too bad. But, I’ll save the cake for you,” Amanda said.


Shez laughed. “If I had known today was your birthday, I would have baked you a cake!”


“You can?” Amanda asked incredulously.


“Of course,” Shez answered.


“Cool!” Amanda exclaimed.


“Is Terry coming?” Fio asked, remembering that Amanda was quite close with that girl as well.


“Terry is away. She called me this morning to congratulate me. She’s at the airport,” Amanda answered.


“What is she doing in the airport? Where is she going to?” Fio asked curiously.


Amanda didn’t know whether to tell her or not. She chose not to because she didn’t know if Terry would like her to tell Fio and Shez about her job as Alessio Danizetti’s private mechanic. So, instead she said, “I don’t quite know. She just told me she must go to Milan.”


“Oh,” Fio replied.


“Are you inviting anyone else?” Shez asked.


Amanda smiled sheepishly and then said, “Well, yes, but I don’t think I should tell. It’s not even me who invited this person!”


“Now you’ve made us all curious! Spill it!” Fio ordered.


“Who is it?” Shez asked just as inquisitively.


Amanda looked at her two friends and said cautiously, “Well, his name is Filippo.”


“Filippo?” Shez repeated.


“A new boyfriend, heh? Ethan’s replacement?” Fio teased.


Amanda laughed out loud. She would kill herself first before Professor Laurentiis could become her boyfriend. Or rather… her father would kill her first! Amanda noticed that Shez and Fio both knew the Laurentiis family quite well, with Fio knowing Sandro and everything, she decided to say, “Well, his full name is Filippo Laurentiis.”


To her surprise, Fio and Shez gasped. “A Laurentiis!”


Amanda furrowed her eyebrows in confusion. She asked them, “What is it with Laurentiis?”


“Oh, nothing,” Shez said. But then she rolled her eyes and made face. She spat, “Except that the professor’s brother whose name is Francesco is being such a jackass!”


Fio spoke sadly, “And Sandro being difficult.”


Amanda sympathized. “Oh, forget about them. This is Professor Laurentiis we’re talking about. He’s different. He’s a professor.”


Shez made face again. She told her, “Right!” Then she glanced at her watch. It was time for her to go to her next class. She finished her orange juice and then said, “Listen, I have to go. I’ll see you two later, okay? Bye!”


“Okay. See you tomorrow!” Fio replied.


Shez left the table and waved her hand. After she was gone, Amanda asked Fio, “So, are you going to come?”


“I hope I can. My mother told me to come home quickly and not go anywhere. So I think that means she wants to go somewhere. Maybe I can persuade her to come to your place by saying your father is in town,” Fio said.


Amanda nodded. Fio then realized that she had to go as well. So she packed her food and said, “I have to catch my linguistics professor. Will you excuse me?”


“Yes, sure. Just try to come tonight, okay?” Amanda said.


Fio nodded. She took her bag and left after she said goodbye. Amanda watched her friend leaving. She smiled. She didn’t think she would ever get to be close to Fioraia Costacurta because she seemed to hate Amanda when she first came to university but now they were talking to each other and not resenting one another. She was also glad that she could become friends with Shez. Shez seemed to be a very nice girl and judging by the way Fio was talking to her earlier today, she knew Shez had made Fio feel at least better than yesterday after she told her about Sandro. 


Actually Amanda was kind of grateful that she met these girls. She could at least forget about the hurt of Ethan leaving her. Although she didn’t feel like getting involved in the problem Fio was having, she knew she owed a great deal to it because she forgot Ethan because of it.


“Happy birthday,” said a husky voice next to her ears.


Amanda froze on spot. The color drained from her face. She turned her face to the side but it was a big mistake because Sandro’s face was only two inches away from hers and he could reach to kiss her anytime he wanted to. Amanda almost panicked but she knew she had to go away from him. She calmed herself down and slowly moved away from him. 


When she shifted to the side, Sandro caught her hand and to her utter shock, he leaned forward and kissed her cheek. Amanda couldn’t move because she was too shaken by his action. Sandro then took a bouquet of flowers that he had put next to him all along and presented it in front of Amanda.


He leaned to her again and said, “For you, Amanda. Happy birthday.”


Once again without warning, he planted another kiss on her cheeks and then walked away to leave. Amanda was immobilized. She couldn’t believe all of that just happened. Her face was positively livid and she felt herself shuddering. She turned around on her chair to leave but she felt too weak to stand up. 


What in the world has she got into? 

Chapter 41


Amanda looked at her own reflection on the mirror. She was pleased of the way she looked tonight. She wore a white mini slip dress with blue floral embroidery and a pair of matching shoes to go with it. Her shiny hair was let loose covering the back of her neck that was encircled with the lovely necklace from the jewelry store. This morning her parents had waken up and presented her with the beautiful diamond necklace. She looked very pretty.


“Amanda!” called Adriana.


Amanda strolled away from the tall mirror in her room to open the door for her mother. “Yes, Mama?” she replied.


“You know what…” Adriana said. But the she stopped herself. She stared at Amanda from head to toe. The appearance of her daughter caught her attention right away. Adriana smiled proudly. “Wow, you look great!”


Amanda just laughed. “No, I look different. That’s all!”


“Why didn’t you wear something like this on your last birthday? I told you you’d look prettier in a dress than in jeans!” Adriana said.


Although she thought she looked good as well, she told her mother, “Mama, the reason why I am looking like this is because we are going to have a politician in my apartment and my university professor coming later.”


Adriana nodded. “True,” her mother answered. “But you have to admit you do look fantastic!”


“Whatever,” Amanda said, rolling her eyes. 


Adriana stepped in her daughter’s room. “Do you know where I put the long chandelier last week, Amanda? I thought I told you to keep it somewhere safe and then you brought it to your room.”


Amanda snapped her fingers and pointed at her closet. “Yes, it’s in the closet!”


Adriana went to the closet but then she stopped on the way. She turned her head in awe to look at the flower bouquet on top of Amanda’s white bed. She asked her daughter, “What is that? A flower bouquet? From who?”


Amanda gasped. She had totally forgotten about the flowers Sandro gave her earlier today. She had planned to give it to someone else, perhaps to Fio later when she comes, because she didn’t want to accept anything from Sandro. But she had forgotten to hide it. Adriana was already approaching her bed and touching the flowers. Amanda grimaced behind her mother’s back.


“This is so beautiful,” Adriana said.


“Uhm, that’s…” Amanda said.


“From who is this?” Adriana asked enthusiastically. She was thinking happily that Amanda might just be seeing someone else and had forgotten about Ethan already.


“From, uh, someone,” Amanda said. She grabbed the flowers from the bed and clutched in her arms. “Someone gave it to me.” She struggled to find a name and finally she said, “Daniele did.”


“Daniele? Your old friend from high school?” Adriana asked. “You are going out together?”


Amanda shook her head violently. “Of course not,” Amanda said. “It’s a present from Luca and Daniele. Kayla and Elena gave me something else. This year they didn’t give a collective present.” In truth, her friends had given her a collective present – a set of pens for when she wants to write her stories in handwriting.


“Oh,” Adriana said rather disappointedly. 


Amanda’s father, Paolo, popped his head from the doorway. “Amanda, Adriana, come on! The dinner is not completed yet! We have a lot of work to do still!”


Amanda was glad her father interrupted this conversation. She replaced the flower on her study desk and reminded her mother about the chandelier before she walked out to follow her father to the kitchen. Adriana sighed. She knew somehow that Amanda was lying but she was not going to bother Amanda with probing questions. She just wanted her to be happy. 


Pippo glanced at his watch and hoped that he was not late to come to Amanda’s apartment. He had a late meeting with Alessio’s solicitor from Milan whom he had to meet because Alessio was already gone. It was already six and he was still in the elevator coming down from his floor. When he stepped on the lobby, he saw Coco immediately. He sighed gladly. It was good that Coco had finally arrived. 


“Coco, thank God you are here already!” Pippo said.


Coco shrugged nonchalantly. “Aren’t I always here for my brothers?”


“Let’s go!” Pippo said.


The two of them walked together to Pippo’s car. “You still remember the way to Amanda’s apartment, don’t you?” Pippo asked his brother.


“Of course,” Coco said. 


They both entered the car but with Coco on the driver’s seat. Pippo had asked him to come earlier to show the way to Amanda’s apartment because Pippo forgot to ask for directions. Coco was going to a friend’s house after this so he could use Pippo’s car. Later on the night, Coco would come back and pick him up.


The car moved slowly along the road. The two brothers didn’t have too much to say to each other. They each had different things on their mind. Coco was thinking about Shez, somehow, and Pippo was thinking about his work for tomorrow and some student essays he hadn’t marked up until now. 


Suddenly, Pippo’s cell phone rang. Pippo subconsciously reached for it from the inside pocket of his double-breasted jacket. “Pronto?”


“Pippo, hi! It’s me,” Stefania greeted him with her husky voice.


“Stefania! Ciao!” replied Pippo. Somehow he started to feel uneasy.


“Where are you, darling? Are you going to come over tonight?”


“I can’t. I have an important dinner invitation to attend,” Pippo answered honestly.


Stefania was silent for a little while. She asked after a few moments, “You’re going to a dinner invitation without a partner?”


Pippo chuckled. He understood Stefania’s confusion of him not asking her to this dinner party. He answered, “This is a private party, Stefania. The one who invited me is a student whose father used to be my university professor. Her mother invited me so that I could meet her husband.”


“Her mother? It’s a girl?” Stefania asked suspiciously.


Pippo chuckled again. “Don’t be jealous.”


“Pippo, don’t be silly. I know how your female students are. They worship you, idolize you and everything. How do you expect me not to be jealous? Who knows what she is really planning? Maybe she’s scheming to…”


Pippo wasn’t going to let Stefania badmouth Amanda. “Listen, Stefania,” Pippo said in a strained voice, “Amanda is not someone like that. She will never ever scheme to do anything to me. Besides, her father is my favorite professor up until now. So, don’t you say anything bad about her and her family.”


Stefania became silent once again. Pippo sighed. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about this earlier but please don’t deride my student. And my students do not worship me the way you think they are.”


Stefania’s voice was even tighter than his when she said, “Fine. I’ll call you later.” She hung up right away.


Coco smiled when Pippo turned off his cell phone with a great sigh. Pippo threw his cell phone to the backseat of the car without looking at it drops. He looked annoyed. Coco laughed.


“She’s jealous, isn’t she?” Coco teased.


“Forget about it,” Pippo said.


“Are you planning to dump your phone there all night?” Coco asked.


“If anyone calls tell them I am not available for conversation. You take it with you and if there’s an important business call, just take note of who is calling and tell them I call back,” Pippo replied tautly.


Coco turned the steering wheel. He told his brother, “Lighten up, brother. You’re about to meet the Maldinis.”


Five minutes later, Coco pulled over in front of an apartment building. The location of Amanda’s apartment is only three blocks away from his and he could remember it easily. But it was quite far from where Pippo lived. To Sandro’s apartment it was even closer than Coco’s. Of course, Amanda wouldn’t see it as an advantage.


“Open the baggage trunk,” Pippo ordered Coco. 


Coco opened it from the automatic button in front of him and Pippo walked out as it clicked open. Coco followed him out to the trunk. “What did you bring her?” Coco asked.


“Books,” Pippo answered.


“Books?” Coco repeated. “You’re giving books as a girl’s birthday present?”


“Yes,” Pippo answered. “She loves books.”


“Only books?” Coco asked.


“And champagne for her parents,” Pippo answered.


They opened the trunk and Coco saw one wrapped package and pulled it out. Pippo took a bottle of champagne from another box with soft inner walls. He then closed the trunk and asked Coco to bring it to her apartment upstairs. 


Arriving at the front door, Pippo pressed the button to notify the receptionist. The doorman opened the door, letting Pippo and Coco in. They went to the reception desk and asked for Amanda’s number. The receptionist asked them who they were and when Pippo mentioned his name, the receptionist told him jovially that he was expected upstairs. So, they took the elevator and went to her quarters. 


In front of her door, Pippo knocked at the door. The door opened and Amanda materialized in front of the two men. 


Pippo and Coco were both in awe when they saw Amanda. She looked very sweet and pretty that Pippo and Coco were speechless. They had never seen Amanda looking like this before. Coco had to admit… Ethan’s taste for women was exquisite. As for Pippo… he was thinking how lovely Amanda would be when she grows up later in the future. He must be thinking of how difficulty his professor Maldini was going to be when that happens. 


“Professor!” Amanda exclaimed. She turned to Coco and exclaimed more ardently, “Coco! You came too! How nice!”


“Well, I am my brother’s chauffeur and courier tonight,” Coco said, making face. He then handed the gift package to Pippo so that he could congratulate Amanda. Coco leaned forward to kiss Amanda’s cheeks but when he did so, Amanda stiffened. She was traumatized by the way Sandro kissed her that time and today and she was intuitively afraid of Coco’s touch. Both Pippo and Coco noticed this. But Coco continued gently anyway, “Happy birthday, Amanda.” 


Amanda was still rigid when Coco said that. His voice was much like Sandro’s. She couldn’t forget the way he said happy birthday to her today. It was still in her head. 


“Amanda, are you all right? You are shivering,” Coco said concernedly.


Amanda sobered up. “No, this is only because of the air.” She looked up to the both of them and told them to come in, “Please, come in.”


Coco straightened up. “I am sorry but I can’t. I have to go to friend’s house,” Coco said. “I have to do an assignment with him.”


Amanda nodded understandingly. Pippo asked her, “You didn’t invite anyone else, your friends?”


“I invited Fio and Shez today. Terry couldn’t come because she has to go to Milan with Alessio. This morning your brother Alessio congratulated me from the phone as well when Terry called me from the airport. Shez can’t come because she has to stay home. Her mother is leaving to Salerno. Fio will come later hopefully,” Amanda informed.


The mention of Shez’s name interested Coco. He mentally noted that piece of information and reminded himself to ask about how she was doing when he sees her tomorrow. 


“Elena? Luca?” Pippo asked.


“We will celebrate separately,” Amanda answered. She turned to Coco, “Will you come later to pick up Professor?”


“Please, Amanda… tonight call me Pippo,” Pippo said.


Amanda looked dubious but Coco convinced her. “Don’t worry, Amy. Call him Pippo and you’ll make him the happiest professor in the whole world.”


“He likes his nickname?” Amanda asked.


“No. He likes it when his orders are being followed correctly,” Coco answered.


Amanda dryly remarked to make a joke, “I should have known why he gave me a minus behind the A he gave me for the last assignment. I didn’t use the paper size he wanted to.”


“I did not make restrictions for paper size!” Pippo protested.


Amanda laughed. “I know. I was just making a joke, Professor.”


“Pippo,” Pippo corrected.


“Professor sounds better for me,” Amanda said.


“I’ll be calling your dad that so we have to make a difference,” Pippo retaliated.


“Ah, good point!” Amanda replied.


Pippo smiled at her wittiness. Coco finally said goodbye because he really had to run. He promised to come again later and then disappeared from his brother and Amanda’s sight. Amanda ushered him inside and showed him to the living room. 


“Happy birthday, Amanda. This is for you,” Pippo said, handing her the package. 


Amanda exclaimed giddily. “Wow! Thank you, Professor!”


“Pippo,” Pippo corrected once again.


“Thank you, Pippo,” Amanda replied. 


Pippo put the gift and the champagne down and leaned forward to kiss her cheeks. He was more than confused when Amanda suddenly stiffened again. When he pressed his cheek to hers he could actually feel her shuddering. Pippo quickly pulled away and stared straight into her eyes. The look of concern and confusion was shown in his eyes and it worried her instead.


“Prof… I mean, Pippo, are you all right?” Amanda asked.


Pippo straightened up. “No, I am all right. I was wondering if you were,” Pippo said straightforwardly.


Amanda bent her head down before answering in a mumble, “Two in a day is actually enough for me.” Then she said, “Excuse me for a while. I will get my parents.”


Pippo was more baffled than ever. He creased his forehead. Something must have happened. A moment later, he heard the voice he missed the most in this world.


“Pippo! Eccoti!” Paolo greeted his former student.


Pippo lifted his face and brightened immediately when he saw his old professor. “Professore!”


The two men shook hands and embraced each other lightly. They then laughed and asked how each other was doing. Adriana then showed up and greeted Pippo. Pippo presented them the champagne he brought and Adriana thanked him very much. Amanda and her brother Christian peeked from behind the kitchen door and smiled seeing the small reunion. Amanda and Christian then heard their names being called and they joined everyone in the living room.


“I was surprised when I was told Amanda was your student in the university,” Paolo told Pippo as he sipped his drink. “I couldn’t have been happier!”


Pippo chuckled. “You could imagine how surprised I was too when I found out that Amanda was your daughter. I never thought I would have a connection to you once again! When you moved to Milan I had just started lecturing in the university, so I was rather disappointed not to be your colleague.”


“How is Amanda doing in her studies?” Paolo asked.


Amanda raised her hand. “Papa, we promised… no talk about school!”


Both Pippo and Paolo laughed. “But I want to know,” her father insisted.


“You have nothing to worry about. Amanda is an excellent student. If you were her professor, you would agree with me as well. She studies better than I did,” Pippo reported.


Adriana appeared from the kitchen. She announced, “Martina just called me. They will arrive any minute now.”


“Fio is coming?” Amanda asked.


“Yes,” Adriana answered. She called for her husband, “Paolo. We must finish our cooking.”


Paolo nodded. He excused himself, “I have to go to the kitchen. Amanda, be nice to our guest.”


When her parents left the room, Amanda turned to Pippo. “I wish you hadn’t said anything about me to my father. He would inquire more about my studies later. I really hate to talk about it.”


“Why do you hate something you accomplish well?” Pippo asked.


“I don’t hate it. But I don’t feel like talking about school right now,” Amanda answered.


“I understand. Oh, well, this is your birthday after all!” Pippo replied.


Amanda nodded in agreement. She made a cheeky smile and then giggled. Pippo chuckled seeing her childish act. But somehow he thought she was very sweet. He looked at her intently and she found herself drawn into looking inside his dark eyes. They lapsed into a long, deep silence because of that. It was as if they were drowning in the stares. But Pippo then saw something else in her eyes. He saw hurt. And pain.


“Amanda,” Pippo then said softly. 


“Hm?” she replied.


“Can I ask you something?”


“What?”


“Did something happen to you today regarding one of my brothers?” Pippo asked meaningfully.


At that Amanda pulled away. She didn’t comply. She turned her head to the side, trying to avoid the questioning look in her professor’s eyes. 


“Did something happen?” Pippo asked once again.


“I’d rather not answer,” Amanda answered.


“Why not?” Pippo asked.


At that time, Christian came. He brought a cookie on his hand and he jumped to Amanda’s lap and snuggled to her sister. Amanda’s attention was distracted at once and she was grateful for that. Pippo decided not to resume to the subject. He didn’t want to burden Amanda. But he definitely knew something had happened and he intended to find out. He could not afford having his brother, Sandro that is, making anyone’s life turmoil. Not for the second time around.


“Thank you for the dinner, Mrs. Maldini,” Fio thanked Amanda’s mother.


Adriana smiled and kissed Fio’s cheeks. “You’re welcome, Fio. You should come again next time to have dinner with us,” Adriana replied.


Fio turned to Amanda and said, “Happy birthday again. Thank you for the invitation.”


Amanda nodded and hugged each other. Fio’s mother than hugged Amanda and kissed her cheeks. Then she looked at Fio and inquired, “I wonder if your father wants to stay for a few more hours… what do you think?”


Fio chuckled. “Mama, Papa hasn’t seen an old friend for quite a long time. He deserves this.”


“You know what,” Amanda said, “It’s okay if your dad wants to stay, Fio. I’ll tell my dad to drop him home later.”


Martina sighed. “Actually, he can do that. But don’t worry about dropping him home later. I will call my son, Fio’s brother, Marco, to come and pick him up later. That is, if your mother agrees, Amanda.”


Adriana nodded quickly. “Oh, I think it’s a great idea! Marco can come in an hour or two later.”


Fio flinched hearing her brother’s name. She didn’t feel like having Marco come to Amanda’s place… not when Amanda was also involved in this thing with Sandro Laurentiis. But what could she say? 


Amanda noticed Fio’s uneasiness when Marco’s name was mentioned and she grabbed her friend’s hand and squeezed it tight. Fio turned to Amanda and smiled a little. It was a good thing their mothers were busy talking to each other that they didn’t notice what was happening between the two girls.


Martina finally agreed to leave her husband there and go home with Fio first. Fio said goodbye to Amanda and then left with her mother. Adriana and Amanda went back inside the apartment. Christian was already sleepy so Adriana went to tuck him into bed. Amanda instead cleaned the dishes in the kitchen while her mother was in her brother’s room. From the living room, she could hear her father, her father’s friend and her professor talking and laughing. She just smiled amusedly at that. Who would have thought one of the most popular professors in her university and one of the most famous politicians in Italy are inside her apartment?


A few minutes later, suddenly Pippo showed up in the kitchen bringing a tray with coffee cups on top of it. Amanda gasped seeing him. “Professor!”


Pippo smiled. He raised his eyebrows. “What? You’ve never seen a man in the kitchen before? Obviously you should have because your father is a great cook!”


Amanda rolled her eyes. “Of course I have. But I have never seen you in the kitchen before. Besides, you are not supposed to be coming here with that tray. It’s my duty to…”


Pippo raised his hand to halt her speech and then placed the tray on the kitchen table. He told her, “It’s no big deal. I wanted to meet you and I decided to leave politely by offering to bring the tray to the kitchen.”


“Thank you, professor…”


“Didn’t we make a deal beforehand about calling me using my nickname?” 


Amanda smiled. “Fine. Thank you, Pippo. I appreciate your help. But why did you want to meet me?”


His face sobered instantly. He stared at her, looking hesitant, and he sighed heavily. Amanda stared back at him, waiting for him to say something. A few moments later, he spoke up, “I want to talk to you about Sandro.”


Amanda stared at him blankly. She didn’t know he was going to say something about that matter. Her professor was looking at her intently as she waited for his question to come. Finally it did. He asked her, “Did Sandro see you?”


After a moment’s silence, Amanda replied, “Why do you care?” She spun her body to avoid his stare.


“Because I am his brother and I was wondering if he is doing anything to hurt you or your friend again,” Pippo answered frankly.


Amanda’s jaws tightened and she replied, “I really don’t like to discuss this.”


“I know how you feel about him, Amanda. I saw, and even felt, your reaction when Coco and I kissed your cheeks. When you said ‘two in a day is enough’, I just knew he must have seen you before. I seriously hope he didn’t,” Pippo said concernedly. He inhaled. “Amanda, if he ever does anything to hurt you again, will you tell me about it? He’s being difficult at the moment and this doesn’t usually happen with him. I am concerned… for him, for you and for Fio. I know this must be a personal problem and you don’t want me to be involved in this but the fact is, I am his brother and I have the right to be concerned. Do you understand what I mean?”


Amanda took a deep breath. “I do,” she said inaudibly. 


“Will you tell if you get into trouble with him?”


She didn’t answer him. A part of her was relieved that at least she had a protector. But another part of her said that she shouldn’t involve him in this problem. She took a moment to think and finally when she spoke, she answered him, “Yes.”


“Good,” Pippo replied satisfactorily. 


Amanda suddenly felt tense. She didn’t know it was going to get this far. Pippo saw the tension in her eyes and said comfortingly, “Don’t worry… he’s not going to bite. But he can be a little bit difficult sometimes.”


He already had bitten me. Amanda’s mind flashed to that kiss once again. She practically shivered as she remembered the way he kissed her. She must have shown her fright so much on her face that Pippo approached her worriedly and asked, “Are you all right?”


Amanda backed away from him. She didn’t want him, or anyone, to touch her. “Yes,” she said, “I’m fine.”


Pippo stopped himself from advancing any further. He said, “Okay, I better return to your father and his friend. Unless… you need my help in anything.”


Amanda shook her head and gave him a little smile. “No, prof… I mean, Pippo, I don’t need any help right now. I’ll just finish off washing the dishes.”


Pippo nodded understandingly, smiled at her and walked out of the kitchen. Just a few seconds later, he popped his head back through the kitchen door and asked, “Are you sure you’re not going to need any help?”


Amanda laughed. “No!”


Pippo’s eyes flickered playfully. “Well, up to you… but as far as I am concerned, you’re going to wake up all night if you plan to wash the dishes alone.” When Amanda furrowed her eyebrows confusedly, Pippo disappeared and then returned with another tray full of glasses and plates. As he placed the tray down, he said, “That was the only first tray I was supposed to being to the kitchen.” Amanda gaped seeing how many more glasses and plates she needed to wash. At that time, Pippo laughed and started to fold his shirtsleeves. “I think you do need help.”

Chapter 42


Amanda yawned. She was very tired and exhausted. Last night, she didn’t have much sleep because she stayed up all night talking to her professor. After talking about Sandro, which made her feel terribly uneasy, the two of them ended up washing all the dishes and cleaning the refrigerator until it was time for Coco to pick them up. By the time Billy Costacurta went home, Amanda and Pippo had already finished all the dishes and discussed everything there was about Renaissance Italian literature. 


When her father entered the kitchen, the two of them were working hand in hand arranging the bottles and jars in the cupboard. Adriana also entered the kitchen and couldn’t believe what the both of them were doing. In the end, the four of them stayed in the kitchen to talk more.


Finally Coco came and the hours were already showing 23.30 on the clock. Paolo didn’t seem to want Pippo to go home. He asked for an introduction to Coco and they talked again until midnight. Amanda was already busy telling her father that her professor had to come to the office early in the morning. But Pippo also didn’t seem to want to leave Paolo. He just laughed at Amanda’s needless panic and finally it was Amanda who said goodbye first. She just couldn’t hold on any longer. She needed to sleep. 


“Sleepy?” someone asked her.


Amanda looked up and found Shez’s face in front of her. Amanda smiled and said, “Yes, I am. I slept late last night.”


Shez nodded. She sat down next to her. Amanda made room for her. Shez then asked her, “How was the dinner party last night?”


“Fine. Fio came. You should have been there, Shez,” Amanda said.


Shez shrugged. Amanda furrowed her eyebrows. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Oh, nothing. I, too, am sleepy,” Shez answered. She sighed and asked, “Did our professor come?”


Amanda nodded. “Yes, he did.” After pausing for while, she said, “So did his jackass brother.”


Shez frowned. “I hope he didn’t cause any trouble for you,” Shez said sarcastically.


Amanda chuckled. “Why do you hate Coco so much? He’s actually a nice guy.”


“Well, not for me.”


“Why don’t you think so?”


“Because…” Shez said heatedly. But then she stopped. She really didn’t know what to say about Coco. Truthfully, she couldn’t say anything wrong about Coco. Coco had been chivalrous to her all along. He had never been impolite and he was always helping her. The first time they met, he offered to escort her to class. He was funny back then. Then he also sort of took care of her when she was feeling nauseous. When Shez was angry at Massimo, he even offered to help her… instead she told him to get lost.


Had she been wrong all along? 


But then again, Coco was really acting as if everyone wanted to be with him. Shez knew he realized he had the looks and the money so that he could have any girl he wanted. Shez didn’t like that part about him. Who did he think she was? She wasn’t cheap and she was not going to fall for him!


“Because?” Amanda asked.


“Because that guy thinks he can get anyone he wants and he thinks I am one of those girls who would fall for him! No way!” Shez continued with frenzy.


Amanda shrugged. “He is a bit of a playboy… but from what I’ve heard, once he finds the girl for him, he will always be loyal,” Amanda then said.


“I am not buying that kind of crap,” Shez replied.


Amanda smiled. “Come on, give him a chance! He’s not all that bad… not that I know him very well, but he’s a very smart man, you know? He’s a top student in his other major, business administration. Everyone says he’s very talented as a business consultant. Oh, and, then he passed his last examination with great marks. He’s taking dual major even!”


“I know,” Shez replied dryly. “I am in the same major as he is and I just…” Shez recalled how she lost that precious scholarship…


“Just what?” Amanda asked curiously, waiting for the next statement with wide-open eyes.


Shez sighed. “You know how rich he is, don’t you?”


Amanda nodded. She complied, “All of the Laurentiis brothers are rich. They are not only rich as a family, but individually they are all making money on their own.”


“That’s just it! He has money but then he took the scholarship qualification exam and he qualified and received the half three-quarter scholarship… I only received the half scholarship,” Shez said.


Amanda blinked. She didn’t quite follow. Shez continued, “My family is not rich, Amanda. I have three younger brother and sisters who need to go to school as well. My father is the only one who is working… we live in a very tight budget. So, a scholarship will help us. The bigger it is, the more helpful it will be for my family and I.”


“Oh,” her friend replied. 


Shez took a deep breath. “That is why I don’t find him nice at all… I guess I am sort of blaming him for taking the bigger scholarship away from me.”


“I understand how you feel,” Amanda said. “But it’s not fair if you keep regarding him as a jerk just because he achieved the scholarship. He must have a reason why he took the scholarship test in the first place. I am sure of that.”


At that time, suddenly Shez saw Massimo coming her way. It wasn’t as if Massimo was going to approach her but he was walking her way indeed… with those two girls Shez encountered in the toilet, and two more even! Three of them were blondes and the last girl who was following from behind was a redhead. They were all beautiful. And they sure did know about it. They constantly kept running their fingers through their hair as they walked with Massimo and pouting whenever they were laughing at something he said. 


“Isn’t that Massimo Ambrosini?” Amanda asked.


“That’s him all right,” Shez said scathingly. She was not jealous but she was wondering what Massimo said this time to those girls about her…


To Shez’s surprise, Massimo suddenly made an eye contact with her and smiled. He waved her hand at her and called out, “Shez!”


Amanda struggled not to laugh seeing Shez’s face that was suddenly deprived of color. She nudged Shez. Shez just displayed a little smile and then turned her face to the side as if she was going to talk to Amanda seriously. Amanda grinned. 


“Where is he going?” Shez asked in worry.


“He’s going this way,” Amanda whispered. 


“With those girls?” Shez asked.


Amanda glanced quickly and said, “Most definitely.”


Shez dared herself to take a quick look at them. She glanced at them and saw that the girls had already stopped laughing and they looked very much objected to follow Massimo to where Shez was sitting with Amanda. 


As if the whole deal with Massimo hadn’t distress her, suddenly she received a great shock to the heart when suddenly Coco jumped to face her in front of her eyes and exclaimed, “Hey, you two!”


Amanda and Shez cried out in surprise. Coco creased his forehead but then laughed. “Ciao! Did I surprise you?” Coco asked amusedly.


“I am out of here,” Shez said tiredly.


Coco frowned. “Oh, come on, Shez, I haven’t even done anything to you!”


“I don’t want to hang around and see you try do something to me,” Shez replied.


Amanda smiled. “I’ll see you later, Shez!”


“I’m coming with you,” Shez said.


Coco caught Shez’s hand and made her stay put. He leaned forward to her face until they were only inches away and asked, “What did I do wrong this time, huh? Did I mind your business again?”


Shez pulled away. “Please, I am in no mood…”


Coco finished off the sentence before Shez could, “…to see me.”


“Exactly. I know you’re a smart guy so I shouldn’t be surprised, should I?” Shez replied. “Of course, with that scholarship of yours, I should have known from the start that you are the most intelligent man in the world… the most noble as well!” Then, with a mocking expression, she said, “I should be proud being given attention by you, shouldn’t I? After all, you are a very popular guy. Maybe I should just forget the hell about my usual customs and turn into a bitch, like the girls whom you think you can get easily, yeah?” Shez stood up in front of Coco, her head high and then poked Coco’s chest. “Well, let me tell you something, Laurentiis, I am not interested!”


With that, she spun her body around and walked away from him. Coco was stunned for a while. After he digested all that, slowly, he began to understand. She thought he thought she was easy! But he didn’t at all! Coco furrowed his eyebrows. How could she think he saw her as an easy catch? From the first moment he met her, he knew she wasn’t going to be easy to deal with. And yet, he still liked her. 


“Shez! Wait!” Coco called out.


Shez just raised her hand, telling him to save it and continued walking. Coco dropped his books on the bench next to Amanda and then chased Shez quickly before she went too far. In no time, he caught up with her.


“Shez!” Coco said, “I said, wait!” He grabbed her hand and held it tight.


“Let go of my hand!” Shez said.


Coco laughed. “This is such a cliché, isn’t it? A guy chasing a girl who doesn’t want to be with him and she tells him to let go of her hand…”


Sarcastically Shez replied, “Wow, Coco, I didn’t know romance novel is your favorite type of book.”


“You know what, Shez, I am not the kind of guy who you think I am. I didn’t think you were an easy catch! For God’s sake, Shez, you have been very difficult to deal with since the first time we met! You were always throwing my friendliness in front of my face every time we see each other…”


“That’s exactly it! I don’t like you being friendly with me! I don’t find you attractive. I don’t need you attracting me! I don’t want you to act like a knight in shining armor for me! You were acting as if I am something to be won and you thought I could be courted like the way you court any other girl! I don’t want all that! Not from you! Not from anyone!”


Coco was taken aback. “Was I? Did I?”


“For sure!” Shez furiously answered as she released her wrist from Coco’s grip and started to walk away. 


A few steps later… “Well, I was just trying to make an impression because I find you a very, very attractive woman, Shez,” Coco said with a shake of his head in admiration.


Shez became static. Did she hear that correctly? 


“Come on, Shez, give me a chance… please?” Coco pleaded when Shez stopped.


Shez didn’t answer that. Coco approached her once again. He stood in front of her. They stared at each other. Shez was looking straight into his eyes. Somehow she was just drawn to them and couldn’t take her eyes off his.


Suddenly, Coco pouted and whined like a little boy. He tugged at her sleeves and said in a baby-like voice, “Shez, please? At least, can I be your friend? I didn’t mean to hurt you… I just want to be… I just want to be your friend.”


Shez wanted to frown, slap him hard on the face and walk away but then again his face was too silly for her not to laugh at it. She found herself breaking into a chuckle and shaking her head. Coco sobered up and straightened up his position. He lifted his shoulders and asked her, “What?” with a straight, innocent face.


“You are out of your mind!” Shez replied.


“Oh, come on! Can I be your friend, at least?” Coco pleaded again.


Shez shook her head in amusement and started to walk away again. “Whatever, Coco, whatever.”


“Shez! Please? I beg you!” Coco called out.


Shez stopped, turned around and replied, “Suit yourself. I’m warning you: be careful with what you wish for, Laurentiis.”


He didn’t chase her this time because he knew she had given him the green light. He smiled happily. Then he jumped, threw his fist up on the air and cheered. Shez heard that and couldn’t help smiling. Amanda who also saw what had happened between Coco and Shez grinned ecstatically. She clapped her hands excitedly. Coco saw her and then winked at her. Amanda nodded and gave him a thumb up. Coco walked back to her place to get his books. 


“Nice going, Coco!” Amanda said. 


Coco winked. “I’ll win her!”


“Go for it!” Amanda encouraged cheerfully.


“Coco.”


Massimo’s voice halted Coco. He turned around to face his friend. Massimo stood in front of him. He looked hurt and angry. Coco understood what his problem was and inhaled. 


“Massimo, what’s up?” Coco asked, trying to sound casual.


“Damn you, Coco,” Massimo hissed. He jerked his friend.


“What the…? Hey, if you’re looking for trouble, don’t look for it with me!” Coco shouted at him. Coco regained his balance and then face Massimo face to face with his hand on his friend’s collar. Coco practically strangled him. The look he wore on his face frightened Amanda and she panicked.


“Coco, please… don’t!” Amanda warned.


“Stay out of this, Amanda. I am going to kick his ass,” Coco said irately.


Massimo retorted just as crossly, “Stay away from Shez, Coco! You know she doesn’t want you!”


“So what? I am going to be her friend and there’s nothing you can do about it!” Coco replied.


“Please, stop it! You guys are fighting like schoolboys!” Amanda said.


“We are in school and we are boys… so I can hit him all I want,” Coco said matter-of-factly.


“I’m going to hit you first,” Massimo condemned.


Coco and Massimo both motioned towards each other at the same time and hit it each other simultaneously. They jerked each other to the side. Massimo’s elbow nudged Amanda to the side. In matter of seconds, Coco was pushed back and he almost hit Amanda. Amanda shrieked but then someone pulled her and embraced her to safety. Amanda felt her body meeting another body and her head meeting the chest of the body. She sighed gladly because she then felt safe. Suddenly the fragrance of that person struck her nostrils and she was staggered. She knew very well who it was…


Meanwhile Coco and Massimo were sprawling on the ground. They were a few meters away from each other and they didn’t say anything. Massimo touched his nose and felt blood running from his nose. Coco held on to his mouth as it was also bleeding. They tried to catch their breath and when they did, they looked at each other full of antagonism.


“Nice fight, boys. I am sure you both regret that. Your pretty faces are ruined now,” Pippo said dryly as he released Amanda and pushed her gently to the side.


Coco and Massimo turned their heads in surprise. They saw Pippo looking at them like a policeman ready to chain them. His arms were folded in front of his chest. “Get up! Go to the clinic and clean up your bruise. I’ll let you go this time. But if I see you two fighting again, or any fights on campus ever again, I am going to bring this case to the Board of Education and I will report this to the dean and make sure you be punished fair and square.”


Coco and Massimo groaned but they didn’t dare disobey him. They knew they would get into trouble if they fight again. Coco was well aware of the consequences… his scholarship might be cancelled and he could not afford that to happen. He stood up, followed by Massimo and the two strolled away to the direction of the campus building. 


Pippo turned around to Amanda. “Are you all right?” Pippo asked.


Amanda trembled a bit as she answered, “Yes, I think.”


“You are not hurt, are you?” Pippo asked concernedly.


“No,” Amanda answered shortly, still trying to catch her breath after the shock the incident gave. After a while, she took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. Then she looked at Pippo. “What are you doing here? This is not the day where you are giving a lecture!”


Pippo nodded. “I know. I just want to come here because I have to mark some student assignments.”


“Oh.”


“I have to go now. But if you need anything…”


Amanda gave him what she thought was a reassuring smile. “No, I am fine. Thank you for offering anyway.”


“Are you sure?” Pippo asked again.


Amanda nodded. “Thanks, professor,” she said.


“It’s Pippo!” Pippo argued.


Amanda just smiled again and reminded him, “But we’re on campus.”


“Well, we are. But who cares if you call me Pippo? That’s my name anyway,” Pippo replied lightheartedly. Amanda laughed. Pippo then excused himself.


On the way to his office, he spat at his brothers… they were all making trouble, Sandro then Coco… and he wondered what Alessio might do this time to complete the fouls of the Laurentiis brothers.

Chapter 43


Coco rubbed his sore jaw and bruised lips. He was sure he looked like a shipwreck. Well, it was just what he deserved. He couldn’t believe he had acted like a schoolboy yesterday. He had fought one of his good friends… just because of a girl! But… what a girl she was! He would fight one whole army, including the general, if it could earn him Shez.


He turned his attention to things happening outside the window. Suddenly he saw a familiar-looking car pulled up. It was none other than Massimo’s car. Coco straightened up his position. Massimo appeared not so long after. He locked his car and then rushed inside Primavera. 


Coco didn’t smile when Massimo approached him but his expression wasn’t hostile. They had apologized to each other yesterday. But Coco still hadn’t forgotten that Massimo could be his rival to get Shez. Massimo arrived in front of Coco and nodded at him. Coco nodded back. Massimo sat down silently.


“Why did you ask me to come here?” Coco asked his companion. Earlier today, Massimo called Coco to come to Primavera to have a talk. No doubt it was about Shez but Coco didn’t have any idea what part of that problem he wanted to discuss. 


Massimo took a deep breath and exhaled quietly. Then he looked straight into Coco’s eyes and said as if making a declaration, “All right… Shez is all yours.”


Coco sat there. He blinked a few times. He was positively astounded. He didn’t know what to make of that statement.


“What?” he finally said in confusion.


“I said Shez was all yours,” Massimo said.


“What? Why?” Coco asked.


“It’s obvious that you have a terrible crush on her. For God’s sake, you hit me on the face yesterday. We brawled like stupid schoolboys in public and it was all because of Shez. Coco, you have never done that before. You would never go as far as brawling to defend a girl before… but with Shez… you did it. It’s quite clear now that you’re serious about her,” Massimo explained.


“I don’t see why you have to tell me Shez is all mine. It’s not like she’s yours,” Coco replied.


“I know. I just want you to know that…” he sighed before he continued, “I am not going to chase her around anymore. I like her a lot. But she doesn’t.”


Coco raised his eyebrows. “Now, how did you know that?” he inquired inquisitively.


Massimo gave his friend a sideways smile. “I talked to her before I came here. I asked her if she were angry at me and she told everything that had happened. She said that she heard Angelica in the toilet and…”


“Angela?” 


“She was the girl whom I asked to go with me for a weekend trip two weeks ago or whenever to replace Shez. I asked Shez to go with me but she refused so I took Angelica instead. Angela then boasted to her friend about going out with me and Shez heard about it. Angela was jealous of Shez because… well, I kept talking about her during the weekend. She was trying to badmouth people about Shez. You know how girls act about these kinds of thing, don’t you? Shez blamed her action on me and that was why she was furious that day at the canteen,” Massimo explained.


Coco was seeing things better now. He then asked again, “So, did you make up with Shez?” 


“Yes. But then she said that she wanted us to be friends… no romance whatsoever. I agreed with her… because I thought, you would be the one who wants to pursue her,” Massimo said.


Coco furrowed his eyebrows. “Don’t you like her anymore?” Coco asked.


Massimo laughed. “Are you kidding me? Of course I do!” he exclaimed. But then he said seriously, “But, Coco, I think she’s better off with you.”


After saying that, the two of them looked at each other. It was a long time before Coco finally smiled appreciatively and sighed. He shook his head and then clasped his friend’s hand. “Thank you, Massimo.”


Massimo smiled in return and shook Coco’s hand. “Like I said, he’s all yours.” Massimo lifted his shoulders and teased him, “Just bear in mind that she doesn’t like anything too mushy.”


Coco frowned. “I have no doubt about that. There is not one minute in my life have I ever met anyone as tough as she is.”


Massimo burst out laughing. “You and her are going to be a perfect couple. You’re soft, she’s tough…”


“Hey, what do you mean I’m soft?” Coco complained.


“You’re actually a whiner. Don’t think I know that, do you?” Massimo said jokingly. 


“Well, thanks very much, Max,” Coco replied.


“Oh, come on. Opposites attract!” Massimo said flippantly and patted Coco’s shoulders. Massimo glanced at his watched and then suggested rapidly, “Hey, let’s go. She is still attending a tutorial with Galliani. If we hurry, we can make it in time for you to greet her this afternoon and then offer to walk her home.”


Coco stared blankly at his friend. Massimo pulled him up from his chair. “COME ON!”


Coco followed Massimo outside. He finally understood what Massimo wanted to do. He was beginning to feel enthusiastic about it. The two guys went to the door and as they were going out, Amanda appeared in front of them. Coco and Massimo stopped instantly before her. Amanda halted as well. She looked up to them.


“Amanda!” Coco exclaimed.


“Coco? Hi!” Amanda replied. She turned to Massimo and inclined her head slightly.


“Uhm, are you alone?” Coco asked.


“As you can see,” Amanda complied.


Coco and Massimo looked at each other. They must apologize to her. Massimo was the first one to speak the intention. “Ah, Amanda… we… we are sorry for what happened yesterday. It was very rude of us to…”


Amanda didn’t let him finish. Instead, she said, “Don’t worry about it. I was scared yesterday seeing you two fight. But now that you guys are friends again, I have nothing to be scared about, do I?” She smiled at them and said, “Give my regards to Shez.” After that she excused herself and walked inside the café.


Once she had left, Massimo turned to Coco and asked, “Did you notice that girl has a very nice smile? Wow…”


Coco was dumbstruck for a while because Massimo seemed to be genuinely interested in her. Then Coco laughed. “No way, Max… no way,” Coco said meaningfully as he strode away.


“Why not?” Massimo asked, chasing Coco.


“What are you going to have, Princess?” Antonio asked Amanda who had just sat down on the same place Coco and Massimo had sat before.


“The usual,” Amanda answered.


“Cappuccino and tiramisu?” Antonio asked.


“Exactly,” Amanda answered.


Antonio nodded and closed the order book he was holding. “I’ll tell Nadia to send it to you right away.”


“Antonio,” Amanda called out for him when he was getting away.


“Yes?” the good-looking waiter replied.


“Have you seen Fio today?” Amanda asked.


“Not yet. Perhaps Nadia has,” Antonio said. 


Amanda nodded in disappointment. She wanted to talk to Fio. Lately, she had been enjoying her company. At the dinner party, Fio and her got along nicely and they certainly made each of their parents happy. She hadn’t seen her since and she was worried that Sandro might have done something to her again, causing her to feel miserable again and making her reluctant to socialize with people. She frowned reflexively thinking of that possibility and cursed Sandro Laurentiis for even causing that possibility.


“Why are you frowning like that, Amanda?” Sandro’s voice asked.


Amanda almost shrieked of surprise. She lifted her face and found Sandro already sitting down in front of her. “How did you get to…?”


“You were frowning so seriously that you didn’t notice me come, I suppose,” he replied nonchalantly.


“What do you want from me?” Amanda jeered.


Sandro shrugged. “I just want to be with you.”


“You know what, there is a word in English to explain what I think of that,” Amanda said. She told him without hesitation, “Bullshit!”


Sandro just smiled. He leaned forward and said, “Can I kiss your cheek?”


“WHAT?! NO!” Amanda replied angrily. 


Sandro smiled again and he leaned even forward again. Amanda freaked out but Sandro’s hand had caught the back of her neck and pulled her to him. He kissed her on the forehead gently but Amanda pushed him away immediately. At the same time, Nadia arrived with Amanda’s orders. She gasped seeing Sandro there, doing that to Amanda. Amanda panicked. Nadia was Fio’s best friend, as Fio had told her, and she would surely tell Fio what happened. If that happened, Fio would be angry with her and Amanda didn’t want that to happen at all.


“Sandro! Stop it!” Amanda said irately.


“Why?” Sandro replied full of innocence.


“Hi, Amanda!” Nadia cheerfully greeted them.


Sandro was surprised to see Nadia. But he didn’t flinch at all. Calmly, Sandro sat down again and then reached for Amanda’s hand. When Nadia put down Amanda’s orders, Sandro noticeable rubbed the back of Amanda’s hand as if he were romantically playing around with her. Nadia did her best to ignore but she wanted to scream in anger seeing that.


“Anything else, Amanda?” Nadia asked.


Amanda shook her head in exasperation. Her fists were clenched, ready to hit Sandro anytime.


“What can I get you, Sandro?” Nadia asked in a strained voice.


“What do you suggest, Amanda?” Sandro asked. He was doing that deliberately because he knew Nadia would tell Fio about this and his plan would work. 


“How do I know, Sandro?” Amanda replied exasperatedly. “I am not even your friend.”


“Oh, come on… there’s no need to cover things up anymore. Everyone knows we’re a couple,” Sandro said with a rather loud voice as if making announcement. He knew there were some people from the campus there and they would be interested to know that now he, Sandro Laurentiis, was having a new object of affection. They would also see that the chosen one was Amanda.


Amanda wanted to sink to the depths of the earth, especially when Nadia gaped and then turned around to leave in anger. Amanda shoved Sandro’s hand away then and she rose from her seat. She chased Nadia who was frantically walking to the kitchen entrance.


“Nadia!” Amanda called out once she entered the kitchen entrance.


Nadia stopped. She turned around and shouted at her, “How could you? Fio told me you were already becoming friends! But now you’re with him! Don’t you know how much Fio likes Sandro? You’re taking him away from her!”


“Listen, Nadia… this is not like what you think! Please, listen to me… it’s him! He was the one who decided that we’re a couple! He didn’t even talk to me about that! Sandro is trying to make Fio forget about him! You know the story, right? I don’t want to be with Sandro!” Amanda reasoned. 


Nadia calmed down a bit. She was a bit shocked when she first saw Amanda and Sandro together. She didn’t know what to make of them at first but she trusted Amanda. She knew that Sandro was capable of hurting people because he had hurt Fio. But not Amanda. Amanda was not able to hurt people, especially her own friends. She believed her.


“Oh, God! Amanda… I thought you and him were really serious! It was the way he treated you!” Nadia said.


“I know,” Amanda said desperately. “I can’t get him off of me.” She sighed. Determinedly, she said, “I will make him go. There is no way he is going to make me his puppet to hurt Fio.”


Nadia nodded. Amanda then asked her, “Please, Nadia, don’t tell Fio about this. I want to tell her about this myself. I want her to hear it straight from me so that she would know that I will never ever betray her.”


That sounded good enough and Nadia consented. Amanda sighed gladly. She thanked Nadia and quickly returned to her table. Sandro was still there. Amanda’s anger and annoyance towards him was mounting and it was almost unbearable.


“Why, Sandro? Why me? Can’t you get another bitch for you to use to hurt Fio?” Amanda said scathingly.


Sandro replied, “What are you talking about?”


“Don’t act stupid!” Amanda replied disdainfully. “Listen, I don’t want you. I don’t want to be with you. You are using me to get rid of Fio from your life. And you are hurting both Fio and me. I don’t want to see you ever again.”


Amanda started to leave but then Sandro held her hand. He held her tightly and pulled her down so that her face was in front of his closely. She was scared once again. This man frightened her. He was so strong. He was dark. He was somehow a stranger to her now. Amanda practically trembled as she could feel his breath on her face. 


He then said, “Listen, Amanda… no matter what you say, I am still going to do it anyway. I don’t care if I hurt Fio. All I want is you and you alone. I am not interested in Fio at all. But you… I like you a lot. Call me sappy, but you’re the only one I have feelings for… ever.” 

Amanda yelped because his grip was tightening even more on her wrist. Sandro continued, “Remember when we kissed? You liked it! I know you did. I liked it. Now I want more than that. I want us to repeat that kiss again… because you’re the girl I like. You understand me? If you don’t fight me back and help me, Amanda, I promise you… I will give you heaven.”


Amanda wanted to cry. Amanda, I promise you, I will give you heaven. She didn’t want to cry because he was hurting her hand or because he sounded threatening to her but because that was what Ethan said to her when they were still together. He had promised to give her heaven but now he was gone.


Sandro realized that he was hurting Amanda so he let go of her. She then apologized courteously, “I’m sorry, Amanda. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Amanda sat back down and stared at him in tears. She cried for real after that. After a while, she finally said, “You know what, Sandro… even if you promise me heaven and earth, I would never want to be with you.” She took a deep breath, rose and then said, “Because someone who promised me heaven ended up hurting me. Just like you. Just like you did. Nothing is for real.”


With that she left. 

Chapter 44


Amanda was told Fio’s classes were conducted in the library that Friday and she decided to look for her there. She had to attend Professor Laurentiis’ lecture in one and a half hours but she made plenty of time in hand to talk to Fio about this problem of hers.


She did find her in the library. But her class wasn’t finished yet. Amanda decided to wait. She walked to the computer section and saw one computer unoccupied. She sat on the chair in front of the computer and then navigated the Internet Explorer. She went straight to her e-mail account and opened it to see if there were new mails for her. She had checked yesterday and all the e-mails from yesterday came from Terry, telling her about what she was doing for Ferrari plus some pictures of Alessio. She had replied all of the other mails so she doubted that she was going to get any this time.


But she did get one new message. Amanda wondered who could it be from. She waited for the page to complete downloading. When it finished, she scrolled to the bottom of the page and finally saw from who the e-mail was. It was from Ethan.


Amanda suddenly felt butterflies in her stomach. She hadn’t communicated in any way with him since he left to his country. She didn’t try to call him and she didn’t expect him to call either. She felt rather guilty now because the truth was she hadn’t been thinking much about him, especially nowadays, because of the problem she was having with Sandro and other things, such as meeting new friends and getting closer with her icon, Professor Laurentiis. She nervously clicked on the link and a new page opened up soon.


She read it carefully…

Carissima Amanda,


First of all: HAPPY BIRTHDAY! (Thought I forgot, didn’t you? NEVER, cara…)

Second of all, I must say sorry to you because I haven’t written to you for a very long time. I haven’t forgotten about you and writing and calling you are the only things on my mind since I first got here. But I just couldn’t find the time. 


So, how are you, beautiful? I trust you are still as gorgeous as when I left you. 


I don’t want to boast… but, guess what! I have a job now. I write for the New York Times now. I even have a column there. I’ve also been contacted by L’Uomo Vogue to correspond for them. I get paid well, which is why I can afford to live in my own apartment now. Oh, in case you haven’t got the clue already, I live in New York now.


Why do you never call me? Of course, I am supposed to be calling you too… but I thought you have more time than I do. I have been busy moving out to NY and taking care of my new job and reasoning with my parents about moving to NY that I didn’t have time… No one ever told me that it would be hard to get a good place to live in this city. 

But, Cara, I will make it up to you.


I miss you so much. I feel like crying every time I think of you. Yes, that’s right, Cara, I think of you every single day, every single hour, minute and second of my life. I know these words are prettier said than written, but I just have to tell you, I can only think of you now. 


This mail is going to be very short but I will send you an e-mail again tomorrow. I promise. 


And lastly, I love you.

Your Ethan.


She was sure she was going to cry. But she was smiling now. She didn’t realize how much she missed him too. All of the memories of him were coming back to her now and her feelings for him were beginning to grow again. She didn’t want to because she knew she would be loving an illusion as he was now far away from her but she couldn’t help the feeling. 


If only he were here for her, she would never have to be afraid of Sandro. She would never have to be this confused. She would never have to be this lonely. 


She wanted him back.


Fio closed her book. Finally her linguistic assignment was completed. She had been researching for the damn assignment for a month and no one had told her that the sources were all provided in this one book that was borrowed overdue by a friend of hers. She sighed gladly and dropped her pencil on top of her book.


Valentina and Nadia were in another group and they seemed to be still working. Fio didn’t want to bother them. She had seen Amanda coming in so she decided to look for her so she would be kept company until the others were finished.  


Fio found Amanda sitting on the chair in front of the computer. Fio approached her there. “Hey, what are you doing?” she greeted her all of a sudden.


Amanda turned at her and gasped a little. She was jumpy than usual. Fio furrowed her eyebrows. Amanda sighed gladly when she found out it was only Fio. “I almost screamed,” she whispered. 


“What are you doing? Surfing?” Fio asked, referring to the internet.


“No. I was reading an e-mail from a friend,” she answered discreetly as she clicked to sign out. 


Fio caught a glimpse of the last two words at the bottom of the page. They read as “your Ethan”. Fio tried to hide her smile. Amanda finished her signing out and closed the window. She faced Fio.


“So, what are you going to do now?” Fio asked.


“Well, I need to talk to you,” Amanda said.


“About what?” Fio replied.


“About who is more appropriate,” Amanda answered gravely.


Fio understood very well what she meant. She inhaled and replied, “Fine. But, not here. Let’s go outside.”


Amanda and Fio walked out of the library. Fio’s classmates saw them as well as some other people who happened to be in the library. Amanda felt their eyes on them. They were openly gazing at Fio appreciatively. Amanda smiled. Fio was a real beauty. No wonder people liked and adored her as if she were a goddess. But then she frowned again. She remembered Sandro and she was scolding him in her heart for missing a great opportunity to be close with someone like Fio.


Fio suddenly whispered, “Amanda, don’t frown… those guys will be disappointed.” 


Amanda looked surprise hearing that notion. “Why should they be disappointed with my frown?”


“Because they like seeing you, cara,” Fio said with a little laugh. 


“Seeing me? What are you talking about? They are looking at you!” Amanda said.


Fio looked at her as if she were stupid. Amanda felt really stupid indeed. “Anyone who is not blind can see that they are adoring you and not me,” Fio contradicted. Fio gave her a smug smile and said, “Do you know, some friends of mine in my class – male friends, that is – have been asking me about you. Apparently, they have been waiting for the time to come to approach you since you and Ethan broke up.”


“What?” Amanda replied.


They have reached the exit door, that was also an entrance door if you come from the other side, and stepped out of the library. They sat down on the steps in front of the library. No one was around and they could talk about whatever they liked. 


“Seriously, Amanda, you should consider about going out again… with another guy,” Fio suggested.


“Only if the guy’s name is Ethan James Carson,” Amanda replied determinedly.


Fio smiled. “All right. I won’t push you into it. So, what do you want to talk about? Or who do you want to talk about? And why?”


Amanda only hesitated for a while before she told Fio what happened yesterday with Sandro. She didn’t miss a detail when she told her what happened at Primavera. Fio listened in horror as Amanda described the way Sandro treated her. Fio looked as if she were about to cry at some points of the story and Amanda considered stopping but Fio then urged her to continue until she finished.


In the end, Amanda said, “Oh, Fio… I am not telling this to hurt you or make you angry, but I just don’t know how to handle him. Why does he have to choose me?”


Fio sighed. She knew the answer to that. Sandro chose Amanda because she was vulnerable. She knew that Sandro knew, as everyone else did, that Amanda and Ethan Carson had broken up. He must have figured that she was in a fragile state because she had lost someone she loved. She also knew Sandro must have thought Amanda was a sweet, kindhearted and soft girl. Amanda was someone like that. She was sweet and kind. She looked to be the type who was incapable of hurting no one. Fio knew Sandro depended on her kindness because she wouldn’t ever kick him on the ass to get him away from her. She would resist any kind of treatment for Sandro but she wouldn’t be strong enough to get rid of him for real.


“Fio, say something! Tell me that you are not angry!” Amanda pleaded.


“No, I am not angry,” Fio abruptly said. She was thinking of something else… Sandro thought he could get rid of her for real by making her jealous. But what if… 


“Fio, you must help me or I will be forced to call the police just to get him away from me,” Amanda fiercely said full of desperation.


Fio looked at her. She calculated the chances. She had a plan for this… she just didn’t know if Amanda were able to follow it. But then again, she was the girl who threatened her leading roles in the theatre. Fio made her decision.


“Amanda, you know why Sandro is pursuing you, don’t you?”


“Of course! He wants to make you jealous!” Amanda said.


“And he’s trying to forget about me,” Fio said.


Amanda thought about what she was saying and suddenly she knew what Fio meant… Sandro was trying to push away Fio from his life. He wanted to forget about him so he wouldn’t feel a loss if he couldn’t get her for himself. He was trying to do those two things at the same time. Amanda now understood his motives. And she knew why he chose her. Fio was already jealous seeing that kiss and he wanted to really push her to the edge.


“He’s sick,” Amanda said finally.


Fio just smiled. As sick as Sandro was, she somehow still couldn’t forget about him. “Listen, I have a plan.”


“It had better be good!” Amanda said.


“I hope so. Listen, he’s trying to forget about me and hurt me. But let’s not give him what he wants. Why don’t you act like me every time you are with him? That way, he would constantly be reminded of me and realizing that you are just the same as I am, he will back off, because certainly, you won’t be able to make him forget about me. And at the same time, I will act as if I am not jealous at all. I will be friendly to you and him and we’ll make him see that we’re not… not cakes! Right?” Fio said.


Amanda thought it was a great idea. A great idea indeed!

Chapter 45


Alessio sighed. He couldn’t sleep. It had been three hours since he first climbed to bed but his eyes wouldn’t close. He wondered what his problems could be now. He didn’t feel like he had any. He didn’t think the work he brought from the office were problems. He certainly didn’t care anymore about Laura. So what if she married someone else? He wasn’t that ugly that he couldn’t get another woman. He’d get someone later. Maybe he was worried about Beppe and his sickness. But he had heard himself from the man and the doctor that Beppe only needed to rest. His team wasn’t going to suffer a great loss either for this race because Terry was there.


Or perhaps Terry was his problem.


Somehow, he just thought of Terry all of a sudden. They sat together during the flight and she was so amusing even before they boarded on the plane. She had brought a whole bunch of college assignments and ordered Alessio to help her work on it. On the plane, they continued working but during mealtime, she forced him to some music that was played on the plane’s radio. The music was horrendous to Alessio’s ears at first. He was not a great fan of loud music. But when they landed, Alessio was addicted to one of the songs she told him to listen to. 


When they were checking in at the hotel, Terry tried to make light of his recent breakup with Laura. She pointed out that if he wanted to be with someone else, she could always ask some of her friends in the university to go out with him because they were all crazy about him. Whenever a woman passed by, she discreetly pointed at her and told Alessio that she might be suitable for him. But most of the time, the woman turned out to be too old or too young to be suitable for him. 


Alessio enjoyed that game. At dinnertime, he chose to sit next to her and listened more to her jokes. They spoke in Italian and joked about the English people there. Of course, included in the jokes were “tales” about McLaren. After dinner, D’Amico asked Terry if she wanted to go out clubbing with him since she rarely came with the team. But she told him that she was tired and she wanted to sleep. In some way, Alessio was glad she refused to go. He had felt… jealous. No, that shouldn’t be the word… it was not as if he liked her romantically or anything… or, did he?


Alessio kicked his blanket off and growled in frustration.  

Get real, Alessio. Her father may love you so much as an own son… but he might just kill you if he knew you were after his precious daughter. Besides… she’s too young for me. I’m too old for her. We’re already like brother and sister. We are not compatible.


Whatever.


He felt better after thinking about her. But then a few minutes later, he frowned again. 


I have to see her first thing tomorrow morning.  


Terry woke up to the sound of the doorbell of her room that was ringing loudly. She groaned and then forced herself to open her eyes. She was still sleepy. Last night they had arrived late from Italy to England and the flight exhausted her so much. She snatched her robe and put it on as she walked to the door to answer it. She yawned a few times before finally reaching the door. She opened it at the same time a second ring was heard.


The sight of Alessio appeared in front of her. Terry blinked a few times but when she realized that it was him, she gasped. She had never ever dreamt of being seen this messy by him.


“Alessio!”


“Morning, Terry. May I come in to talk to you or do you want me to come back later?” he asked with that gorgeous smile of his.


Terry didn’t know what to say. There was nothing more overwhelming than being caught messy by Alessio and then being given a lovely smile at the same time. She stammered, “Uh, please… come in… I mean, if you want to wait for me to get changed… uh, come in anyway.”


Alessio laughed. “I’ll be happy if you’d let me in.”


Before Terry said anything else, he entered her room anyway. Terry closed the door and scurried to the bathroom to get dressed. Alessio called out from her sleeping quarters, “Take your time, Terry!”


Terry almost swore. Why did he make this morning visit? Didn’t he know she was still in a great mess? Didn’t he know it was disconcerting to have him come here and capturing her in this messy look? Didn’t he know this was only seven thirty in the morning? Didn’t he know she loved him?


The truth was right now Alessio was trying his best to figure out why he suddenly felt a twist in his stomach when he entered her room and noticed the familiar fragrance of her. He had smelled this fragrance of hers so many times but now he felt butterflies in his stomach. He almost couldn’t believe it. Was he… falling in love?


She took a quick – very quick – shower and put on whatever clothes she had there. She only had the shirt she wore for the journey from Italy yesterday and the pair of worn out jeans that she also wore for the journey. What the heck?


When she finally came out of the bathroom, Alessio was looking out of the window that overlooked the hotel’s garden. He said jokingly, “English gardens are lovely, aren’t they?”


“Since when did you become interested in gardens?” Terry replied.


“Since I looked outside the window… why did they give you a room with a better view? My room has got no beautiful view whatsoever,” Alessio commented.


Terry smiled. She reached for her comb and started to comb her hair. “What brings you here?”


“I came to ask you to join me for breakfast,” Alessio answered.


Terry’s hand stopped halfway. She said confusedly, “But you can just call me up…”


Alessio turned his body around and smiled at her. He extended his hand, offering it to her and said, “But that won’t be courteous.”


Terry burst out laughing. “Since when do you care about courtesy?”


Alessio reached for Terry’s hand and tucked it in his right arm. “Since now. I’ve decided to be a gentleman today. Oh, and, big news for you, Oil Girl, I have morals.”


Terry walked out of the room with Alessio laughing. Laughing really, really loud.


But truthfully Terry didn’t understand why suddenly Alessio became courteous to her right now. They were always friends and they always spent time together when Terry happened to come with him for a race but it was only when they met in the pit. Nothing else. She also doubted that he had feelings for her now. He didn’t have any before, why should he have some now? 
She wore a skeptical look on her face and Alessio was startled seeing it. He sipped his coffee and asked, “Why do you look so… so… dubious?”


“Because I am dubious. I am confused.”


“Of what?” Alessio inquired as he put down his cup of coffee.


“Of you.”


“What about me?”


“Why do you become chivalrous to me all of a sudden? It’s not like I have something that you need to bribe for…” Terry said half jokingly.


Alessio lifted his eyebrows. Then he leaned back, crossed his arms in front of her chest and cleared his throat. He then said, “Now that you’ve asked me about it… yes, there is something I want from you that I need to bribe for.”


“What is that?” Terry challenged.


“Your service,” Alessio answered seriously.


“What kind of service?” Terry asked.


Alessio then gave her a sideways smile and then pushed a plate to Terry. He said, “I need you to get me two rolls of bread with jam, but not orange marmalade, and another large serving of hash browns. Don’t forget my apple juice. Okay?”


“No way!” Terry replied with a grin.


But Alessio’s face was still serious. He said, “I am your boss and you will have to do what I tell you to do because if not, then I would have to cut your salary. I think I overpaid you. You have become disrespectful.”


Terry stuck out her tongue at him. He narrowed his eyes and furrowed his eyebrows. He didn’t look as if he were joking. “I want it now, De Rossi.”


His voice made her shiver. She knew he was joking but he didn’t look as if he were. Terry sighed. Oh well, she had decided to play along. She snatched the plate and rose from her seat to do the errand. She murmured, “Bossy.”


Alessio heard it perfectly and replied laughingly as she walked away, “Gullible!”


Terry returned a few moments later, bringing him what he wanted. She came to his side and said with a thick British accent in English, “Victoria De Rossi at your service, Sir Laurentiis.”


Alessio laughed. But a second later he wasn’t laughing anymore. Terry had brought him orange marmalade instead of strawberry jam. She didn’t bring him apple juice either. She brought him orange juice. To top all that, she only brought the crumbs of hash browns for him. 


“Happy?” Terry asked, deadpan.


“Absolutely, Terry… more than ever,” Alessio replied. He couldn’t take it anymore. He laughed out loud. 


Later on that day, Terry and Alessio weren’t laughing. Alessio was in danger of losing his pole position thanks to a brilliant qualifying performance from the McLaren driver who was Alessio’s number one rival on the track, Edward Ashton. Speedy Eddie was what they called him but Alessio preferred to call him Jerky Eddie.


When it was announced that he did indeed lose his pole position, Alessio was rather furious. They were only one thousandths of a second apart.


“Damn it!” Alessio spat.


“Calm down. Starting at number two isn’t the end of the world,” Vano said.


“That’s easy for you to say,” Alessio replied. He started cursing. Everyone else looked at each other and grimaced. 


“Well, cursing and swearing aren’t going to help you. You might as well think of another strategy,” Terry said tiredly from her seating position on a chair at the back of the pit. 


Alessio immediately became quiet. The others were taken aback. No one had been able to make him quiet that quickly before. When he spoke he didn’t sound cynical anymore but rather flat, “What do you suggest?”


“Why ask me? I am just a mechanic,” Terry replied.


“Right,” Alessio said. He smiled at Terry. “Sorry for the cursing.”


Terry smiled and shrugged. D’Amico had to stifle his laughter. He knew perfectly what was going on. They were trying to comfort each other. How lovely, D’Amico thought, now perhaps they can get together?

Chapter 46


Alessio didn’t know what to make of his feelings today. Terry had been working in the pit, perfecting the cars for the race, and somehow Alessio just felt so desolate. He knew he shouldn’t be. He had no reason to be desolate! But he felt that way and now he was reprimanding himself for even thinking that he thought he had feelings for Terry.


“Will you quit frowning?” D’Amico suggested lightly.


“Who says I was frowning?” he retorted.


“Al, you don’t have to say it to indicate that you’re frowning. It’s as if someone from your family had died,” D’Amico said.


Alessio wiped the current look he was wearing on his face then. He then rose from his seat and said, “Fine. Let’s eat lunch.”


Alessio and D’Amico started to leave when suddenly Vano called them. “Alessio! Andrea! Don’t leave yet! We will be finished in ten minutes… you have to test your cars then.”


The two drivers groaned but since the mechanics in their team were always not negotiable they thought it would be best to quit complaining and do what was ordered. This what has kept the drivers maintain a modest profile even though they were worshipped by their fans – they had more superior beings above them, in the pit, that is.

The mechanics finished the construction of the car in exactly ten minutes, just as Vano told them. Alessio and Andrea entered their car and they tested it for six laps around the now empty circuit. When they returned back to the pit, both Alessio and Andrea looked puzzled. They jumped out of their cars and then opened their helmets. They looked at Vano questioningly.


“What did you do to the car? It feels so light. It’s as if we’re flying,” Andrea commented.


“Very good. That is exactly what we want to achieve. We have modified the machines so that it gives you more speed to go. We didn’t change anything else, just lessen the weight of the machines. So, we won’t be breaking any regulations. Don’t worry about that anyway. That is our concern. You can have a look on the machines if you want to. Terry and Gennaro are working on the spare machines,” Vano explained.


Andrea was already having a look on the machines. He had no idea what sort of construction his mechanics were doing. He had never seen anything like that before. He didn’t know what to make of that either. Alessio joined him and he was surprised when he saw the construction. Even the shape of the machine had changed and he couldn’t understand nor explain what the machine looked like.


“What in the world are you doing?” Alessio asked.


“We are… constructing,” Terry answered shortly, indicating that she was concentrating on her work and did not want to be bothered.


Terry gave instructions to Gennaro. Angelo then came to help. Vano supervised them. He saw Andrea and Alessio were hovering around and seeming very curious.


“Alessio, Andrea, don’t hover over Terry like that. She needs more space,” Vano said.


Andrea lifted his shoulders. But Alessio didn’t want to give it up. “I want to know what is going on,” Alessio said demandingly.


“You will get to know about it later, after they have finished working,” Vano said.


“Question!” Andrea exclaimed.


“What?” Vano replied.


“How many fuel stops do we need with that machine?” Andrea asked.


“How many, Terry?” Vano asked.


Terry didn’t answer. Gennaro did. “Two for both.”


Alessio smiled at that. Terry seemed very much preoccupied with her machines. He knew no one could get her talk if she were in this state of concentration. She was very much like her father in that respect. Beppe De Rossi was a genius with machines and engines and Terry certainly inherited that quality. Alessio looked at Terry and he was staring at her full of gratitude and sympathy – the first because she had been very helpful all these times and the second because she had oil all over her red outfit. Alessio thought she looked very good in that red outfit. No one looked better than she did in that outfit. But then again, could you find a mechanic as lovely as she was?


“What did you do to our machines anyway?” Alessio asked Terry at dinnertime.


“Don’t ask about it. It’s top secret. Mechanics only. This is all for you, racers, because you will need more acceleration because you start second. You will be able to speed your start and get ahead of Eddie,” Terry said.


“Who gave you the idea?” Alessio asked.


“Who else? Of course her father,” Vano answered.


Terry nodded. “I called my father and told him about the qualification, which was actually unnecessary because he watched from the TV. Then he figured out a way to make your car speed up so you and Andrea can make a good start and maintain at least one or two ahead of Eddie at the same time give the two of you chances to go to the pit one by one while the other stalls Eddie. Eddie won’t be able to do anything if it’s like that. You’ll get your points and on the next race, you might just be world champion already.”


“I like driving in that new car. Can we use it again for the race next fortnight?” Andrea asked.


Vano shook his head. “No. This is strictly for this race only. It needs more fuel so even Terry modified the fuel tank so you can have more fuel in your engine,” he answered.


“And has it been inspected?” Alessio asked.


“Tomorrow morning,” Angelo answered.


“I hope it’s okay to do that,” Alessio said full of concern.


“Of course it is. Every team can do a revolutionary improvement for their engines, can’t they? Besides, the construction was done not to the body of the car, like they usually fuss about when it happens, and the construction was clearly following the standard procedures,” Terry reasoned.


Alessio and Andrea looked glad. Vano then continued the discussion by explaining briefly what the strategy was. Alessio and Andrea hadn’t met the strategist of the team so they hadn’t known about anything. But even if they had, Alessio was sure he would forget instantly so he might as well hear it tomorrow before the race. Whatever the strategy was, if he were told an hour before the race, then he would remember. Otherwise, he would be completely lost. 


Alessio didn’t bother following the conversation of the others. His eyes were suddenly drawn to looking at Terry. She was eating her meal quietly. Fatigue was written all over her face. No wonder, she had been working all day long. Alessio wondered if she felt lonely. She was still very young. Only 20! And yet she was already working like this… didn’t she feel deprived? 


Suddenly Terry lifted her face and their eyes met. Alessio was caught staring at her. Terry put up a knowing smile and then she remarked, “What is it, Al? Do I have something on my face?”


Alessio didn’t flinch and to cover up for his embarrassment, he stuck out his tongue and replied, “Yes, as a matter of fact, you do. You have your face on your face.”


Terry laughed. Alessio did too. “Sorry, Ters,” Alessio apologized.


“Oh, it’s okay. After all, an employee shouldn’t look better than his or her boss anyway. Since my employer doesn’t look good anyway, I think it’s fair if I look this ugly,” Terry replied.


Alessio laughed too. But it was stopped when D’Amico suddenly paused from eating and from conversing with the other people at the table, turned to Terry and said, “But, Terry, you are not ugly. I think you are beautiful.”


Terry was completely flabbergasted. How could he have said that? She felt flattered all of a sudden. Alessio was not less surprised than she was but he felt more like punching D’Amico than laughing at it. He didn’t even know why he wanted to punch his partner! But he did. Perhaps it was because D’Amico was looking at Terry as if he was a very, very besotted lover and Terry was looking at him as if he were the sweetest man on earth to have said that. Alessio’s sharp eyes didn’t deny him. He saw a faint blush on Terry’s cheeks. 


Alessio quickly wiped the black scowl off his face when Terry turned back to look at him again and said, “Well, Al, I think I have mistaken. You should be a very handsome boss if I were beautiful like what Andrea said.”


Alessio would have died before he admitted that he hated hearing Terry call D’Amico with Andrea. But he did. He hated the sound of it. He knew he was being unreasonable. Everyone called everyone with the first name in the team. Why should Terry and D’Amico be any different? But he hated it!


“Oh, thanks,” Alessio said with a forced smile.


“Uhm, Al, did I say something wrong? You don’t look too happy,” Terry said.


“Oh, don’t worry, Terry. I am perfectly fine,” Alessio lied. Damn it, why is D’Amico still looking at Terry like that?


“Just a personal reminder, Al,” Terry said casually, “Tonight you must finish some of the work for the office…”


“Would you help do it? I didn’t bring Paola my secretary here. I think I can need your help,” Alessio countered.


“Well…” Terry hesitated. Stupid girl… just say yes. This is your only chance being with him in one room alone! Who cares if your father kills you for this?


“What work did you bring this time?” D’Amico asked.


“Just some paper work,” Alessio asked. He didn’t know why, but now he had the urge to yell at D’Amico’s face and tell him that it was none of his business. But even on the last race, he had been discussing about one matter concerning his company with D’Amico. Was it just him really or did D’Amico look annoying tonight?


“I’ll help. Okay. But no more than ten o’clock, yeah?” Terry agreed.


“Ten o’clock? Why not?” Alessio said.


“Terry and I have something to do together,” D’Amico joked with a wink to Terry.


Terry burst out laughing. She was actually enjoying D’Amico’s jokes. But they didn’t realize how angry Alessio was. Alessio had no more appetite left. Suddenly he rose from his seat and dropped his napkin and fork and left. Terry quit laughing and D’Amico lost his smile. They looked at each other in confusion. What was wrong with Alessio?


“What’s wrong with him?” D’Amico asked.


“I have absolutely no idea,” Terry answered. Or perhaps he recalled the times with Laura…maybe we said something to remind him about Laura? Maybe it was when D’Amico called me beautiful… Laura was beautiful… Alessio remembered about her. He must have used to say it to Laura… ah! Whatever!


“Where did Alessio go?” Vano asked, startled at the sudden departure of Alessio. 


Terry sighed. She said, “Don’t worry. He’ll be okay. I’ll talk to him.”


Alessio went completely ballistic in his room. He was screaming and jumping on top of his bed. He kicked and threw the pillows out of the way. He ripped off an old T-shirt of his and made a mess of his suitcase. He banged his head on the wall. He was furious… not with D’Amico. But with himself!


“You stupid guy!” Alessio scolded himself. “What in the world has got into you? This is Terry we’re talking about!”


He banged his head again. 


“Victoria De Rossi of all people!” he screamed fumingly. 


Not that he was angry with Terry either. On the way up to his room, his clear conscience hit him. He was falling in love with Terry. He knew the symptoms all right. He had never felt stupidly jealous for anyone and they said being stupidly jealous was one of the signs of falling in love. And he found himself looking at Terry as a besotted man himself… he remembered what happened yesterday… he was looking at her, smiling and all while he was apologizing for the curses he said in the qualification… then he caught a glimpse of D’Amico trying to choke back his laughter. No doubt… he must have looked like a teenager in love!


This was exactly how he felt when he fell in love with that girl in second year of middle school! DAMN IT ALL!


“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Alessio said angrily as he banged his head three times.


How in the world did he manage to fall in love with her?


Well, that wasn’t hard to answer, Alessio thought. She was sweet. Maybe she was not elegantly or posh pretty like Laura but she had more of an earthly beauty. She was more like her mother with that Latin face of hers. And she was smart… she helped him with everything. She didn’t come from a family with annoying parents (although Alessio had no doubt, Beppe was going to go against this in the beginning…definitely against). She was friendly. Come to think of it, Laura was never quite friendly with anyone else but people from her own social class. She was definitely unfriendly to Terry. Terry was also funny. Laura rarely made him laugh. It was up to him to make her laugh. 


“But it’s Terry!” Alessio said again to himself.


Knock, knock. Alessio shouted, “WHO IS IT?”


Came the reply, “Al, it’s me, Terry.”


He cursed and then momentarily panicked. He ran around for a while and tried to figure out what to do. He bumped on a table twice and a chair once. Outside, Terry furrowed her eyebrows trying to understand what was keeping Alessio and why the hell were there crashing sounds from inside his room. He couldn’t possibly be making love to someone, could he? 


The next second, the door was opened.


“Yes?” Alessio inquired.


Terry blinked. Alessio looked messy. “Al? What has got into you? Why are you so messy?”


“Oh. I was just practicing something,” he lied stupidly.


Terry didn’t miss a beat. “Right! And what is that something?”


“The art of crashing,” Alessio said nonchalantly.


“Do you have any idea how messy you are?” Terry asked.


“No,” Alessio answered.


Terry just shook her head in exasperation. He was impossible. Terry stepped inside his room and was startled to see how messy his room was as well. She sighed. “What is the matter with you, Al?”


“Nothing!” Alessio said irritably.


“Oh, fine!” Terry replied. She walked back outside the room. “I just wanted to know how you are doing. Apparently, you are not okay. I am not going to bother you anymore. See you later, Al.”


Terry started to leave but Alessio sighed and suddenly felt guilty. He didn’t want Terry to be angry with him.


“Terry,” he said tiredly, “I am sorry.”


Terry shrugged and said, “Never mind. You’re tired. Get some rest.”


But Alessio caught up with her. When he finally got a hold of her hand, he suddenly just encircled her waist with his arms as if it were a natural gesture that he had done for so many times. Terry was surprised but she couldn’t find any words to say to him. She was even more shocked when he leaned forward and kissed her forehead. 


“I’m sorry,” he said. “I am very annoying, I know. You’re right, I’m tired… but I still want to work. And I still need your help. Can you help me?”


Terry stammered as a result of the position she was in. She was in a very unusual position, in his arms. “Uhm, well, yes, I guess… I can. But I want to go to bed at ten.”


“I’ll carry you to your room if you fall asleep at ten,” Alessio said with a chuckle. Then he led Terry to his room.


Terry wanted to scream, cheer and faint at the same time. But… why was he doing that?


The next morning, she found herself awake in… Alessio’s bed! Terry did scream now. What the hell was she doing there? 


Suddenly she remembered everything. Last night, she helped Alessio with his office work. They worked until eleven and Terry felt so sleepy then. She took one look at the bed and she was already asleep before she even hit the pillow. She didn’t care if it were in Alessio’s room as long as she could sleep. She didn’t know what time Alessio finished working. She just slept.


“Finally, you’re awake,” Alessio said. He was awakened by the scream.


He was sitting on the sofa. He was wearing nothing else but boxer shorts and an old T-shirt. He was wrapped in a blanket and there was a pillow on one end of the sofa. Terry looked at herself and found that she was still completely dressed like yesterday. She somehow felt glad. She would be mortified if she found herself in his bed wearing something else than her yesterday’s clothes.


“Did I sleep here?” Terry asked.


“Oh, yeah!” Alessio said, yawning. “I wanted to carry you back to your room but I was already so sleepy. So I decided to let you stay there.”


Terry jumped out of his bed. “I’m sorry! I deprived you of your bed,” Terry apologized.


He gave her a sleepy smile. “Don’t worry. I don’t mind. Besides, I know you would be angry if I placed you on the sofa. You deserve the bed.”


Terry felt really bad. She had invaded his bed. She asked him, “Did you have a good sleep?”


Alessio didn’t answer her. Instead, he stretched out and then rose from the couch. Then he walked to her and without warning, he leaned forward like he did last night and then kissed her on the forehead. Then he tousled her hair and said, “Yes, I did.”


After that, he casually walked inside his bathroom while Terry stood there motionless. What the…?


In the bathroom, Alessio quickly splashed himself with fresh water. He smiled broadly. He was not ashamed to admit it now. Yes, he liked Terry. He had feelings for her. Romantic ones. Last night, he worked with her and he never felt so relaxed working on something he actually didn’t enjoy. Terry told him stories while they were working and Alessio felt his work was getting less heavy by the hour.


When she said she was sleepy and then fell asleep on his bed, he had taken the time to sit beside her and then stared at her for one whole hour. That was when he realized his real feelings for her. Having her there felt like having a girlfriend again. Laura lived away from him for such a long time and come to really think of it, he didn’t feel a loss at all. In fact, he didn’t feel lonely at all. And honestly, it was because there was Terry in his life. Not that he pursued her then but she was the only woman in his life during the time Laura was gone. She worked with him and was in contact with him to do things he asked her to do. 

Last night, he had this thought: who else better than Terry to become his girlfriend? That was the thought he brought to sleep last night. 


The more he thought about it, the stronger he felt for Terry. Not only that it was his wanting for a girlfriend, but it was also because it was Terry. Yes, Terry was his friend for a long time and he liked many things about her. So, now, what difference does it make if he liked her in a different way? 


And Beppe… he knew Beppe was going to be ballistic. But it was too late. No one could change his mind. He had already decided. He liked Terry. And he was going to do something about it.


“Al!” Terry called.


“Yeah?” he replied from the bathroom. He didn’t trust himself enough to look out to her. He could run to her and then kiss her violently if he showed up in front of her. 


“I have to go and get ready. We’re leaving to the circuit after breakfast!” Terry said. She was already opening the door.


“Fine!” Alessio said. “I’ll pick you up in half an hour.”


“Suit yourself.”


Terry was gone in an instant.


Terry had the most uncomfortable feeling that Alessio had gone crazy. Maybe it was just her or maybe it was truly Alessio himself… but she felt as if he was courting her.


Not that she didn’t like it. Having Alessio Laurentiis courting her was one of her dreams since the first time she fell in love with him… but was it really happening?


Last night, she felt like sinking to the depths of the earth when he kissed her forehead. This morning, when he did the same thing, she panicked and the only thing that she could think of was that Alessio had lost his senses. Yesterday, when he picked her up in her room, she was already amazed and astounded. This morning as well, he did the same thing. Moreover, he complimented her looks being “lovely” when she was wearing nothing more than a pair of jeans and a simple shirt. Then he took her hand and escorted her to the dining room like a gentleman and had pulled the chair for her.


Now, he was eating in front of her, looking very gorgeous even chewing. Terry didn’t know what she had to do. Was it better to ask the truth, or was it better to play along until he confesses everything by himself, or was it better to throw a fork at him without explaining later, or was it better to kiss him for being so handsome?


“Ters, do you want to fly home tonight or tomorrow morning?” Alessio asked casually.


“Huh?”

“Do you want to fly home to Italy tonight or tomorrow? The rest of the team is going to wait until tomorrow but I can ask for them to arrange an early flight for us,” Alessio said.


“I don’t know. Maybe we should just go along with the others,” Terry said uncertainly. He’s asking me to go home alone with him?


“Well, up to you. Mind you, there’s college tomorrow,” Alessio said as he bit his croissant.


Terry sighed. Now how did he remember that? Even she had already forgotten! And only half of her assignments were done. 


“If we go home tonight, I can drop you off to your dad’s place or straight to the dorm,” he said. Then he cleared his throat and added suggestively, but indifferently, “Or, maybe you can just go home with me to my apartment and I can help you do your assignments since you’ve helped me with my paper work.”


WHAT? To his apartment? Just the two of us?!


“That is, if you want to,” he said additionally.


Now Terry was more confused. Was he trying to…?


“I’ll call your father to explain about this going home early plan, if you want,” Alessio said again.


Terry’s mind was already too tired to think of anything else. Whatever… whatever suitable for him. Anything suitable for him must be suitable for her as well… who cares? He is being nice and generous, Terry concluded, take full advantage. This only happens once in a lifetime.


“I think that’s a great idea, Al,” Terry said arguably.


Terry could have sworn that Alessio’s face suddenly softened and then brightened and he seemed so happy that she felt as if she had given him a present that pleased him very much.

Chapter 47


Tears were bulging on the edge on Amanda’s eyes as she helped her brother pack. Christian was playing somewhere and Amanda was glad he was. She didn’t want him to see her cry like this. 


Sometimes she couldn’t understand herself. She was always saying to everyone that she was mature enough do everything on her own. She convinced her parents to let her go to college in Rome instead of Milan and told them that she could live on her own. People around her always say that she was very independent. Now, she began to wonder if this was what she really is. 


Sure she was usually tough. She rarely cried. She didn’t like crying when it’s not necessary. After all, Ethan did love her for this. He had told everyone how mature she was and he was proud of it. Perhaps she was tough because of Ethan. Perhaps she didn’t want to ruin what he had said to everyone about her being mature and strong and everything by acting childishly. Perhaps she wanted to be strong so that she could keep Ethan by her side all the time. 


There were times when she felt like crying. Like now, especially, as her parents were ready to return to Milan, she felt like whining and begging them to stay. 


“Amanda sweetheart,” called Adriana as she walked inside the room. “Is Christian’s bag packed?”


“I am working on it,” Amanda answered, straining herself very hard not to burst into tears. She quickly focused her attention into folding Christian’s clothes so that she could avoid her mother’s eyes.


Last night was their last night together. Both of her parents had to go back to Milan because they needed to get back to work. Adriana had been on leave for such a long time and she didn’t want to ask for a longer leave period so she could visit Amanda again at the end of the year. Paolo had the same reason. Christian had already been absent for a week from school and there was no way he could leave school anymore.   


“Don’t worry about that. I’ll do it,” Adriana said when she saw Amanda was doing it sort of hesitantly. But when Adriana started to fold Christian’s clothes, Amanda snatched them away from her hands immediately. 


She fiercely told her mother, “I can do it.”


Adriana was startled. Amanda had been fine but now she was on the verge of tears once more. What could be the problem now?


“Amanda, what’s wrong?” Adriana asked.


“Nothing,” Amanda answered.


“Amanda,” Adriana sternly replied, “I know if something is not right and you do not sound right.”


Amanda looked up to her. She said, “Mama, there is nothing wrong with me.”


Adriana sighed. She could read it already in her daughter’s eyes. “Amanda, if you want us to stay…”


Amanda immediately cut her words, “I don’t want you to stay. I can stay here and take care of myself.”


Adriana sighed. She sometimes just couldn’t get her daughter. She had always known Amanda was a mature child. But she was not doing it in the right proportion. For four years, she had been acting as if she were 36, yet in truth she was not even more than 18. She had been very strong, true, but Adriana had sometimes thought she was going too far with her maturity. She always tried to solve her problems on her own without asking for help. If she couldn’t solve it, she would just keep it to herself and made herself busy so she could forget about it. 


When she came to Rome and saw how Amanda had broken down in tears, she was actually happy that finally Amanda was open to her and didn’t try to solve it on her own and let Adriana help her. During her stay in Milan, Amanda had acted the way she should have been acting like an 18-year-old. But now, she was back to her reserved self again and Adriana wanted to shake her daughter.


“Amanda,” Adriana said patiently, “Just tell me what’s wrong, okay?”


Amanda replied rigidly, “Mother,” came that mother tone again, “I am perfectly fine. So, please, don’t argue with me. This is your last day of staying and I don’t want to ruin it.”


Adriana sighed. There was no point arguing right now. She just shrugged and left the room, once again feeling confused. Once she was outside, she saw her husband in the kitchen. Adriana strolled to the kitchen and burst to Paolo, “What is the matter with our daughter?”


Paolo was surprised and startled to see her entrance, moreover with what she said. He was holding a glass of water and had to put it down so he could calm Adriana down. “What’s the matter with our daughter anyway?” he asked.


Adriana huffed. “I just don’t understand. You know how reserved and tough she was when she was in high school, don’t you? And we all thought that it was just her personality that is like that. But then there were times when we can see that she’s just as normal as anyone else… we have seen the true her in the past week, even. But now, a minute ago, she’s back to what she was again! She’s trying to act tough and everything but I can sense there’s something wrong. She doesn’t want to tell me! God, I wish she would just stop acting like a woman and start acting like a girl!”


Paolo calmly replied, “Adriana, calm down. Maybe she’s just sad because you’re leaving but don’t want you to know that she’s sad. If she shows you her sadness, she’s afraid you wouldn’t want to leave while she knows you have to work.”


“Still!” Adriana said exasperatedly. “Can’t she just tell me that?! If she’s really mature, she’d tell me that instead of keeping those kind emotions that can lead to a mental breakdown to herself! What is she trying to prove anyway? That Ethan of hers is not even here anymore!”


At that Paolo told his wife to keep herself quiet. “Adriana, if she hears that, she’ll be broken hearted.”


His wife was insistent. “It’s that Ethan who’s been making her like this!” Adriana said heatedly, as if blaming Ethan.


They looked ready to have an argument but at that moment Christian walked inside the kitchen. He told his parents, “Mama, Papa, we have a guest.”


At the same time, Amanda walked out of her room and entered the living room. There she paused. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Pippo was in her living room. She blinked. Pippo grinned seeing the stunned look on her face. Well, how could she not be stunned? She might look like an idiot staring at him like that bit it’s not like everyday she could see the university’s favorite professor in a casual T-shirt, a pair of worn out jeans, a pair of old sneakers and a faded denim jeans. Not mentioning she was seeing him in her apartment.


“Ciao. Come stai? Finish scrutinizing me?” Pippo asked with a chuckle.


Amanda sobered quickly. “Professor, what are you doing here?”


“What did I tell you about my name?” he asked exasperatedly.


“I mean, Pippo, what are you doing here… again?” Amanda asked.


“I invited him to come,” Paolo answered her. He appeared from the kitchen with a big grin on his face. Momentarily ignoring his daughter’s confusion, he walked over to Pippo and the two men embraced each other and exchanged greetings. Then he explained to Amanda, “I wanted to meet Pippo one more time before we leave to Milan. So I invited him here for a chat while watching the race together. I hope you don’t mind.”


“And I’m going to take your family to the airport so I can say goodbye,” Pippo said.


Amanda frowned. She shot at her professor, “Really, now, Pippo, I don’t think you need to be that loyal to my father.”


“One day I expect you to be that loyal to me since you said I am your favorite professor!” Pippo countered casually.


“I never said that you were my favorite professor!” Amanda hit back.


“I can guess, Amanda,” he replied patronizingly.


“Oh, whatever!” Amanda replied with a chuckle.


Adriana appeared with refreshments. She smiled at Pippo. “Ciao, Pippo! Ready to watch the race?”


Somehow Alessio was feeling very nervous. He felt nervous before every race, of course. But this time… it was a violent feeling that he didn’t know how to cope with it. His face was pale, he could feel his stomach churning inside and he was feeling cold sweat. He felt a rush of adrenaline and couldn’t wait to release it on the tracks but at the same time, he felt like faking illness and calling in sick. 


Andrea D’Amico, on the other hand, was very nonchalant about the race. His burdens as a second driver were not as great as Alessio’s. They did not expect anything from him but for him to be able to help Alessio win the race so he could get more points. They also expected him to finish second so Ferrari could leave McLaren far behind in the constructor’s championships. Other than that, he had nothing to worry about.


When they were called to their cars, Alessio really felt like fainting. His pose wasn’t sturdy and he was practically swaying. Vano and Terry were the ones who noticed that.


“Alessio, are you all right?” Vano asked concernedly. 


Terry was looking very vexed as well. Her voice was shaking as she said, “You don’t look too good. Are you sick? Should we call in sick for you?”


“Nothing… it’s just that… I’m a nervous wreck,” Alessio admitted. “But there’s nothing to worry about. Really…”


Vano asked, “Are you sure?”


“Yes. Once I am on the track I am sure everything will be all right,” Alessio said, trying to reassure him.


Vano didn’t look too convinced but the next second he was called up by D’Amico and he went straight to him. Terry stayed there, though. She was not buying what he was saying at all. “Al, are you sure you’re okay?” she asked once again.


Alessio sighed and turned to look at her. “No, I am not.”


“Tell me about it. Maybe it would help. We have five more minutes before you really have to go,” Terry said, trying to help.


Alessio wiped his face and hoped to God he didn’t faint for real. Honestly, he didn’t know what was happening to himself.


“I don’t know, Terry. I am just so tensed… I am starting second and you know how usually I don’t win the race when I start second… I know the car is fine but I don’t feel too sure. And it’s as if there’s a stage fever or something… I don’t know!” he said irritably.


Terry reflexively reached for his arms and started rubbing them. She smiled at him. “Oh, come on… you haven’t even tried this race yet. We know you’re starting second, but if you can speed your car up for a really quick start, you will have no worries… besides, I have a feeling you’re going to win this race.”


Alessio sighed once more, this time heavier. Terry smiled and then chuckled when she saw his face. “Al, you actually look like a kindergarten kid who is nervous at his very first play.”


“I never played in any dramas when I was in kindergarten. My first performance was on the racetrack, third grade, bicycling. My enemy was a fourth grader and he was big and a bully,” he said suddenly. And that instant he didn’t look too agitated anymore.


“Did you win?” Terry asked.


“No,” Alessio answered. 


Terry’s face turned into horror. “Bad example, huh?”


Alessio laughed then. He replied, “The bully was about to smack me down but when he was about to do so, Pippo came to my rescue.” He gave her a secretive smile then said, “Don’t tell anyone, but Pippo used to be a bully as well!”


“He was?” Terry replied, sounding appalled. Filippo Laurentiis didn’t look as if he could hurt anyone – not even a student who was caught cheating. He would probably just calmly noted the student’s name down in the exam reports and then let the examination committee do something about it. 


“Oh yeah. He used to bully the bullies,” Alessio said. “He stayed like that until I was big enough to take on his role.”


Terry laughed at that. She had no doubt about Alessio being a bully. Alessio then suddenly grabbed her hands and then squeezed them. He leaned forward and asked, “Will you wish me luck?”


“Of course,” Terry said.


Alessio smiled and then kissed her forehead. He told her, “Thank you, Terry. Maybe all I needed was you after all.” After that, he walked to his car and entered. 


Terry couldn’t help smiling although she was shocked like hell. I can get used to this…

Alessio took his start position next to Edward Ashton, the McLaren driver. D’Amico was behind Alessio. He had taken the fourth position. Alessio opened the line of his communicator so he could talk to the crew and mechanics. 


“I’m ready,” Alessio said.


“I’m ready too,” D’Amico said.


“Good,” Terry replied.


“Remember, the two of you, just speed up your car as fast as you can and try to get past Ashton. What’s that bloody Englishman doing right now?” Vano asked. Like the rest of the mechanics, he hated the Englishmen. 

Actually, they wouldn’t have hated McLaren that much if it weren’t for Ashton. He was arrogant and conceited and had said some very bad things about Alessio and D’Amico to the press. There was another Edward, in the Jordan team. His name was Edward Graham, a Scot. But he was much better than Ashton. Alessio liked him very much because Graham had said some very bad things about Ashton.


“He’s looking at me with dagger eyes,” Alessio replied without looking at Ashton one bit.


Terry chuckled. “I wish you could crash into him,” she said.


“I would love to,” Alessio said.


“Count me in,” D’Amico said.


Not so long afterwards, the drivers drove for their warm up lap. Alessio and D’Amico actually had to struggle to keep control of their cars because the cars felt so light that the drivers wanted to just speed up. After the warm up lap, they repositioned themselves and waited for the real race to start. 


No one said anything in the Ferrari team as they were waiting for the green lights to turn on. Alessio kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead, his hands steadily placed on the steer and his feet were ready to stomp on the gas pedal. D’Amico was doing the same. Alessio didn’t care about Ashton or whatever he was doing. He just glanced at the red light and as it turned yellow, he counted in his heart the seconds that passed. When it was finally green, he hit the pedal and he was blasting off to the road in front of him. 


The feeling of speeding like lightning was overwhelming and he struggled to control himself.  There was no sign of Ashton anywhere near him. But D’Amico was right behind him. It worked! He had stolen the start!


“YES!” came Terry’s exclamation on the comlink. “YOU DID IT! YOU STOLE THE START! ASHTON IS WAY BEHIND!”


“Go, Alessio!” D’Amico said.


“Well, yeah, the race is not over yet! Let’s hang on,” Vano reminded.


Alessio did hang on, so did D’Amico. Alessio was racing way ahead of everyone. Even his gap with D’Amico was very long. He had him for one whole lap in the beginning of lap thirteen. D’Amico was practically cruising. Ashton was behind him by ten seconds and he had nothing to worry about because this would already secure two points for Ferrari. 


“Alessio, pit stop in lap 25,” Angelo reminded.


“No problem,” Alessio replied.


“Al, can you go faster?” D’Amico asked.


“What’s the matter?” Alessio asked. 


“I want to go faster too. I hate cruising like this. I want to secure my second place position from Ashton,” D’Amico said.


“Sure,” Alessio replied. The two Ferrari drivers stopped cruising and drove even faster forward to secure their leads. 


Amanda’s mouth was opened in awe. She had never seen Ferrari cars go so fast. Neither did Paolo nor Pippo, apparently, because they were both also very amazed. Adriana and Christian were just watching, hoping that Ferrari could win.


“How did they do that? They’re so quick,” Amanda commented.


“This must be the new engines they were talking about yesterday,” Pippo said.


“What’s that about?” Amanda asked, turning back to look at him. She was sitting on the carpet, beside the table. Pippo and Paolo were sitting on the couch, farthest from the TV set. Christian was on the other side of the table, in front of Adriana’s smaller couch, and sitting on the carpet like his sister as well.


“I heard in the news that Ferrari prepared a new engine and it passed the examination. It is said to make the cars go faster,” Pippo said.


“Wow… Terry’s father must be the one constructing it,” Amanda said.


“Actually, Amanda, Beppe De Rossi didn’t come to this race,” Pippo informed.


“Why not?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, why not?” Paolo asked too. He had been told that Beppe De Rossi was the father of Amanda’s friend and he was very impressed.


“He was sick,” Pippo answered. “He sent Terry to help.”


“Perhaps it’s Terry’s doing,” Amanda said.


“Could be. That girl is very talented with things like that. You wouldn’t have guessed it,” Pippo said. To Paolo he said, “She’s a student with a good record in the social sciences. But she’s better with engines.”


Paolo nodded. “I have heard of her. She’s been in the team officially as an assistant to her father for about a year, hasn’t she? I heard Alessio is quite close with her.”


Pippo smiled smugly. He asked, “Who said that?”


Paolo’s eyes flickered with amusement. He replied, “Amanda told me about it.” Paolo cleared his throat and continued, “My daughter even said that she got the impression the two of them could be potential lovers.”


Pippo burst out laughing, Paolo chuckled and Amanda blushed. She said, “Papa, you really didn’t have to tell Pippo about that!”


Pippo said, “I thought I was the only one who noticed!”


Amanda’s eyes widened. “You noticed too?”


“I think I got the idea since that day in the garage. They were very intimate, especially when we took you here… Alessio said, ‘damn, I love that girl’!” Pippo said.


Amanda nodded. “Yes! Exactly! I heard that too! I wanted to tell Terry but she was ranting, so…”


“I thought Alessio is dating Laura Andretti. Is the relationship really over?” Adriana replied.


“Over. Completely.” Pippo sighed. “Alessio was crushed…”


“I don’t think he is anymore,” Amanda said smugly. Pippo looked at her and nodded agreeably.


It was really a non-climax race, just like the one in Germany before. The Ferrari cars were practically cruising after the thirty-second lap. Ashton slipped his car and Graham went through to take the third place. Ashton was pushed to fifth. But D’Amico who was in second was way ahead of them. As for Alessio, he was going in such a moderate speed that he thought that he was a snail. Everyone, on the other hand, was seeing him going very fast on the camera…


On the fortieth lap, Alessio was starting to get sleepy. Then it happened. He slipped. He just lost his concentration and for a second, he didn’t see where he was going. The front tires hit the edge’s road and his car was spun around. It spun until it landed right on grass area and it the tires rotated backwards, making the end of his car hit the wall. 


A voice came over the communicator, “IDIOT! WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING?!” It was Terry.


Alessio woke up instantly. The blunder brought him back to real world. Terry’s voice came over once more. She screamed, “Damn you! Get back on the track, idiot!”


“Okay, okay!” Alessio replied.


It took him a while to put himself back on the track. On the meantime, D’Amico had been warned and he immediately slowed down. No doubt Ashton thought Alessio was going to be out of the race in no time. But Alessio finally got back there and the hysteria was over. He steadied his car and started to drive once more.


“What was in your mind, Alessio? Please!” Terry practically chastised him.


“Mi dispiace, carina. I was sleepy,” Alessio said sheepishly.


“The hell with sleepiness! You little…” but then she quit ranting. She had just realized the term of endearment he used for her. Did she hear him all right? Oh, God… 


“Terry?” Alessio asked.


“What did you just call me with?” Terry asked in disbelief.


Alessio smiled. “Carina. Is there anything wrong with that?”


Terry didn’t answer. There was a long silence. The two of them had forgotten the rest of the team could listen to them. Angelo had realized this silence and he thought it was probably a good idea to disconnect the other lines except those two’s. D’Amico was grinning crazily in his car. He had wanted to burst out laughing. When he realized Angelo had disconnected the lines, he did what he had wanted to do. 


“Terry?” Alessio called her once again.


“Ha?”


“Are you all right?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“What did you just call me with?” 


“Terry, cara, there is no big deal about that…”


Of course. It was no big deal for him, that’s for sure. Who was she to dare to dream? Alessio might have been treating her like a lady, as if courting her… but he was not serious. I should have known better.


“Terry, do you mind if I call you carina?” Alessio asked.


“I…”


“Please tell me you don’t mind,” Alessio pleaded.


Terry was astounded. Finally she said, “Alessio, just exactly what are you trying to pull here?”


“Nothing,” Alessio answered softly. Even he was surprised he could sound that soft. He said, “I just…” I just want your love. That was what he wanted to say. Her love. “I just want you to know that you are a very special person for me and I call every woman who is special to me with carina.”


That was practically a love confession for Terry and suddenly she felt like crying. After all these years, Alessio was saying to her that she actually meant something to him. But, then again, she wanted to cry because she was sure he said that because he had just lost Laura. If Laura had been there, he was never ever going to say something like that no matter what she had done of him. She was just an escape. Alessio was turning to her to escape so he wouldn’t feel out of love. Whichever it was, she felt like crying…


“I have to go,” Terry said with a hoarse whisper. Then she disconnected her own line and took off the communicator and the earphones from her ears. She then ran away from her position, out of sight of everyone.


“Terry!” Alessio called out. But she was not there anymore. Alessio felt his stomach churning once more, cold sweat once again and… the worst of all, his heart was pounding too quickly…


Alessio couldn’t wait to get out of his car. He almost couldn’t breathe in it. So when he saw the checkered flag, he just hit the gas and flashed past the finish line. D’Amico trailed behind him and took the second place. Graham came in an eternity later. Everyone except Terry in the Ferrari pit was jumping and cheering like crazy.


Although the fans were cheering for Ferrari like crazy, Alessio didn’t even bother to wave his hand to them like he usually did when he won a race. He just moved his car for the cooling lap before he finally went in to the pit. D’Amico took the waving-to-fans role instead. The Ferrari fans were crazily cheering at him and Alessio. Alessio was in the pit area in no time.


He jumped out of his car and took off his helmet. He took a really deep breath, as if he had been suffocating all this time. He dumped the helmet to the seat of his car. He took off his gloves and opened the top button of his suit. People started coming towards him to congratulate him but he couldn’t stand it. He had to calm himself down first. Vano saw that Alessio was really in a bad state so he didn’t come near Alessio. 


Alessio then became a bit frantic. When Angelo and some of the crew came near him, Alessio asked impatiently, “Where is Terry?”


“We don’t know,” Angelo said. “She left and…”


“I want to see Terry!” Alessio said. Frantically he said, “I have to see Terry!”


“Calm down, Al! We’ll go look for her. She was in the pit a moment ago… we’ll get her for you,” one of the crew said.


Terry then appeared before his eyes. Alessio didn’t miss a beat. He approached her and then gave her a bone-rattling hug. Suddenly, the nerve-wrecking feeling he had had in the car before was gone. Alessio didn’t see the leftover of tears in her eyes when he did so. Then when he pulled back a bit to look into her eyes, he realized what was there…


“Terry?” he asked. “Have you been crying?”


Terry didn’t answer. Alessio continued to say sternly, “Don’t you ever leave me like that again! Never ever, Terry! You understand me?”


Terry felt tears coming again but before Alessio could see her cry, she just let herself be drawn to his embrace once more.

Chapter 48


“See you in the winter, Amanda. We’ll come here again,” Adriana promised. She hugged Amanda tightly and kissed her daughter’s cheeks. She said, “Please tell me if anything else happens. And don’t try to keep problems to yourself once more.”


Amanda nodded. She had apologized for her earlier rudeness in the room and she explained to Adriana that she was on the verge of tears then. Adriana was very happy to know that Amanda had started to change her reserved attitude.


Paolo then took her in his arms and kissed her on the forehead. He sounded gruff with emotion when he said, “Take care, dolcezza. Don’t get into trouble.”


Amanda nodded again. She had been able to not cry while saying goodbye to her parents. But, when it came to Christian, she burst into tears. Christian was crying too.


“Oh, Amanda, Christmas is too far,” Christian sobbed.


“I know,” Amanda said in an inaudible whisper. 


Their flight announcement was heard vaguely and Paolo had to hurry the goodbye. Amanda reluctantly released Christian. Adriana then took her son’s hand and then joined Paolo who was already on his way to enter the flight hall. Her family waved her goodbye. Amanda just stood there, immobile, looking very sad at the departure of her parents and brother. She stood there until she couldn’t see them anymore. Christian had one last wave and kiss goodbye from afar. After that they were really gone out of sight.


Sighing, Amanda turned back and tried to walk with what she felt as heavy feet. She almost bumped on to Pippo. Pippo stared at her sympathetically. 


“They will be back soon for Christmas, Amanda,” Pippo said, trying to cheer her up.


Amanda shrugged. “It’s too far,” she replied.


Pippo smiled. He extended his right arm and then encircled her shoulders. He led her outside from the airport lobby. “Don’t worry, you will have much to do and you wouldn’t even think about the time.”


Amanda did smile at that. She turned her head up to look at him and said, “You are planning to give us a lot of assignments, don’t you?” 


“Loads!” Pippo replied, chuckling.


Amanda entered Pippo’s Alfa Romeo. She put on the seatbelt as he sat on the driver’s seat. Amanda reminded him to put on the seatbelt and then teased him, “We never know when we’re going to slip like Alessio did.”


Pippo chuckled and shook his head. “That was very stupid of him. I don’t know what was in his mind.”


“Oh, but that last scene where he hugged Terry was romantic, no?” Amanda said, suddenly feeling excited.


“Exactly. I wonder what he has to tell me about that when he is back,” Pippo said.


Amanda then furrowed her eyebrows. Her nose crinkled as she asked in curiosity, “Do you tell each other what’s going on in each other’s life?”


Pippo started to drive away and took a moment before answering, “Not really. But we try to. We have one day in the week where we usually eat dinner together to talk about our problems and try to help each other. Sandro and Coco usually come to the office on a particular day when they don’t have a tight schedule to help around the office and then we have lunch together. But, during that time, we just talk about business.”


Amanda opened her mouth to ask another question but then she zipped it. Pippo, however, noticed Amanda wanted to say something. He encouraged her, “Just ask me, Amanda.”


“Can I?” Amanda asked.


“Why not?” Pippo replied.


“Well, tell me, what do you talk about when you’re together with your brothers?” Amanda asked.


Pippo smiled. He said, “Well, we talk about work, school, women… you know, the usual.”


Amanda gave him a meaningful smile. “So, you talk about women, don’t you?”


Pippo laughed. “Actually, the only one who has a woman right now is me.”


Amanda burst out laughing. Pippo was surprised. “Why are you laughing?”


“I knew it!” Amanda said. 


“Knew what?”


“That you have a girlfriend!” Amanda then said, “Actually, some of the girls, who adore you very much, have been speculating whether or not you have a girlfriend or not. There were those who said that you did and there were those said you didn’t. One of them said something like this, ‘A man like Professor Laurentiis doesn’t have a girlfriend? Not likely! He’s too handsome for his own good!’”


Pippo laughed. He turned his car to the left and the car cruised smoothly on the road. “What? They like to talk about those kinds of things?”


“Oh, you know, girls. They talk about it. And you’re quite handsome, so…” Amanda then found herself already saying too much. She stopped talking as pink taints crept up her cheeks. She turned to look outside the window.


Pippo chuckled. “I’m quite handsome? Wow… I’ve never heard that before.”


Amanda smiled. “Sorry… I’ve gone too far,” she apologized bashfully.


“That’s a new one… someone saying something about me being handsome,” Pippo said. He laughed for the rest of the trip home.


When they arrived back at Amanda’s apartment building, Pippo stopped the car and then parked it in front. Amanda took off her seatbelt and then turned to face him.


“Thank you for the ride. And thank you for taking my family to the airport,” Amanda said gratefully to man in front of her.


Pippo smiled. “Don’t mention it.”


“Well, I better get going,” Amanda said.


“Do you want me to accompany you?” Pippo offered. “I mean, you must be feeling pretty lonely now that your parents and brother are gone. I can stay for a while. Maybe I can help you clean the house… your father and I made quite a mess when we were celebrating Alessio’s victory.”


Amanda thought about it. She didn’t want to keep Pippo because he might be having some works to do and, besides, what would his girlfriend say? Not that she was anything to Pippo, but Amanda was still a female and from what she had learned in the past (with Ethan), girlfriends never liked it if their boyfriends are spending time with another girl whoever she was – friend or no friend. But what Pippo said was true. She was already feeling lonely. Her apartment used to be so noisy with Christian and her parents around… but now… 


“See, you are looking sad already. I’ll stay around,” Pippo said. “Come on!”


“No, actually…”


“Oh, come on… let’s just go!” Pippo said. He got out of the car. Amanda followed him. 


“Really, Pippo, you don’t have to stay,” Amanda said.


“I insist on staying,” Pippo said. “To help you.”


Amanda sighed. She needed company anyway. “Thanks.”


“You are very welcome.”


Amanda and Pippo walked in. This was the third time Pippo came to her “rescue”. Amanda was beginning to think he was her guardian angel! Archangel Filippo… not a bad name for him. And wait ‘til Elena and Kayla hear this!


Terry and Alessio arrived in Rome in the evening. They had gone home earlier than the others. They didn’t take time to celebrate because the both of them were very anxious to go back to Rome. Terry was worried about her father and some of her unfinished schoolwork. Alessio was worried about her father and his paperwork from the office. 


Terry sighed in exasperation when, for the third time, she had to hang up the telephone. She had been trying to call her father’s house but there was no answer. Terry was worried that her father might be going somewhere and not telling her again, like the last time he went to Seville.


“No answer?” Alessio asked.


“Not at all,” Terry answered. She looked as if she was about to cry. “You know what, if he doesn’t answer my call for the fourth time, I can just break down and cry. Right here, right now…”


“Maybe he’s out to have fun,” Alessio suggested.


“Not likely, Alessio… you know how my father is. He never has fun. Not anymore that is,” Terry said.


“But, Terry, this is already late… we’ll get home even later if we don’t hurry now. We have to catch a taxi soon,” Alessio said, glancing at his watch.


“One more time,” Terry said. She dialed her father’s home number once more and waited for the telephone to be answered. She waited… one ring… two rings… three rings…


“Pronto?” Beppe’s voice came to the line. “Chi parla?”


“PAPA!” Terry exclaimed. “Finally! I thought something happened to you… where were you? I tried calling!”


“Oh, it’s you, Victoria… ciao! Are you calling from England?” Beppe asked then yawned.


“You’ve been sleeping, haven’t you? Oh good… Alessio thought you were out having fun,” Terry said.


“Where are you?”


“I am already in Rome,” Terry answered.


“Good. Go back to the dorm immediately. You have school tomorrow. Go by taxi and I’ll pay your money back,” Beppe ordered sleepily.


“Papa, are you all right?”


“Of course, I am. Until you wake me up, that is,” he joked. “I’ve recovered, really… don’t worry… I saw the race… it was great what you did with the cars. Good job.”


Terry smiled. A compliment from her father meant a lot of her. She replied, “Thanks, Papa.”


“So, what are you waiting for? Go to your dorm,” Beppe said. “I’ll pick you up on campus tomorrow afternoon and we’ll have a talk.”


“Sure. I’ll see you tomorrow, Papa,” Terry said.


“And say hi to Alessio for me. I will call him tomorrow,” Beppe said.


“Yes. See you. Bye!” Terry replied.


After that she hung up. Alessio looked at her inquiringly. Terry told him, “My father said hi to you and he will call you tomorrow. I have to go back to the dorm, so, I better not linger here. How are you going to get home?”


Alessio just gave her a half smile. Then he grabbed Terry’s waist and started to lead the way out. His free hand was carrying his traveling bag while Terry was pulling her mobile suitcase, trying to follow Alessio.


“We are going to get home together by taxi,” he said implacably. 


“Oh, well, that sure saves money. But do you mind going to my dorm first…”


Alessio looked at her and then suddenly whined, “Can’t you stay at my place for a while? Please?”


Terry sighed. “I have a lot of things to do.”


“So do I. We can work together again… like the other night! And we can grab something to eat first? How about it? Agree? Good!” he said, almost speaking to himself.

Chapter 49


Shez woke up, still feeling very drowsy. With eyes half opened, she grabbed her robe and walked to the bathroom to take a bath. She took a very quick shower and then went back to her room to get dressed. As usual, she didn’t like wearing fancy clothes so she just grabbed another one of her plain white shirts and her favorite pair of jeans. Then she put on her jacket. She snatched her bag and went down for breakfast.


Everyone was there on the breakfast table, except for her father, of course, who was working away in Milan. Malik was reading the newspaper (it was a good habit of his). Sabila and Salma were eating quietly while their mother was cutting another piece of bread for Shez.


“Buon giorno,” Shez said.


“Buon giorno, Shehnaz. Here’s your breakfast. Do you want milk or cappuccino?” Miranda asked.


“Milk,” Shez answered as she sat down. Miranda nodded and then went to get the milk for Shez from the refrigerator.


Suddenly Malik put down his newspaper and then stared at Shez. Shez who was spreading butter and jam on her bread felt his stare on her. She paused and then turned at her brother.


“What is it, Malik?” Shez asked.


Malik’s face suddenly brightened. He smiled smugly and said (just as smugly), “Shez, have you changed boyfriend?”


That caught the attention of everyone. Salma and Sabila giggled while Miranda stopped pouring the milk to a glass. She placed back the milk bottle with a soft thud of surprise on the table and then turned to Shez. 


“You have a boyfriend, Shez?” Miranda asked. Her tone was hopeful.


Shez almost panicked. What the…? She frowned and then asked to Malik, “How did you know?”


“Well, I just figured everything out… first it was Massimo who was calling you and now it’s Coco,” Malik said. He shrugged and continued, “This Coco guy sounds nice.”


Shez wanted to explode. She banged the table and practically shouted at Malik, “What?! How did you know that? You spoke to him?”


“He called this morning, asking about you… he’s been asking about you since last night. But since you said you wanted to study and didn’t want to be bothered, he asked me to speak to him,” Malik replied calmly as if he didn’t sense Shez’s anger.


“Is he handsome Shez?” Sabila asked meaningfully.


Shez wanted to throw the dining table outside the window. Miranda then asked, “Shez, who are Massimo and Coco?”


“Long story, Mama,” Shez answered.


“Oh, and, Shez, Coco wants to pick you up this morning,” Malik informed innocently.


“WHAT?!” Shez shouted for real now. 


“He said this morning that you have a lecture together and a lab session together later on the day. He wants to grab you early this morning so he can discuss some things about you,” Malik explained as if he worked for Coco as a secretary.


Shez sank in her chair. She couldn’t believe this. When she accepted the offer of friendship from Coco, she planned to make it a school-friendship kind of thing. She didn’t want to introduce Coco to her family so they would not be too far attached. She had two reasons for that. First, she didn’t want to get too personal with him. Second, she was self-conscious about the big difference of their social and economic beings. But, now, Coco had done the “introduction” himself.


At that moment, the bell rang loudly from the front door. Malik exclaimed enthusiastically, “That must be him! I’ll get the door!”


Shez was not going to let Malik and the rest of the family see Coco in person. She quickly grabbed Malik’s shirtsleeve and then threatened him if he didn’t stay put, he would get the spanking afterwards. Shez didn’t care about her mother’s dagger gaze when she said that to Malik but then Shez apologized. Shez then grabbed her bags and announced that she would be leaving to school early.


“But, Shehnaz, you haven’t even finished the breakfast,” Miranda said.


“I know!”


“And don’t you think we should let your boyfriend in?” Miranda said.


“Mama, I will explain to you later tonight, but Coco is not my boyfriend and we should not let him in. I am so sorry. I have to go,” Shez said in a hurry. She shot a killing glance to Malik and waved goodbye to the other. She practically ran to the front door.


Coco was indeed the person who was waiting outside the door. He looked just as casual as Shez was. When Shez appeared, he smiled brightly and said hi. Shez didn’t smile back instead she slammed the door and then walked away from the front door. Coco followed her and got there in time to open the car door for Shez. Shez stepped in and took a seat. Coco shook his head as he closed the door. Shez was angry again. Now what?, Coco thought.


Once Coco was inside, Shez blasted furiously, “Just what do you think you are doing?”


“What?” Coco asked.


“Why did you come to my house? Why did you call me? Why did you talk to my nosy little brother?” Shez asked angrily.


Coco frowned. “Shez, I don’t understand why you should be angry because of that. I have no bad intentions calling you, talking to your brother and coming to your house. Didn’t Malik tell you? I wanted to discuss a problem posed by Mancini in the last lecture but you were busy studying. Malik was just being friendly! And I came to your house this morning because I still want to discuss that issue as well as picking you up for college. Now, tell me, did I do something wrong?”


Truthfully, his reasons were perfectly sensible. She couldn’t blame Malik for trying to be friendly to Coco and she couldn’t blame Coco either for wanting to discuss something with her. Besides, he was being kind by offering a ride to college. Not that she hated it, but walking from her house to campus was becoming a drag because the streets are usually full of pollution.


When Shez didn’t say anything in response, Coco sighed. His voice softened when she spoke to her, “Shez, I thought you’d let me try to become friends. I am not trying to show off anything to you… I didn’t come here because I am chasing you… but friends do help each other, you know?” He sighed again, “I am sure you can help me with this subject on medieval history and you can ask me help for anything.”


Shez replied slowly, in a mumble, “You’re already smart.”


Coco was startled to hear that. “Me? Smart? What makes you say that?”


“Oh, please, Coco! You took that scholarship I wanted!” Shez blurted out.


Coco blinked. “Scholarship?”


“Yes!” Shez said. “You received scholarship, didn’t you? That proves you’re already smart!”


Coco blinked again. After he digested that piece of comment, he said, “Damn it, Shez! That doesn’t mean anything! I am a complete fool in Mancini’s class… you know how strict he is and how easy-going I am… we don’t match, Mancini and I!”


Shez laughed. Shez had thought Mancini was the nicer between the two professors who taught her mainly – Galliani and Mancini. But Mancini turned out to be the strict one and Galliani the lenient one. Shez mainly had Galliani as tutor and lecturer. But Coco had Mancini mostly. 


“See… smart or not, depends on the professor,” Coco commented laughingly.


Shez had to laugh at that lame comment. Coco smiled seeing Shez laugh. Coco then seriously said, “Shez, if you don’t want me coming to your house, just tell me so.”


Somehow his voice sounded like a child saying that if he couldn’t have anymore chocolate, then let it be. Shez melted immediately. She sighed and replied, “I don’t mind you coming to my house, Coco. But not now. I’m not sure I am ready for you to meet my family.”


She didn’t know what else to say but Coco understood. He smiled at her and said, “I understand. Just as long as you don’t go angry at me without explaining first, okay?”


“Fine!” Shez replied.


“Shall we go now?”


“Sure!”


“By the way, Malik said you have two other sisters… are they as beautiful as you are?”


“Save it, Laurentiis.”


On campus, Shez and Coco didn’t waste time discussing the issue Mancini posed in one of Coco’s lecture about medieval history. Shez hadn’t had this lecture on medieval history so she couldn’t help much but they discussed it anyway. Later on, their conversation moved on to the Renaissance period and this was something she mastered very well. They debated for a good half an hour about that period because Coco insisted on something that Shez knew very well wasn’t entirely correct. 


By the time Shez managed to convince Coco about the issue, Amanda, Fio and Terry were already standing near them, looking at the two of them in amazement. Shez didn’t realize they were there until she heard Amanda’s giggle. She turned around and saw them.


“Ciao, Coco. Ciao, Shez,” Fio greeted smugly.


Shez’s mouth was wide open. She asked, “How long have you been there?”


“Well, I came when you were saying to Coco that Renaissance’s center was in Italy. And then Amanda came when Coco said that the French were also influential in the development of the Renaissance period. Fio came when you rebutted Coco on what he said about Italian scientists something,” Terry said.


Coco smiled. “Ciao, ragazze.”


“Ciao, Co,” Amanda replied. “I came here to greet Shez and send you a message from your brother, Pippo. He said that if you have nothing to do this afternoon, please come to his office because he wants to discuss a new task for you.”


Terry complied, “And then Alessio wanted me to tell you if you can come for dinner tomorrow night at his place. He also wants you to come early so you can cook for him.”


Fio chuckled. “What are you two anyway? Pippo and Alessio’s secretaries?” 


“I am,” Terry said. Although I wish I am his girlfriend. 

Coco nodded. “Thanks for the messages, girls.”


“So, Coco, are you and Shez…?” Amanda teased.


“Amanda, don’t you dare!” Shez said.


Coco laughed. “No! Shez and I are friends… ain’t that right, Shez? And she’s sort of like my tutor now. See, I knew she had a sharp tongue, but I didn’t know she’s quick as well!”


Shez poked Coco on the ribs. “You started the argument!”


“Yeah, I did… but you still haven’t explained to me about the politic styles in medieval era!” Coco said.


“How about if we go to the library today for research?” Shez suggested.


“That’d be great! I have two free hours after lunch. How about then?” Coco said.


“Sure,” Shez replied. She turned to the girls and asked, “Anyone want to join in?”

“I’ll go,” Terry said. “I have to finish one last assignment.”


“Where did you go last week anyway?” Fio asked.


“To the race,” Terry answered.


“What race?” Fio asked.


“She’s with Ferrari, don’t you know?” Shez said.


Fio gasped and gaped. “Oh, so it was you I saw yesterday! No wonder I thought one of the mechanics looked familiar… and then when Alessio hugged the mechanic girl, I almost believed it was you! But I didn’t know anything, so…” She smiled sheepishly and said, “I am sorry… I didn’t realize you were with Ferrari.”


The others laughed. Coco then asked Terry, “You stayed overnight with Alessio?”


The other three girls were surprised to hear that. They turned to Terry, who was nodding, “Yes, I did. He helped me with some of my assignments. Then I helped him with his paperwork. This morning he dropped me off here. He looked like a mess. He didn’t sleep last night finishing his paperwork. He’s going to drop his work off at the office and then go back home to sleep. He’s called Pippo this morning to say that he’s not coming in to work.”


Coco frowned. “Oh, that must be why Pippo wants to see me. He wants me to handle some of Alessio’s work. I better call him now then.” He collected his books, put them in his bag and rose from his seat. “Well, thanks for helping me, Shez. See you later after lunch. Bye, everyone!” Then he tousled Shez’s hair and left.


Shez tidied her hair while Amanda excitedly asked Terry, “You stayed overnight with Alessio?”


“Terry, you didn’t…” Fio started.


Terry chuckled and shook her head. “Look, it was nothing! Alessio and I were just helping each other.” But then she remembered what happened in London. She furrowed her eyebrows and then said, “But, it was funny, though… in London, I felt as if Alessio… well… he…”


“What?! What?! TELL!” Fio urged.


“As if he’s after you?” Shez prompted.


“Yes,” Terry said.


“Okay, Terry, spill!” Amanda said.


Terry told them what happened in London and after she had finished telling them, Amanda was gaping, Fio was busy speculating and Shez was skeptical. Terry agreed with Shez although she didn’t disagree when Fio told her that Alessio was probably trying to court her. Amanda, on the other hand, was saying, “Wow!” over and over again.


Suddenly, Fio’s brother appeared. Marco looked cool and aloof as usual. But he was extraordinarily handsome that the other girls couldn’t help staring at him. Marco had known Amanda before from his parents’ story of their friend Maldini’s daughter so he greeted her first. He introduced himself to Terry and Shez, who were startled to know this cool man was Fio’s sister. 


“Is there anything you want, Marco?” Fio asked cautiously.


“I just saw you and was wondering if you would like to have lunch with me,” Marco said. He added softly, “We haven’t been spending much time together.”


Fio nodded warily. She forced a smile although actually her stomach was turning upside down on the inside. Somehow she felt scared of her brother although this was surely unreasonable. Surely, he wouldn’t go as far as to hurt her. But he did… in her dream and in real life, at that party, where he ruined her hopes for Sandro. She was traumatized. 


“Shall I pick you up around one in front of your class?” Marco asked.


“Sure,” Fio replied. “Do you know what class it is?”


“Of course. I met Nadia earlier this morning and she told me about it,” Marco answered.


Why the hell did Nadia tell him? “Okay. I’ll see you later,” Fio said.


Marco smiled. “Bye, ladies,” he said gallantly as he left.


“That’s your brother?” Terry asked dryly.


“Yes,” Fio answered weakly.


“He would have been more your brother if he hadn’t been that cold,” Terry remarked. “His eyes intimidate me.”


“Exactly how I feel,” Fio said nervously.


Not so long after, Nadia appeared. She was wearing a very big smile on her face. She seemed so happy about something. Fio greeted her. Nadia replied and then started greeting the other girls. She started blabbing cheerfully as well to the others until she realized Fio was looking unwell and very pale.


“Fio, is there a problem?” Nadia asked.


“Yes,” Fio answered quietly.


“What?” Nadia asked worriedly.


“It’s her brother,” Amanda said, assuming that Nadia must have known a great deal about Fio’s problems. She was, after all, her best friend. “He came over just a minute ago and I think he gave Fio the creeps.”


“Why should he?” Nadia asked.


“Oh, Nadia! He wants to have lunch with me!” Fio moaned.


Nadia blinked. “So?” 


“Nadia!” Fio said exasperatedly. “You know how uncomfortable I feel around him!”


“Fio! He’s your brother! He’s not going to hurt you!” Nadia said.


Fio then asked, “Why did you tell him where I am going to be this noon?”


Nadia was taken aback. “I thought it was okay to tell him that. After all, Fio, he just wants to spend time with you. Besides, he told me that it was probably best if he’s around you… so Sandro Laurentiis wouldn’t bother you.”


Fio could feel anger boiling on top of her head. Who did Marco think he was? “WHAT?! What does Sandro have got to do with this? And you should know better that he has got nothing to do with all this… you should tell Marco…”


Nadia was getting angry as well. She was feeling as if it was her fault Fio was having problem with Sandro Laurentiis and her brother. “Hey, don’t go shouting at me! I am not your babysitter! I don’t tell Marco what I don’t know. I was just trying to protect you. If you had only seen what Sandro, that bastard, did to Amanda… he was practically all over her in the restaurant! You would have agreed with me that Marco could protect you!”


“Marco protecting me? He could kill me if he wanted to!” Fio said.


“Hey, lower your voice down!” Amanda said.


Both Nadia and Fio ignored her. “You know what, Nadia, stay out of this, okay? Don’t go talking to Marco. I don’t need anyone’s help,” Fio said.


“Fine,” Nadia replied. “I am already tired helping you anyway.”


Nadia walked away angrily, Fio went the opposite direction seconds later. Amanda, Terry and Shez were left alone in the bench. 


Shez said wryly, “Why is it when it comes to Sandro Laurentiis it always ends up like this?”


Terry shrugged. “I don’t even know whose fault it is in the beginning,” she said.


Amanda didn’t say anything. But her brain was working quickly to solve this current problem. Not that it was any of her business, but if Fio’s brother couldn’t accept Sandro as Fio’s boyfriend quickly, and if Sandro couldn’t reconcile with Marco immediately, Amanda would be the one who was chased around by that particular Laurentiis. She didn’t want that to happen. Not in a lifetime. Not if it hurts someone else, someone who is a friend.

Chapter 50

“Non ho fatto niente pericolosa…hmm, that sounds a little bit redundant,” Amanda mumbled. She grabbed her chunk of eraser and erased the line from her notebook. She furrowed her eyebrows and tried to think about what suitable words she could put in her poem. 


After a while, she gave up. There was no use trying to complete her poem right now because she was obviously not in a state of being inspired. She needed to get away for a while from her book, pencil, eraser and desk. Or else… that poem would be very, very lame.


Amanda pushed the chair backwards with her body and walked out of it. She went to her closet and observed what was inside it. Suddenly she saw that pink sweater she bought during the shopping spree when her mother was there. She picked it up and gazed at it for a long while. Then she had an idea. She wanted to do a self-makeover. So she started to pull out all of the stylish (at least she thought they were stylish) clothes she had inside her closet and piled them up on her bed. She also took out her shoes and bags and collection of make-up. When she finally was satisfied with the amount of clothes, shoes, bags and accessories that she issued from her closet and drawer, she started to dress herself.


An hour later, after trying eleven sets of clothes, she decided the seventh set was the best. So she took off the clothes she was wearing now and changed to that seventh piece. It was made up of a white long sleeved shirt, a sky blue sweater vest, a long denim skirt and a pair of light blue shoes. She knew she looked rather like a doll in those but she was very, very content with the way she looked. So what if she looked cutesy in those… who cares?


Now that she was fancily dressed, she didn’t feel like taking them off. But as she looked inside the mirror, she sighed. No one was there to compliment her anyway. No Ethan, no anyone… not even her parents or her brother. She could just call Elena or Kayla and ask them where they are. After that, she could show up and then appear in front of them and ask them whether she looked good or not. But that sounded like she was looking for compliment.


Amanda sighed once again. She felt lonelier than ever. She missed Ethan. She missed her parents… no, perhaps, she didn’t exactly miss them… she missed having someone significant in her life who gives her attention. She missed being someone’s significant other. She hated feeling lonely and she was lonely now because she felt like she had no one.


She glanced at the clock. It was already five o’clock. It was going to be evening soon. She sighed for the third time in five minutes. She was going to spend a night alone after three weeks having her mother and lots of people around her. Amanda then stared at her bed that was covered by the many things she took out of her closet. She looked at her make-up set and then… another idea struck her. She might as well put on some make-up and go out for the night! 


She was fully made up and dressed when she walked out of her apartment building twenty minutes later. She looked around the street and tried to decide where she was going to go. She could just walk to the mall, but it was closing anyway. She could go to a club but what club is opened at five thirty in the afternoon. Café might be a good idea… that was it! Amanda snapped her fingers and decided to go to Primavera. It was not much – she had visited the place so many times to appear significant – but it was better than nothing.


Antonio was the person who opened the door for Amanda as she walked inside the café. A visitor was just leaving. He was Antonio’s friend and Antonio escorted her to the door. At the moment, Amanda arrived and she stepped inside. When Antonio saw her, he was amazed. Obviously, her makeover was successful.


“Buona sera, cara Amanda! You look beautiful!” Antonio said with an admiring gaze on his face.


“Ciao, Antonio!” Amanda replied.


“Do you have a date tonight?” Antonio asked.


“No, why do you ask?”


“You’re looking very special, I thought you had a date!” Antonio said.


“No, unfortunately, I am single right now,” Amanda said. An urge for flirting suddenly hit her. She smiled playfully at Antonio and said, “But I don’t mind if you want to be my date tonight, Antonio.”


Antonio laughed. “What an honor! But I can’t… we have a full house tonight. Nadia didn’t come to work and I have to work double shifts to cover for her.”


Amanda frowned slightly. Why wouldn’t Nadia come to work? Was it because she was upset of her fight this morning with Fio? Amanda quickly erased the frown. She didn’t want Antonio to ask about it. She put on another smile and then said, “Any table for me?”


“Amanda,” Antonio started to say solemnly, “Even if there isn’t, I’ll personally make a table for you.” While Amanda laughed hearing that, Antonio said, “Luckily, Amanda, we do have an empty table. Do you mind waiting for it to be cleaned?”


Amanda nodded. Antonio showed her way. The table was half cleaned by another waiter and Amanda waited until it was fully cleaned. After it had been cleaned, she sat down. She placed her bag on the empty chair to her right. She made her orders, which Antonio quickly noted down and promised to bring. She took out Voltaire’s Zadig and started to read from the page where she left off.


“Can’t we meet without me surprising you?” a voice said.


Amanda paused. She held her breath. She knew that voice too familiarly now. Sandro. 


“Sandro,” Amanda breathed.


Sandro smiled at her. He said, “Again, you are here.”


Amanda replied exasperatedly, “And you are too. What? This place is your home?”


“Why not?” Sandro replied. 


Amanda sighed. She was already getting weary of always having to face him like this. It was almost as if he had been stalking her so that he could corner her anytime she was alone. He was always there wherever she was. If it were someone else who was following her she wouldn’t have been this freaked out. But this was Sandro Laurentiis! Fio might be frightened by her own brother but Amanda was more frightened by this man. She dryly concluded that those two enemies were both very, very frightening.


But, then again, Amanda suddenly remembered her plan with Fio. They had a plan… Sandro must be made not to forget about Fio… that was Amanda’s part of the plan. Fio’s part was to act not feeling hurt whenever she sees Sandro with Amanda. Amanda’s brain started working. She tried to figure out a way of how Fio would reply him, how she would talk to him… 


“By the way,” Sandro said, ignoring Amanda’s slight frown, “You look beautiful this afternoon. You’re not going somewhere to meet another guy, are you?”


Amanda smiled inwardly. That was the cue she needed. She put on an appealing smile all of a sudden (or at least she thought it was alluring) and said to Sandro, “And if I do meet another guy, would you be jealous?”


At that Sandro felt as if he was struck by a bolt of lightning thunder. Did he hear her correctly? Her tone was very teasing and her smile flirty. Was Amanda giving in? He realized he looked startled, so he quickly retaliated. He reached for her hand and held it tight as he said, “Of course. And I have the right to be jealous.”


Amanda hated to do it but she leaned forward to him anyway and said softly in front of his face, “Why is that?”


“Because I like you,” Sandro said.


And what would Fio say to that? Amanda was speechless… she was never a flirt! She never flirted with anyone! Finally, she decided to put on the best of her smile and pulled away. Sandro was again stricken. Amanda was actually smiling at him and not pushing him away like before. To top all that, Amanda swayed her hair and ran her fingers through it just the way she remembered Fio liked to do. What a good actress she was because Sandro was looking at her as if he wanted to kiss her. Amanda knew Sandro was remembering Fio.


Indeed, Sandro was reminded of Fio. No one could mistake the way Fio sways her hair and runs her fingers through it. Fio was well aware that she was not ugly and very much good-looking so she never felt like a bitch showing the beauty of her hair. Then again, she was never a bitch at anytime. Sandro was thinking, Amanda was exactly the same as Fio… Amanda seemed to be well aware of her beauty and she was doing the same things as Fio was… Sandro gulped. It was as if he were pursuing… Fio’s sister!


“So, Sandro… tell me, just exactly what you are doing? Do you hang out in this place everyday to catch me?” Amanda asked teasingly.


“No,” Sandro answered. “It just so happens that you and I always meet at this place. And I am not trying to catch you…”


“Then what are you doing?” Amanda asked.


“I am trying to court you,” Sandro replied.


Amanda laughed. She had heard how Fio laughed and she could easily imitate the way Fio laughed. Of course, for many people a laugh is a laugh and there’s no difference to it. But Fio’s laugh, according to Amanda’s observation (her being an actress in the theatre), was significant – not loud, not crisp, not exaggerated… in fact a bit reserved as if she were mysterious and soft. Fio mostly smiled a little. And that was it. 


“Oh, Sandro… you are aggressive, aren’t you?” Amanda replied.


Another thing struck Sandro’s mind! They even have the same laugh!

“Call it that way,” Sandro replied, “Point is: I am trying to get you.”


Suddenly, Sandro’s cellular phone rang. He excused himself and answered it. “Pronto?”


Pippo’s voice was immediately heard across the line. “Sandro, it’s Pippo.”


“Yes, Pippo, I know,” Sandro answered shortly. He hadn’t been good friends with Pippo, obviously.


“I need to talk to you in the office. Can you come? Or do you prefer me coming in to your place?” Pippo asked.


“Fine. I will come there,” Sandro answered. He glanced at Amanda and then said, “But make it quick. I have a date.”


“Oh, really? How nice! With who?” Pippo asked genially.


“None of your business,” Sandro snapped and then closed the phone.


Amanda knew it was Pippo on the phone. She felt sorry for Pippo because Sandro had snapped at him. She had developed a particular friendly affection for that professor of his because he had been spending time with her family. The fact that her father liked him was also another point that made Amanda liked Pippo even more. She knew her father was a good judge of people and if he judged Pippo being someone nice, then she didn’t have any doubt in it. And Amanda felt like strangling Sandro. He was so lucky to have a brother like Pippo while she didn’t and she wanted to. And Sandro was scolding him!


“Do you really have to snap like that to your brother?” Amanda asked exasperatedly.


“Yes,” Sandro answered tersely. He realized his mistake only one moment afterwards. He sounded rude to her. Then he smiled and said, “I am sorry. I was having problems with him.”


“About?” Amanda inquired, lifting her chin up slightly. 


Sandro almost couldn’t answer that question because once again it was as if he was seeing Fio! Fio was born for elegance and Amanda was acting very elegant by lifting her chin. Sandro felt goosebumps at the back of his neck. Amanda and Fio were getting more similar every time! Is it because they were friends? Why didn’t he notice that before he decided to choose Amanda as his escape?


“About… something,” Sandro said. He then decided to tell her, “About you, actually.”


“Me?” Amanda replied confusedly.


“He found out I kissed you and he was angry… he thought I was degrading you,” Sandro confessed. 


Amanda still remembered that kiss and rage suddenly came again to her heart. But she must keep her charade or else Fio wouldn’t get Sandro back. Amanda then waved his hand dismissively and said, “Oh, forget about that.”


“Forget about it? So, you’re not angry anymore with me?” Sandro asked. It sounded like a very stupid question. He was actually afraid to ask her that because he didn’t want to remind her again about that scene. He was afraid, if it happened, Amanda wouldn’t accept her at all.


Amanda nodded and explained, “You see, at first I was very angry. But then, I decided to forget about it. I was angry because Fio was angry too… and you know that we are friends, right?” She got another idea and she voiced it next, “Besides, it doesn’t really matter anymore. Fio sort of knew that you were after me, so she said she was happy for me because I can finally get a guy like you, who is very nice and very smart. She knew you two could never be together so she said I could have you if I want. And she’s actually seeing someone else, so…”


It was all a lie. Amanda was still angry about the kiss. She couldn’t forget about it. It still mattered because Fio was still hurt. Fio was not happy for her because she still liked Sandro. Fio never said to her that Sandro was nice and smart. Fio still hoped Sandro and her could be together. Fio would object if Amanda could have Sandro. And Fio was definitely not seeing someone else. On top of all, Amanda hadn’t told Fio about this new scheme!


Sandro felt like his world was crumbling. Although, he knew he shouldn’t be… wasn’t that what he wanted? He wanted to get rid of Fio! Now he had succeeded. Fio was already seeing someone else. And now he was stuck with Amanda…


But Sandro’s ego and pride prevented him from crumbling. He just shrugged nonchalantly and said, “Have you ordered something?”


“Yes,” Amanda answered. 


“We have to go now.”


“We? Where to?” Amanda asked suspiciously. He wasn’t thinking of taking her out on a date, was he?


“We have a date, remember?” he replied.


“We don’t!”


“We do now. Come on, get ready! I will tell Antonio to put your orders in take away package. Wait here,” Sandro said. At that, he left the table and walked to the counter. He met Antonio there. They had a few words. Amanda then saw Antonio leaving again to the kitchen. When Sandro returned, Antonio was behind him and he was bringing a bag for Amanda.


“Sandro told me you were leaving. So, here, your order packed to be eaten at home,” Antonio said cordially.


Amanda was astounded. Sandro was serious! OH NO! She wanted to scream and slap his face for being that authoritative. But there was a scheme she had to play for her friend… damn it. Amanda didn’t let her frown show but she was feeling very upset inside. She thanked Antonio and then took her bag. When she rose from her seat, she took Sandro’s hand. They walked outside together. Antonio was confused and amazed seeing that… Sandro likes Amanda? 


Pippo was typing rapidly on his computer keyboard. He had one more work to do and after that he could go home straight away. He had been working very, very hard. Alessio was not there to help him. He managed to ask Coco to work on something. His youngest brother came an hour earlier and then left with the works. Pippo offered him to do the works in his office but Coco said he’d rather work in his own apartment. Besides, he couldn’t stay long, he said, a certain Shez was waiting for him in the car. 


Pippo suddenly stopped typing. He was reminded of Coco and Shez. Was his brother in love with this Shez? Well, come to think of it, maybe Coco was indeed in love. Well, it was obvious… in their conversation this afternoon, Coco had mentioned the girl’s name for several times. Pippo smiled amusedly… finally, Coco had a steady girlfriend! It had been such a long time since Pippo saw Coco serious with a girl.


And then he remembered about Alessio. Apparently, Laura ditching him didn’t affect him much at all. He seemed to be on the run to pursue Terry. Not that Pippo was appalled to the idea, but he was extremely amazed that Alessio liked Terry. The two of them had always been good friends and there was not a single indication of romance between them until now. What changed Alessio?


Finally, there was Sandro… from the tone he used earlier on the phone, Sandro was obviously still angry with Pippo. Pippo could only watch from behind for his case. He knew Sandro didn’t want him to interfere… but Pippo was determined to interfere if there was a slight hint that he was hurting Amanda. 


“Still working at this hour?” a husky voice said from the door.


Pippo turned his head to the side and saw Stefania standing there. Pippo smiled and asked, “What are you doing here, Stefania?”


“Surprised?” Stefania asked as she advanced towards Pippo’s desk. She was looking exceptionally beautiful, as always, with her beige outfit and her pretty face. 


“Yes, but pleased as well,” Pippo answered. 


Stefania finally approached his desk and then dropped her bag on the chair in front of it. She made her way to him and when she was in front of him, she leaned down and kissed him. Pippo welcomed her kiss and kissed her back. He pulled her to him until she was practically sitting on his lap. They kissed passionately until…


“UHUM!” Sandro’s loud voice filled the air.


Stefania pulled back straight away from Pippo and sheepishly looked at her boyfriend’s brother. Sandro’s eyebrows were lifted and he was looking at Stefania looked like a wanton. Well, to be honest, Sandro never liked Stefania. He didn’t know why either… he just thought someone like Pippo was never meant to be with someone like Stefania. He just didn’t think they were compatible.


“Sandro, you’re here,” Pippo said casually as if nothing happened.


“Sorry about that, Sandro,” Stefania said.


“Oh, never mind,” Sandro replied. He greeted them, “Ciao, Stefania. Ciao, Pippo.” Then he personally addressed Pippo, “What is it that you want to talk to me about?”


“Work, that’s what. I am sorry to occupy you, but since Alessio is not feeling well to work, I need your help to finish off some things. Is that all right with you?” 


Sandro shrugged. “You know I am always ready,” Sandro said indifferently. “Just tell me what to do and I’ll try to do it. I can’t stay long, though. I have a date.”


“Oh! Really?” Stefania replied excitedly. She asked him, “Who? I didn’t know you had already started seeing someone again.”


Sandro smiled at her. “Well, now I am.”


“Who is she, Sandro?” Pippo asked curiously. Surely Fio hadn’t forgiven him that quickly. Or has she?


“Amanda Maldini,” Sandro answered nonchalantly.


There were two different reactions. Pippo exclaimed, “WHAT?!” dubiously and Stefania furrowed her eyebrows as she asked, “Who?”


Pippo rose from his seat immediately and demanded, “Are you crazy? You are dating Amanda Maldini? My Amanda Maldini?”


Sandro was half amused and half angry to hear that. At one side, the way Pippo said ‘my Amanda Maldini’ was as if he were her boyfriend and that made Stefania frowned immediately. On the other side, he was annoyed that his brother was trying to restrict him again.


“How could you?!” Pippo asked angrily.


“Look, Pip… she was willing to date me, okay? You have got nothing to worry about! Amanda is here with me and she came her willingly. I didn’t force her or anything…” Sandro said. When Pippo still looked irate, Sandro sighed and then decided to call Amanda to come in. He did just so and Amanda walked into the office right away.


When Stefania saw Amanda, she was almost furious. She had just remembered who Amanda was and she was that student of Pippo whose father was his idol. She knew Pippo had been spending a lot of time with her. She was definitely jealous. When she first heard that Amanda was just Pippo’s student, she was not that worried. But now she was worried. And why shouldn’t she? This Amanda looked very mature and sophisticated despite the casual outfit she was wearing. Her face looked very much 18-year-old but there was a definite sparkle in her eyes that Stefania could see as bright and intelligent. She was smiling and Stefania couldn’t help notice how sweet and darling her smile was. She could melt hearts with that kind of smile. She didn’t look classy, as Stefania was, but Stefania knew this girl wasn’t bimbo-ish either. 


“Hi, everyone,” Amanda greeted. She waved her hand at Pippo and smiled at Stefania cordially. Sandro extended his hand to her and Amanda had no choice but to accept. 


“Hi, Amanda… nice to meet you again,” Pippo said calmly. He didn’t want Amanda to know he was actually very uncomfortable with the idea that Sandro was dating Amanda. “Sandro told me you have a date?”


Amanda wanted to run to Pippo and cry and ask him to tell Sandro to get away from her but she must keep her appearance. She nodded and smiled a little, very much like Fio. Even Pippo noticed that it was rather like Fio’s smile. She said, “Yes, we do.”


“Where are you going to?” Pippo asked.


Amanda didn’t know what to answer because the fact was that Sandro and her hadn’t planned on where they were going next. She simply smiled and shrugged. “I have no idea. We haven’t actually decided yet.”


“Right… how about if you join Stefania and I for dinner?” Pippo suggested. He was going to watch over them. If Sandro tried anything disgraceful, he would box, if not shoot, shoot his brother then and there. 


Amanda and Sandro were both appalled at the idea. Amanda was appalled because she did not want Pippo to see her acting flirtatiously to Sandro and because she felt uncomfortable with that woman who was glaring at her behind Pippo. Sandro was dismayed because there was nothing more horrifying than having to sit in a table with his brother while he was on a date… furthermore, Stefania would be there. From the look on her face, Sandro was sure Stefania was going to harass Amanda all night long. 


But neither of them could say anything. For the sake of appearance, Amanda turned to Sandro and tugged on his shirtsleeve affectionately. She asked, “What do you think, Sandro?”


Sandro shrugged. “I don’t mind as long as you don’t.”


“We’re not forcing you,” Stefania immediately said.


“Oh, but we would be very, very happy if you’d come with us,” Pippo said intensely. His eyes were dagger-like and he was gazing at both Amanda and Sandro as if he could slash them with his eyes.


It was that kind of voice that Pippo liked to use when he needed to handle menacing students on campus that horrified Amanda. She practically squirmed. Since Sandro was much taller than she was and larger, she was virtually hiding behind him. Both Sandro and Pippo noticed this and they sensed her fear.


Pippo softened his voice immediately when he spoke again, “I hope you don’t mind, Amanda… it’s just that I am quite amazed that you and my brother could get together. I wouldn’t have had the slightest inclination that you would. I want to know more about you.”


Sandro complied as if making a joke, “Big brother nature. You know, he feels that he has to know everything so that he can report it to our mother.”


“Oh,” Amanda replied. Her eyes brightened immediately and in a teasing voice, she asked Pippo, “You still report things to your mother?”


“Yes,” Pippo answered laughingly. 


Amanda laughed at that. She couldn’t imagine her professor and those brothers of his still have to report to their mother. Sandro then asked, “So, would you like to have dinner with Pippo and Stefania?” 


“If that is all right with you…” Amanda said, trailing off as she looked at Stefania who had been standing quietly.


“Oh, that’s perfectly fine with me,” she answered. Stefania then approached Pippo and then leaned on him affectionately. She said, “What is fine with Pippo is fine with me.”


“Oh, I am sorry… I haven’t introduced you!” Pippo said. “Stefania, this is my student and the daughter of my ex-university professor, Amanda Maldini. Amanda, this is my girlfriend, Stefania Lippi.”


“Ciao. Pleased to meet you,” Amanda said as she offered her hand to the older woman in front of her. Stefania shook Amanda’s hand coldly and abruptly. Amanda felt even more uncomfortable.


“Shall we go now?” Pippo suggested.


“And the works?” Sandro asked.


“We’ll discuss it later,” Pippo replied dismissively.


Stefania gritted her napkin for the thousandth time this evening. She was getting even more burnt up with jealousy. She didn’t quite understand why, she felt a great animosity towards this girl named Amanda. She didn’t know why! 


Amanda was perfectly fine. She didn’t have much to say. She mostly just listened to their conversations. She didn’t say anything unless to answer questions posed by Sandro and Pippo. She sat on her chair serenely and ate quietly and slowly. She didn’t look as if she were bothered by Stefania’s appearance there. Although at times Stefania openly shot her an overly scrutinizing look, Amanda didn’t say anything. She didn’t look back at her. She focused her eyes on Sandro, listening to him as if he were the only person in this world who was with her. Stefania could see that this girl was Sandro’s type.


Pippo had always said that Sandro loved to go out with serene girls who were sophisticated and elegant. Stefania had met Gabriela, Sandro’s previous girlfriend and she must hand it to Sandro. He had great taste in women. Gabriela was all that Sandro wanted in a girl but for Stefania she had been too cold and too aloof. Amanda was much warmer than Gabriela but still with the same composure and sophistication. 


But if Amanda were Sandro’s type, who did Stefania had the feeling that the little girl would attract Pippo greatly?


“What dessert do you want, Amanda?” Sandro asked at the final course of their dinner.


“Nothing for me, thank you,” Amanda answered politely but she smiled graciously at him.


“Are you sure?” Sandro asked.


Amanda nodded. Amanda did that with Fio style once again. In fact, everything that she did tonight was based on Fio’s style of body language. She was copying her completely tonight. Sandro had noticed how Fio liked to play around with her fork and how she liked to cut meat into small pieces first before she ate it. She did all of those habits perfectly. Sandro was almost freaked out with these similarities. 

On the other hand, Pippo noticed something different from Amanda tonight. He wasn’t sure it was the real Amanda who was sitting there with them. This girl was not as warm as she was in her smiles like yesterday when he had come to his house to accompany her and help her clean out her apartment. She was not cold either. She was just… different. Very different.


“Tell me, Amanda, since you haven’t said much tonight,” Stefania said suddenly, “How do you find Pippo as a teacher? Nice? Killer?”


Amanda was surprised that Stefania was actually talking to her. But she answered anyway, “Pippo is a good teacher. I enjoy his lectures. Everyone does too. Pippo is a very popular professor in the university.”


Stefania continued to ask, “But, of course, you know him more than that… your family has often invited him to come to your house… how do you find him personally?”


Pippo and Sandro furrowed their eyebrows simultaneously. Why was Stefania asking these questions? 


“He’s a nice man,” Amanda answered honestly. She turned to Pippo and said, “Sorry if I might sound silly, professor, but you are very nice. You are also a very good companion.”


Professor? To Pippo’s dismay, that was the third time Amanda addressed her as professor this evening. During dinner, Amanda had referred to him as professor. And now she was calling him directly professor. 


“I thought we agreed to call each other with our first names, Amanda,” Pippo said.


“Oh, sorry. I forgot,” Amanda said with another little smile.


Sandro couldn’t take it anymore. Amanda was smiling very much like Fio. He was constantly reminded of Fio. He asked Amanda, “Amanda, do you have any family relationship with Fio?”


Amanda was screaming like crazy in her heart. YES! I HIT THE JACKPOT! She turned to Sandro and answered his question, “No.” She added, “Why?”


“Oh, nothing,” Sandro mumbled.


“Their fathers are friends… don’t you know that, Sandro?” Pippo said. 


“Whatever,” Sandro replied. He didn’t like talking about Fio’s family. He glanced at the clock, “Well, Pip, I think Amanda and I better leave. We have classes tomorrow morning. I will do those works tonight and try to finish it as soon as possible.” Pippo had explained what Sandro had to do during the dinner earlier.


“You’re not staying for dessert? Oh, what a pity! I was going to ask Amanda some more questions… you know, to get to know each other,” Stefania said almost sarcastically.


“No, thanks, Stefania,” Sandro replied. He turned to Amanda, “Do you want to leave now?”


“Yes. I am quite tired,” Amanda answered. To be honest, she was very tired. She didn’t know she was going to go out this late.


“All right,” Pippo replied. “Be careful on the way home, Sandro. Take care of Amanda.”


“Sure, Pip,” Sandro replied.


“Come tomorrow for dinner at Alessio’s,” Pippo said.


Sandro nodded. He rose from his seat. Then he pulled Amanda’s chair for her. He took her hand and they said goodbye to Pippo and Stefania. Stefania and Amanda didn’t even shake hands. But Pippo embraced Amanda like a brother to a sister, which, to Stefania, looked more like a lover to lover. They didn’t linger, though, and Sandro and Amanda were gone in minutes. Stefania was frowning extremely when she noticed Pippo’s eyes followed Amanda as she walked out of the restaurant.


She was sure that girl meant something to Pippo… if not, she would mean something later.

Chapter 51


“AH, I LOVE YOU!” Fio exclaimed. 


She leaned forward to hug Amanda tightly and Amanda laughed seeing her reaction. Amanda had just finished telling her the whole thing that happened the other night with Sandro.


It was Thursday morning and Amanda was meeting Fio in front of the library. She had called Fio the days before but Fio was never home. Later on, Amanda found out that she had been spending time with Marco all the time. According to Fio, Marco was always near her these days. He never let her out of sight. Fio said this morning she was lucky to be able to get away from Marco. 


“That guy is freaking me out,” Fio had said so about her brother.


The first thing Amanda told Fio was the whole story. Now, she must tell her to find a boyfriend so that Sandro could believe that what Amanda had said about Fio having a new boyfriend was true.


“But, Fio, remember… you must find a boyfriend! I mean, at least, a pretend boyfriend… or else Sandro wouldn’t buy it,” Amanda said.


Fio’s face fell. “Who?!”


“Oh, come on! Please! Many people admire you… get one of them to become your pretend boyfriend,” Amanda said.


“It’s not that easy! This guy has to be a close friend so I can share with him this scheme. If I just choose anyone, he wouldn’t have felt comfortable with this whole plan,” Fio reasoned.


Amanda sighed. “I guess you’re right… well, can you think of someone? Think of someone who is of Sandro’s caliber!”


“Sandro’s caliber?” Fio asked amusedly. “You make him sound like a machine gun!” 


Amanda chuckled. “But if you don’t find someone who is as good as Sandro, he wouldn’t be jealous. If you can, you should find someone totally superb…”


That was hard. For Fio, Sandro was the most superb man she knew. Fio finally said, “You know what, I think we should take time to think about that… in the meantime, let’s just make this guy sounds mysterious. We can tell him that this guy is like this and like that… tell great things about him to Sandro to make him jealous. At the same time, I’ll try to look out for someone.”


“Good idea,” Amanda agreed. “So, now, you have to prove to Sandro that you’re not affected at all by what he is doing. You have to come with me the next time I meet him.”


“If he sees me even in one area as Sandro, he would kill Sandro and me!” 


“Oh! He sounds very annoying!” Amanda complained.


Fio smiled sadly. “I second that, actually,” she said.


“Well, at least, you have to meet him when I am with him!” 


Fio asked, “Have you made another appointment to meet Sandro?”


“Of course not! There is no way I am going to ask him to go out with me again! It was bad enough having to pretend to like him at that time. Moreover, there was Pippo and his girlfriend who looked as if she wanted to kill me. I don’t know why, though.”


Fio sighed. “Well, the next time he asks you out, tell me and we’ll set up another plan so that I can appear somewhat accidentally.”


Amanda nodded. “Good. Let’s just wait for him to make the next move.” 


Fio’s relationship with Nadia hadn’t been better since they had that argument on Monday. In Professor Laurentiis’ lecture this afternoon, Fio saw Nadia sitting with some other girls in the lecture and classes they had together. Valentina asked what was going on between her and Nadia because she had heard from Nadia that the two of them were not being friendly to each other. Fio told her and Valentina shook her head in amusement. Nadia could be really, really childish at times. Fio had tried to call her but she wouldn’t answer her call.


“She’ll get over it,” Valentina said.


Fio wasn’t too sure. Nadia wouldn’t even look at her! Oh well, Fio said to herself, she had other things to care about with Amanda anyway. If Nadia wouldn’t help her, that was all up to her. Fio sure wasn’t complaining.


As usual, Fio followed Professor’s Laurentiis lecture with great interest. Once she heard the professor talking, she forgot about everything else. Her ears were listening intently, her eyes were focused to the professor and her hand was taking down notes from his lecture. After one and a half hours, Fio completed her notes. She missed a bit here and there and decided to come to Professor after this lecture to ask him about what she missed. The lecture was over soon and Fio immediately approached him. Valentina’s boyfriend was already waiting outside the class so Fio and her said goodbye quickly.


Pippo was collecting his papers when Fio came to him. 


“Excuse me, professor,” Fio called.


Pippo turned around and saw Fio. Fio flashed him a smile. Pippo was taken aback. He didn’t realize before… Fio had Amanda’s smile… or was it Amanda who has Fio’s smile?

“Yes, Fio?” Pippo replied.


“I want to ask you… I missed out something from your lecture and…”


Fio didn’t get a chance to complete her sentence because Amanda suddenly popped her head from the door and called out for her, “Fio! Come quick! He’s going to come! Come on!”


“What?” Fio asked from inside the lecture hall. “Who?”


Amanda stared at her meaningfully and Fio knew immediately who was coming. It must be Sandro. Fio panicked at that instant. She must hurry. But she had already approached the professor.


“Do you have to go, Fio?” Pippo asked.


Fio looked at him apologetically. “Unfortunately, yes, sir. I can’t… I mean…”


Pippo nodded understandingly. “That’s all right. I’ll be on campus until six this afternoon. Just come to meet me later in the afternoon if you still need me.”


“Oh, thank you very much, professor,” Fio said. Then she was gone in a dash. 

Pippo creased his forehead. What was going on here?

Fio joined Amanda outside the lecture hall. Fio asked her, “What is it? Is Sandro coming?”

Amanda nodded. “Yes! Today he sent a message through my friend, Daniele, and said that he wanted to meet me in front of the lecture hall before I go home. I was wondering, since you had a lecture in this room, maybe you could happen to meet us. Now, you’re already here first so let’s pretend as if we’re conversing. So when he comes, he’d be startled…”

At that moment, Fio saw Sandro. He had just appeared from around the corner. Fio had to hold her breath. That man looked more gorgeous than ever. He was wearing a shirt colored sky blue with a pair of jeans and a white jacket. There was no need to comment on his face anymore. It looked handsome as always.

“He’s here,” Fio whispered. 

Amanda nodded. She whispered back, “Make sure that you act nonchalant. Or at least, don’t appear upset…”

“I won’t,” Fio said determinedly.

Amanda started to ask Fio about what Pippo taught in the lecture today. Fio told her almost in detail. She had only finished the first part of Pippo’s lecture when the two girls saw Sandro getting even nearer. During that time, Amanda and Fio didn’t stop talking at all as if they didn’t notice him coming. 

But Sandro did. He noticed Amanda and Fio talking together in front of the lecture hall. Sandro stopped dead when he saw Fio. He wasn’t expecting her to be there at all. But she was there, right in front of Amanda. The two of them were very much absorbed in their conversation. Sandro thought of backing off… but then, he remembered that his main mission was to make Fio jealous so that she would go away from his life forever and he didn’t have to think about her anymore as well. Now that the two girls were together, he could show Fio that he was over her… if only Amanda would cooperate…

“Ciao, Amanda!” Sandro greeted.

Amanda stopped talking and then turned to face Sandro. She gazed into his eyes. “Hi, Sandro,” she replied softly.

“I am sorry I couldn’t tell you personally that I want to meet you and had to deliver the message through Daniele. But, I was very busy… occupied with a meeting,” Sandro said. 

Amanda shrugged as if she didn’t really care about that. Sandro then turned to Fio and nodded at her. “Fio,” he said simply.

Fio struggled not to look hurt. She smiled at him and said, “Sandro.”

“So, why did you want to meet me, Sandro? If it’s nothing really important, I want to go home as soon as possible. I am very tired,” Amanda said.

To Amanda’s horror and Fio’s annoyance, Sandro suddenly slipped his arm around Amanda’s waist and pulled her close to him. The look of horror flashed momentarily on her face and Fio didn’t know whether she should scream to Sandro to get off of her friend or cry because she wasn’t the one in his arms. 

“Well, I wanted to meet you because I want to ask you if you could spend time with me,” Sandro said. 

Fio did the brave thing and said, “Oh, is it really official? I heard from some people that you two are sort of… well, a couple.”

“No,” Amanda said as she released herself from Sandro’s embrace. At the same time, Sandro answered, “Yes.”

Amanda turned to glare at him but Sandro just smiled at Fio and said, “As you can see, Fio, right now, I really like Amanda. She’s the only one I care about.” Then, he deliberately added, “Dating Amanda is very, very safe.”

Fio looked as if she was about to cry for real and Amanda almost panicked. But then Fio took a deep breath and said in a strained voice, “Well, I congratulate the both of you.” She relaxed a bit after that as she said, “I am quite sure that Marco would be happy to hear that. And, of course, Michele would too.”

“And Michele is?” Sandro blurted out in a jealous tone. 

Amanda’s eyes gleamed but she kept it for herself. It was working. Fio noticed that jealous tone as well and she said cryptically, “Well, that’s for me to know and you to find out.” She glanced at her watch and then said to Amanda, “Sorry, Amanda, I have to go now. Marco is waiting for me to go home together. I hope I am not late.”

Amanda pretended to frown. “Oh, must you really go? I really would like to talk more with you!”

“But, Amanda,” Sandro said intensely, “We have things to do on our own…”

“I know when I am not wanted, Amanda,” Fio replied. She then exchanged pecks with Amanda and said goodbye. Fio waved her hand to Amanda as she walked away and Amanda winked at her. They were close!

Sandro felt a sudden lump on his throat. He felt greatly annoyed… somehow, he hated seeing Fio not being nice to him anymore. But he quickly reminded himself that he didn’t want Fio in his life anymore. He was going to forget about her and Amanda was going to help him.

“I have to go, Sandro, if you…” Amanda said.

Sandro stopped her with a kiss. Amanda almost collapsed and she already shrieked a little when Sandro’s lips met hers. She was beginning to hate kissing… she was disgusted… she felt used. But she tried to calm down and reminded herself that this was all for Fio. An eternity later, Sandro pulled away and gazed into her eyes softly.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

“Where to?” Amanda asked shakily.

“I’m taking you out on our second date,” Sandro said.

The next day, Sandro went to school feeling very satisfied with himself. He seemed to have convinced Amanda that he was not the ogre she thought he was. Yesterday, during their date, Sandro treated Amanda very, very tenderly. They were both already behaving like a couple of lovers. Amanda didn’t run away from him anymore. Although at times Sandro felt that Amanda was still scared at him but most of the time she didn’t seem to mind her hands being held by him and receive kisses from him. His plan was definitely working.

But there was just one thing that disturbed his mind. Amanda was very much like Fio. So, even though he had no doubt he would make Fio go away from his life, he wasn’t sure he could forget about Fio. Amanda was practically like Fio’s sister. They had similar small habits. They had the same smile. They talked in the same way. They were both serene and tranquil. Sandro had to banish thoughts about Fio every time he kissed Amanda because he was thinking of kissing Fio instead of Amanda.

Well, one thing at a time, Sandro, that was how he reminded himself. He was sure that he could fall in love with Amanda for real later when he’s completely forgotten Fio.

Sandro was on his way to the library when suddenly… Marco Di Vaio came to him.

“Sandro!” Marco’s icy voice called for him.

Sandro froze. He was surprised to hear that voice. He turned around and saw his biggest adversary. Soon enough, the two men were face to face. Marco looked very, very dark. And Sandro’s bright face turned into a dark scowl. They gazed at each other ominously. Somehow the atmosphere changed around them. There were some people walking along the same road as Sandro and Marco’s. Now they were all gone, as if they could sense trouble was coming every time those two people came together in the same place.

“What do you want, Di Vaio?” Sandro replied.

“I want to ask you something, Sandro,” Marco said in a sinister voice.  

“Well, whatever it is, I am not going to answer it,” Sandro replied just as darkly.

“You’ll have to,” Marco replied. “Have you been seeing Fio again?”

Sandro snorted. “No way. It’s your sister who has been wanting to see me.”

“Really? That couldn’t be possible. My sister would never dare to meet you. She knows what sort of trouble she and you would be getting if I find out,” Marco replied gravely.

Sandro gave him a sardonic smile. “Come on, Marco… what, you threatened to hang her if she meets me? I wouldn’t be surprised. You are just the sort of person who could do that.”

Marco’s jaws and fists were clenched tightly. But he stood his ground and didn’t move forward to give Sandro the punch he deserved. “Listen, Sandro,” he said scathingly, “If I ever catch you and Fio being in the same place again, I swear to God, you will pay for it. You will never get my sister. You will never touch her. You will never be a part of my family. And if you even try, I will make sure you pay.”

“Be happy, Marco… I wouldn’t want to be a part of your disgusting family either. It’s disgraceful enough to even meet you here,” Sandro replied.

“You keep that in mind, Laurentiis,” Marco said. After that he left. 

Sandro wanted to chase him and beat him to the ground. But he managed to control himself. He watched Marco’s back as his enemy walked further away. Sandro clenched his teeth and swore that if that man ever encountered him once more he would make sure that Marco shuts his mouth up.

Amanda splashed her face with water in the bathroom. She really needed to kill herself. Not that she was suicidal, but she really felt like disappearing from the face of the earth. Sandro was actually a very nice guy, he was handsome, attractive and intelligent. No wonder Fio liked him very much. But to have someone who had hurt her friend as a partner was very, very difficult. 

She had felt that way when she dated Sandro. She felt very traitorous yesterday. She knew Fio would give up anything to be in her place yesterday. They went to the cinema and watched a movie. Sandro encircled her shoulders with his strong arms and kept her warm when the cinema became too cold for Amanda. He treated her courteously and like a princess. But even that failed to make Amanda feel comfortable near Sandro.

She had to pretend to enjoy everything he did with and to her. But she couldn’t. She had tried everything that she could to at least feel easy being with Sandro because it was essential for her to appear natural in front of him. She even thought of dating Ethan! But it didn’t work. First of all, she didn’t like Sandro. He was not her type of guy. Secondly, she knew Fio was suffering with all this and she hated to make her feel sad. Finally, she was horrified with his kisses. Even if it was just a peck on the cheek, she felt as if he were going to rape her.

She really didn’t know to deal with this situation. She felt ashamed to tell anyone. She didn’t want to tell Fio how much she didn’t like this “job” because she didn’t want to disappoint her friend. She couldn’t tell Shez or Terry because she didn’t know how they would react if they had found out she was actually Sandro’s “girlfriend”. Elena and Kayla didn’t know about this problem and since Amanda didn’t want them to get involved in this dirty business (especially involving someone like Marco Di Vaio), she felt that it was perhaps best if her two friends remain ignorant of this problem.

“Oh, God… where are You when I need You?” Amanda asked half complaining.

Amanda walked out of the toilet and tried to calm herself down. She had a lecture by Pippo after this and she didn’t want to look messy. Or else, Pippo would be suspicious and Amanda would have to think of other stories to explain to him why she was looking distressed.


While she was on her way to class, her worst nightmare appeared… Sandro. 


“Amanda!” he called her.


“Sandro… what are you doing here?” Amanda replied, trying to keep calm.


“I was just submitting my works to Pippo. Office works, I mean,” he explained.


“Oh,” Amanda said numbly.


Sandro kissed her cheeks. Amanda tried to hold still. She could not let herself faint… not just because Sandro was kissing her cheeks. Sandro then asked, “So, do I pick you up later so I can take you home?”


“Sure,” Amanda answered with a fake smile.


Sandro smiled back. Then he walked away waving his hand at her. After he disappeared from her sight, Amanda practically ran to the lecture hall. When she finally arrived, she took her seat on her usual place. The lecture hall was still empty and it was so silent that she felt scared. But she didn’t want to go out again, afraid she’d meet Sandro again. 


A few minutes later, suddenly the door was opened and Pippo entered with some other students. Amanda’s face was pale and she was about to scream. Somehow she was really paranoid because of this whole business with Sandro. The students who came in with Pippo noticed Amanda was already there and they went to sit near her. Soon enough, Amanda was talking to them. But Pippo was the one who really noticed that her face was livid and she looked weak. Pippo frowned. What was going on now? She had a fight with Sandro? Or Sandro scared her off? He couldn’t guess which one was the truth, but he knew his brother had something to do with all this. 


The lecture made Amanda forget about Sandro and Fio for a while. She was laughing with Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele during the lecture whenever Pippo mentioned something funny. It was over in no time. Amanda wished the class never had to end. She enjoyed too much her professor’s lectures. When Amanda said that to her friends, they laughed and teased her.

Daniele then said, “Amanda, if you ever marry Professor Laurentiis, you should ask him to lecture you every night!”

Luca jokingly added, “Yeah, in bed…”

Amanda pinched his arms and he yelped. The others laughed. Kayla then said, “But, then it wouldn’t be enjoyable!”

“Stop it! That is not funny!” Amanda said.

Elena smiled smugly and said, “But you would like to be Professor Laurentiis’ wife, don’t you?”

“Doesn’t every girl in this faculty want to?” Daniele replied dryly. Sometimes he could get bored hearing the girls praising Professor Laurentiis to the heights of heaven. 

“Jealous?” Elena teased.

“Not really,” Daniele replied.

“Maybe we should ask Professor Laurentiis, Daniele, about how to make ourselves as charming as he is so that we can have girls praising us too,” Luca said.

Amanda, Elena and Kayla laughed as they walked out of the room. And it was that moment Amanda’s laugh was cut short. Sandro was there, waiting for her. Amanda’s friends stopped too when Sandro walked over to Amanda and embraced her. 

“Well, guys,” Amanda said nervously, “I have to go… I’ll see you on Monday… or tomorrow, if I can.”

She excused herself as Sandro held her hand. Sandro then led her away. Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele were stunned. After a moment, Daniele asked in amazement, “Amanda is dating Sandro Laurentiis now?”

“Wow!” Kayla said. “That’s heavy class… Amanda and Sandro Laurentiis?”

“What’s the matter with him?” Luca asked, dumbfounded. 

“Well, for one, he’s Professor Laurentiis’ brother… and we have just been teasing her about him. It turns out that she’s going with his brother instead. And Sandro Laurentiis isn’t the kind of guy whom I thought would attract Amanda,” Elena said.

“He’s not?” Luca asked. “Why not?”

“He’s too… dangerous,” Elena said mysteriously. Then she, too, left.


Sandro pushed Amanda until she was leaning on her back to the door. He slipped his arms around her neck and pulled her close to him. Sandro’s lips met hers once again. He started to kiss her violently. The next thing they both knew, Sandro’s hand was slipping behind her jacket and it made his way inside.

The whole fear and tension she had been holding down all day inside started to make their way up to her nerves. She wanted to shriek, shout for help… because she was afraid of him. She was afraid of everything he did to her. She couldn’t stand this anymore. She didn’t mind acting like Fio and go out on dates with him, but she couldn’t let him go further than this… 


“Sandro…” she muttered in between his kisses.


“What?” he mumbled.


“No. We can’t,” she said.


Sandro chuckled with his lips still on hers. “Why?”


“Sandro!” She pushed him away. She was frowning when she faced him. “Don’t you ever kiss my like that again!”


“Why not? I kissed you like that in the library!” Sandro said, pulling away from her.


Amanda’s eyes blazed of fury. “Yeah, well, I didn’t like that kiss in the library!”


“Oh, come on! Why are you so afraid of being kissed, Amanda?”


“I am not!” she argued. She turned to get inside to her apartment. Sandro caught her hand. Amanda snatched it away. “Let go of my hand!”


Sandro twisted her hand and forced her to face him. “What is the matter with you? Don’t you think I noticed… you always look at me as if I am going to kill you! We had it fine until a few minutes ago! Don’t you understand that I just want to be with you?”


Amanda’s jaws clenched. “Damn it! You don’t want to be with me. You want to be with Fio!”


“So what if I do?” Sandro yelled back.


Amanda scowled at him very darkly. Although she knew she had hit the target, she still felt very much insulted and hurt. She knew she wasn’t as beautiful or as gorgeous as Fio was but the way Sandro had kissed her and told her that he didn’t actually want to be with her really made her angry.


Amanda slapped him. “How dare you?”


Sandro pulled her even closer to him. “Amanda! Listen to me! I am trying to forget about Fio here and, please forgive me if I say this, but I want you to help me forget about her! I need you to make me forget about her!”


“Why is it so hard for you to accept that she’s Marco’s sister? She was born like that! She was born into that family! What her brother did have got nothing to do with you!” Amanda told him pointedly.


Sandro let her go. Amanda took a giant step backwards to avoid him. She glared at him and continued her tirade, “You should’ve fought for your love, Sandro! You should’ve defended what was yours! You shouldn’t have made the same mistake like I did! Do you know how hard it is for me to be with you while my heart still belongs to Ethan? I could’ve defended our love by following him to his country! I let him go! I lost him because of my own fault! And you don’t know how miserable I feel about that!” Amanda was in tears already when she finished her last word. She wiped them from her face and then continued weakly in a trembling voice, “You had, and still have, the chance to mend everything with Fio! She hasn’t let you go! I can see that! And you obviously haven’t let her go! She’s still in your mind!”


Sandro stared at her in amazement. He had no idea Amanda was going to tell him all this. He wasn’t anticipating something like this. So he just stood there, immobile and staring at her. Amanda wiped her tears again. 


Then in a hoarse whisper she said, “You can do something about it, Sandro. You can. Don’t torture yourself by being with someone like me. I certainly don’t want to see me torture myself and you torture yourself.”


The tears were running wildly down from her eyes. Sandro suddenly felt as if his heart would break. Not because of what she had said to him but because what he saw in her eyes. He saw great pain and suffering. He saw Amanda for what she was for the first time. This Amanda was not the girl who had smiled the way Fio did. This Amanda was like a child whose heart was broken because she had lost a playmate. This Amanda was angry and hurt. 


“Amanda…” he whispered, moving towards her in a sincere gesture.


But she had had enough for one day. She opened the door to her apartment and went in as soon as she could. Sandro only made it for his nose to meet the door. 


“Amanda, please…”


“Go away, Sandro, I want to be alone…”


“But…”


“Go away.”


And Sandro could only stare helplessly at the closed door with Amanda crying behind it.


There were two knocks on Amanda’s door the next morning. Amanda was awakened from her sleep immediately. She felt burning hot but she forced herself to stand up from the couch to answer the door. Her steps were slow and she was swaying as she made her way to the door. Once she was there, she lost her balance and fall to the side. Her waist hit the table and two small ornaments fell from on top of it and crashed to the floor. Amanda didn’t bother to pick them up or even worry about it. She just wanted to open the door, find out what this guest wants and go back to sleep.


“Amanda?”


Pippo was standing in front of her door. Amanda looked up to him and tried to figure out who the person was. She had a massive headache and the throbbing was killing her. Her eyes couldn’t focus at all. Everything was very blurry. She had no idea what to do.


“Amanda, are you all right?” Pippo asked.


“I am not so sure,” Amanda answered in a hoarse whisper.


The next moment, she fainted. Pippo advanced towards her and caught her just in time. He supported her weight inside his arms and then lifted her up to bring her to the couch. He laid her there, feeling very worried and shocked. Pippo guessed Amanda was having a fever. But when he touched her forehead to check how warm she was, he panicked for real. She was burning! Her temperature must be above forty. Pippo ran to the kitchen immediately. He went back a minute later bringing a bowl of ice, another of water and one towel. He kneeled down next to the couch and treated Amanda with the cold compress.


He needed to get her medicine. Cold compress wasn’t going to be enough. He didn’t have anything with him. Pippo looked around the room and suddenly saw the cupboard where he had seen Amanda kept medicines. He left Amanda’s side for a while and checked the cupboard. There was nothing for high fevers so he returned empty handed. His brain worked to figure out how to save her.


Finally, he decided to call someone to come and bring the medicine because he couldn’t leave Amanda alone to go to the drugstore by himself. He dialed Stefania’s number. She was the first person that came to his mind. But it was only her answering machine that answered him. He tried Sandro after that. Sandro usually took care of Coco whenever he was sick when they were younger, so perhaps he would understand better. But Sandro didn’t answer the telephone either. He must have gone out. Pippo then exasperatedly tried Alessio.


He waited for three rings before it was finally answered.


“Hello?” Alessio’s voice came to line.


“Alessio, it’s me. I have an emergency situation here. I need your help,” Pippo said.


“What is it, Pip?” Alessio asked. His voice sounded very concerned. “Are you all right?”


“It’s not me, it’s Amanda. I’ll save the explanation for later. I need you to go to the drugstore and get some medicine to reduce high fever. Bring them to Amanda’s apartment immediately. I can’t leave her alone,” Pippo instructed.


“All right. I will be there in half an hour,” Alessio said. He hung up first.


Pippo returned his attention to Amanda. He looked at the clock. It was only nine o’clock. He didn’t know whether or not the drugstore has opened. He hoped Alessio would come quickly. Pippo then wet the towel with ice-cold water and then replaced it on Amanda’s forehead. He checked her temperature with the thermometer he saw in the cupboard on the meantime. He was shocked to see the result… it was almost forty-two degrees high! Pippo checked the time again. If Alessio didn’t arrive until thirty minutes later, he’d take her to the hospital.


Suddenly the telephone rang. Pippo reached over the table to pick it up. He held the receiver with one hand while his other hand refreshed the quickly warming towel. 


“Hello?”


There was a momentary silence. But, then a familiar voice came to line, “Professor Laurentiis?”


“Yes, it’s me. Who is this?” Pippo asked.


“This is Fio, Professor. What are you doing in Amanda’s apartment?”


“I came to check her in this morning because I promised her parents to look after for her but when I came here she fainted. She is having a very high fever right now and I am treating her with cold compress while my brother Alessio comes with the medicine,” Pippo explained.


“Amanda is ill?”


“Yes.”


“I’m coming there!”


Alessio came exactly thirty minutes later with Coco. At the same time, Fio arrived. The three of them rushed upstairs to Amanda’s quarters. Fio pressed the bell and waited impatiently for Pippo to open the door. Seconds later, Pippo came to the door. He looked very worried and as pale as Amanda was. 


“Here, the medicine,” Alessio said.


Fio rushed inside. She went to Amanda and sat by her side. Fio checked the temperature. Amanda was still hot but not burning. Pippo obviously had succeeded even a little in bringing her temperature down. 


“Wake her up. I have to make her drink the medicine,” Pippo said from the kitchen.


Coco joined Fio. “How are we going to make her wake up?”


Suddenly, without warning, Amanda started to talk in her sleep. “Ethan…” 


Fio released Amanda’s hand that she had been holding. She was just as surprised as Coco was. Alessio who was standing outside the kitchen door was also surprised. He had heard the story before and he was stunned. Pippo reentered the room just in time to hear Amanda mutter his name again. 


“Ethan… don’t go…”


Pippo didn’t linger to hear what she was going to mention next. He ordered Fio to wake Amanda up. Fio gently shook Amanda and told her to wake up. Pippo went to her side and touched her skin once again.


“Damn! It has risen again!” Pippo said.


“Amanda, wake up… you need to drink your medicine,” Fio urged.


“Ethan… no, don’t leave me… Ethan…” And Amanda started to cry. Fio panicked. Coco took over the job of waking her up. 


“Amanda… wake up,” Coco said. He made her sit in an upright position. Amanda was still unconscious. “Amanda, please, open your eyes!”


Amanda was still crying. Pippo asked Alessio, “Where is Sandro?”


“He called me this morning. He said he had to go to the library,” Alessio answered.


“He should be here for her!” Pippo angrily said.


“Why?” Alessio asked confusedly.


“He’s her boyfriend and I hate to think that he’s hurt her to make her sick like this and remember Ethan again,” Pippo said.


Fio sighed. Although it hurt her to hear that Sandro was being referred as Amanda’s boyfriend but Pippo was right. If Sandro had claimed that Amanda was his girlfriend, he should be there. Perhaps something happened yesterday that triggered Amanda’s emotions and then made her fall sick like this.


“Sandro and Amanda are going out together?” Coco asked in surprise. He was shocked to know that. He turned his gaze to Fio and questioningly looked at her. Fio avoided his gaze. 


“Hasn’t he told you?” Pippo asked as he opened the case of the medicine.


“No,” Coco answered.


Pippo frowned. He was annoyed by Sandro. He then said, “Try to look for him and tell him to come here.”


“I’ll do it,” Coco said. “Fio, want to come with me?”


“But, Amanda…” Fio said, trying to evade.


“She’ll be okay. We’ll wait for her while you’re gone,” Alessio said. He turned to Coco and said, “Perhaps it’s a good idea for you to pick up Terry in her dorm too, Co. Terry can accompany Amanda with Fio later…”


“Yes,” Coco said. He and Fio left.


Alessio then helped Pippo to wake Amanda up. “Amanda, wake up,” Alessio said.


Pippo rocked her body gently. “Amanda… wake up…”


Exactly then Amanda opened her tearful eyes. She was sobbing. The first person she saw was Pippo. Pippo looked very worried. He touched her cheeks to wipe her tears. It broke her once again. She wanted to cry right now. She had just had a very awful nightmare. She dreamt about Ethan and she was very upset. She just needed someone to comfort her and when she saw Pippo, she felt relieved and shaken at the same time. Amanda then grabbed Pippo to hug him and cried again. This time, she cried more violently.


Pippo handed Alessio the medicine bottle. He hugged her tightly. He tucked his chin on top of her head and started stroking her back gently. Amanda sobbed on his chest. The sound of her cry was very heartbreaking and Alessio felt like crying as well. She must be very anguished.


“Sssh… don’t worry, Amanda. I am here,” Pippo whispered. “You’ll be all right.”


Pippo kept whispering those words of comfort until Amanda’s sobbing subsided. When she had stopped crying completely, Pippo told her what happened. He knew Amanda perhaps didn’t understand what he was talking about but he explained anyway.


“Amanda,” Pippo said, “Drink this medicine. It will help bring your fever down.”


Alessio poured the medicine on a spoon and then fed it to Amanda. Amanda drank it without protest. She didn’t have any energy left inside her to protest. 


“Good girl,” Pippo said. He gave her a glass of warm water to drink. Then he swept back the strands of hair that covered her face. Her skin still felt very hot but at least she had taken her medicine now. Pippo put cold compress again.


“Maybe you should get changed, Amanda,” Alessio suggested.


“Yes, that’s a very good idea,” Pippo said.


Amanda ignored the suggestion. She looked into Pippo’s eyes and asked in a whisper, “Are you all here?”


“All?” Pippo asked.


“You and your brothers,” Amanda answered.


“Coco and Fio just left a few minutes ago,” Pippo answered.


“Sandro?” she asked weakly.


“They are looking for him,” Pippo said. “He’s your boyfriend… he will…”


“No, he’s not,” Amanda announced.


“What?” Pippo asked in surprise. Alessio was once again stunned. “But…”


“We lied to you. At least, I lied to you. I wasn’t in love with Sandro and we are not going out steady with each other… we just happened to meet on the day you asked Sandro to come to your office. Sandro wanted to use me to forget about Fio and get rid of her from his life by making her jealous. But Fio and I couldn’t let it happen. So I agreed to help her by acting like Fio every time he comes near me. We hoped to make him always remember Fio. We didn’t want him to forget about Fio,” Amanda explained slowly.


Pippo and Alessio were absolutely shocked to hear about this. They never thought this was happening. Amanda then continued slowly, “Sandro took me home yesterday and… and… he kissed me again, like he did in the library. I hated the kiss. And he told me that he was indeed using me to make Fio jealous and him forget about her. I was angry. I was so angry that I couldn’t stand it…”


“Sssh… don’t say anything else, Amanda,” Pippo said.


Amanda started crying again. “I want to get away from Sandro. But I can’t… I am scared of him…”


“He’s not going to come near you again, Amanda,” Pippo said.


Alessio cleared his throat that had felt clogged. He then said, “I think we should discuss this later. Amanda needs to get changed and then sleep in her own bed.”


“Come on, Amanda, Alessio is right. You need to get changed. Then you need a very long rest,” Pippo said.


Amanda obeyed them this time. Pippo assisted her walk to her room. She went inside to get changed while Pippo waited behind the closed the door. It was a long time before Amanda reappeared. She already changed into her favorite pajamas.


“Do you want to sleep outside or inside?” Pippo asked. “I can fix you a bed on your couch if you want company. I can stay here with you.”


“Don’t leave me,” Amanda said desperately.


Pippo smiled. “No, I won’t leave you. I will stay with you.”


Alessio smiled seeing that. Pippo had always wanted a sister. Looks like he found one… at least, he could play big brother for this girl. 


Fio and Coco found Sandro walking out of the university library with some books on his hands. Coco called out for his brother. Sandro heard the call and turned to see him. But the normal expression on his face altered when he saw Fio. Something of disgust and hatred appeared and Fio had to swallow to keep herself calm. She felt like crying and screaming at him at this moment.


“Sandro! Come quick!” Coco said.


“What is it?” Sandro asked, still not moving.


Fio growled. She took long strides to get to Sandro and once she was in front of him, she slapped him. The slap made Sandro’s face turned to the side but he was quick to recover.


“What do you want with me?” Sandro asked scathingly.


“Damn it, Sandro! What have you done to Amanda?” Fio asked.


“What?” Sandro confusedly replied.


“Did you hurt her again? She fell sick and I am suspecting it’s you who caused her to fall sick,” Fio said.


Sandro’s face now showed great worry. “Where is she?”


“In her apartment. Her fever is very high. She’s made all of your brothers come there in panic to save her!” Fio reprimanded him. “While you… where were you? You should have known!”


Sandro turned to Coco who kept gesturing them to move quickly. One look on his brother’s face, Sandro knew Fio wasn’t lying. He turned to Fio and said, “Take me to her!”


The three of them arrived in Amanda’s apartment. They had gone to Terry’s dorm on the way there but Terry wasn’t there. Sandro dashed upstairs as quick as he can and left Coco and Fio chasing him from behind. He didn’t bother to knock or ring the bell. He just opened the door and burst inside.


Alessio was the first person Sandro saw. Then Pippo. His oldest brother was sitting on the edge of the coach, with Amanda lying down on it. Sandro paused when he saw Amanda. Pippo rose from his seat immediately when he saw Sandro.


“Sandro!”


Sandro ignored Pippo’s call but he advanced forward to the couch. Amanda’s eyes turned to look at him in fear. But she was surprised when Sandro kneeled down beside her and then kissed her forehead gently. He took her hand and tucked it between his own.


“Are you all right?” Sandro asked.


“Sandro…” she whispered in fear.


“Sssh… don’t say anything,” Sandro said. He hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry… I should’ve stayed here yesterday and finished our conversation. If I had known you’re going to be this ill…” His words were said in sincerity and Amanda noticed that. Sandro wasn’t trying to be a man who was pursuing her but he sounded genuinely worried. 


“I am sorry,” Sandro said. He looked into her eyes and what Amanda saw there was regret and guilt. Behind Sandro, Alessio was motioning Coco, Fio and Pippo to go outside. They were out in no time. Sandro, feeling that everyone was already out of the space, continued, “I really am the reason why you’re sick, aren’t I?”


Amanda nodded. “You frightened me yesterday,” Amanda said. “And then you made me remember about Ethan.”


Sandro stroked Amanda’s hair. He smiled softly. “It was my mistake all right. I shouldn’t have involved you in this. I made you really distressed.”


“Sandro, about what I said yesterday, would you consider?” Amanda asked hopefully.


Sandro stopped smiling. He stared into her eyes. Then he said, “I don’t know, Amanda. I wish I could try. But I can’t. Do you know the whole story about Marco Di Vaio and I?” When Amanda nodded, he continued, “I hate Marco very much. He has accused me of many things and he had planned to end my life. Even after that he still insulted me. And he has a very bad reputation for being a ‘killer’, Amanda. He’s dangerous and I don’t want to be involved with him every again in any way. That’s why I’ve been avoiding Fio.”


“But Fio is not guilty of anything. You should give her a chance,” Amanda said.


“I know. But I can’t. I…”


“Yes, you can…”


“Amanda, please don’t tell me to do something that I can’t do,” Sandro said.


Amanda became silent. He was right. He had all the right he wanted if he decided not to try to get Fio. Who was she to tell him what to do? Wasn’t she just a victim? Wasn’t she just a third party? A helper? If she failed to help, it shouldn’t be her fault. She didn’t know whose fault it was to be but certainly not hers. She should just stay behind from now on because she had done all she could to help. 


Sandro then said, “Don’t frustrate yourself hearing myself talk.” He chuckled and said, “I was really worried when Fio said you were sick.”


“You’re worried too?” Amanda asked amusedly although her voice was very inaudible. 


“The hell I was! I was the reason you’re like this, remember?”


“Well, your brothers were equally worried too… but Pippo was scared to death. I feel guilty for making him worry like that,” Amanda said. She smiled and said, “You are all like my guardian angels.” 


Sandro smiled. He said jokingly, “I could really fall in love with you, you know, if you say once again that we are like angels.”


Amanda let out a small laugh. She said, “I can’t fall in love with you, unfortunately…”


“I am not handsome enough?” Sandro joked.


“No, because you’re just not my type. If you look less chiseled, perhaps I’d like you,” Amanda replied.


Sandro laughed. He couldn’t resist it… Amanda was just so sweet. He bent his head down and kissed her on the lips. Amanda didn’t feel petrified this time. She didn’t know why but this kiss was different. It was genuine. It didn’t feel artificial. It felt normal.


When Sandro finally lifted his lips from hers, he said jokingly, “But, at least, can we stay boyfriend and girlfriend for a while longer? I think I like kissing you.”


“Oh, speaking of that, I have already told Pippo about it,” Amanda said.


“You have? Oh, shucks! Now he’s going to tell me to go away from you,” Sandro complained in pretence.


Amanda smiled. She said, “I can tell him that we are going to be just friends.”


“That’s a good idea…” Sandro said. He bent down to kiss her forehead again.

Chapter 52


“They did that?” Shez asked Coco in amazement.


“Yep,” Coco answered.


“Your brothers came swarming to her apartment to take care of her?” Shez asked again. “You mean, there were Professor Laurentiis, Alessio Danizetti, Sandro and you altogether in Amanda’s apartment?”


“Shez, is it that amazing?” Coco asked in exasperation. 


Shez laughed. “Why do you always sound appalled every time I talk about your brothers? It just surprises me to know that a popular professor, a famous driver and you with Sandro in Amanda’s apartment. Girls all over Rome and Italy would go crazy if they know that!” she said.


Coco frowned. “There’s something I don’t like, though.”


“What?” Shez asked, sobering up.


“Well, Sandro and Fio still haven’t made up. They were still acting cold with each other. In front of Amanda, they were both polite to each other because they didn’t want to hurt her feelings. After all, she did help them. But when we were all going home, they turned ice cold to one another once again. Of course, Sandro was the one who was really ice cold to Fio and Fio was just replying the attitude,” Coco said.


Shez shrugged. She then commented, “Your brother Sandro must be one difficult child.”


“Well, I never found him difficult but I have the feeling that sometimes he’s very distant, even from me. And I am the closest to him in the family,” Coco said.


Shez smiled. “But you love him the most, don’t you? Usually, it’s like that… the closest siblings tend to love each other more than they love the other siblings.”


Coco nodded. “Yes, of course. Sandro is my rescuer. Pippo saved Alessio from the bullies, Sandro saved me. Pippo taught Alessio, Sandro taught me. We have a very huge age gap, from Pippo and Alessio to Sandro and me. So, it’s only natural that we should care for each other.”


Shez then said, “Maybe you should talk to Sandro about this. I mean, I know that perhaps he’d think you’re just meddling, but if you feel uncomfortable about it, you should go talk to Sandro.”


Coco sighed. He shrugged evasively. “I don’t know.” He sighed again and then said, “You know, there’s something else that is bothering my mind.”


“What?” Shez asked.


“Maybe I’d sound stupid saying this, but… how come I have the feeling Amanda and Pippo like each other?” Coco said.


Shez blinked. The next minute, she burst into laughter. That was the first time Shez ever laughed in front of Coco, not just laugh as in making a laugh sound but really, really laugh. Coco looked at her as if she had gone crazy. 


“Shez!”


“Sorry, Coco… but that is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard in my life!” Shez said. She then asked, “Why do you say that?”


“If only you had been there, Shez… Pippo is acting like a babysitter for her! It’s as if she’s a doll and he spoils her!”


“That doesn’t necessarily mean he loves her!” Shez argued. “Maybe he sees her as a sister. You did once say that Pippo and Amanda’s father are very close, almost like father and son for real.”


Coco sighed. “I know. And Pippo always wanted a little sister.”


“See!”


Suddenly, the two of them were surprised by the appearance of another couple who said, “Hey, you two, what’s up?”

Coco and Shez stopped talking and then looked at the persons who just greeted them. And they were more than surprised. If Sandro and Fio confused Coco and Pippo and Amanda amazed him, this one surprised him! There they were… Terry and Alessio were walking together, linking arms with each other. 


“Hey, you two!” Alessio greeted. He released Terry’s hand and then encircled her shoulders with his arms. “Can we join you?”


“Shez,” Terry said smugly, “This is the second time I see you with Coco!”


It took a while for Coco and Shez to recover from their surprised state. Shez was the first one to recover, thanks to what Terry said. She didn’t mistake that smug tone of hers and replied just as smugly, “And this is the first time I see you with Alessio. What’s going on?” Shez asked.


It didn’t need announcement. It was actually quite obvious that the two of them were going out together. Coco could see it from Alessio’s eyes that he was very besotted to that lovely mechanic of his. Terry didn’t seem to mind either. 


“Well, you’d have to figure that out on your own,” Alessio said. He said to Shez, “I don’t think we’ve met, but I have a feeling I know who you are. I’ve known Sandro’s objects of affection, who are both students of Pippo. Now, you must be Shehnaz, Coco’s object of affection.”


Shez blushed. But she regained her composure and said, “No, that’s not entirely right. I am Shez all right, but I am not Coco’s object of affection. I am his friend.”


“Yes, she’s my friend, Alessio,” Coco said dryly. “Buzz off!”


“Really now?” Alessio teased.


“For one thing, I am not holding her hand like you are to Terry, so we’re not that close,” Coco said. Shez smiled hearing that.


Terry’s face fell. “Oh, I think you’d make a great couple.”


“Thanks, but no thanks,” Coco and Shez answered in unison.


Alessio and Terry settled in. Alessio asked, “So, how long have you been here? Where are you going next?”


“Coco and I are going to the bookstore. We’re going to look for books for our research and discussion,” Shez answered.


“And you, where have you been?” Coco asked.


“The garage. Alessio wanted to see the new engine he got,” Terry explained. “We spent our time all morning there, working on it.”


“The next race, the deciding race, is next week, isn’t it? Where is it held?” Coco asked.


“France. You want to come, Co? How about you, Shez?” Alessio offered. He turned to Terry and said, “You haven’t changed your mind, have you?” 


Terry shrugged. “I said, if I am not tied up with schoolwork, I’d come.”


Alessio then kissed her cheek. Coco and Shez wanted to burst out laughing seeing that but of course they couldn’t so they coughed. Alessio and Terry realized Coco and Shez were making fun of them but Alessio didn’t care. Terry blushed, though. She needed time getting used to the idea that Alessio did really like her and he was paying attention to her although he hadn’t said anything about his true feelings.  


“So, what were you guys talking about before we came?” Alessio asked.


Coco couldn’t very well tell Alessio that he had been talking about Pippo and Sandro. Alessio might tell them… he might tell Pippo, especially. He looked at Shez, asking her for help to explain to Alessio.


“Oh, we were just talking about… my brother and sisters. And, of course, Coco’s brothers as well… he told me that, uh, Pippo had always wanted a sister!” Shez said, half-lying. 


Surprisingly, Alessio replied dryly, “You got that right. Just look at how he treated Amanda yesterday. It’s as if he’s playing little home sweet home with a sister with Amanda!”


Coco gave Shez an I-told-you-so look. Shez and Terry were smiling. Somehow they were accustomed now to the way these brothers liked to mock their brothers. It was so amusing. 


“Well, at least we know that if Pippo has a sister, he won’t treat her like Marco did to Fio,” Shez said wryly. She was often on the phone with Fio nowadays to hear her complaints about Marco. 


“What is wrong with them?” Coco asked.


“Huh! It’s as if Marco is Fio’s father! He’s really strict with him. Did you know, for the past few days, Marco has been asking Fio to go with him here, there and everywhere together so that Fio couldn’t meet Sandro, accidentally or intentionally? He makes sure Fio doesn’t encounter your brother anywhere. It’s really torturing Fio, you know… he restricts her from receiving phone calls from anyone because he was afraid it would be Sandro. Yesterday, a guy asked Fio out on a date… this guy doesn’t even know Sandro, and Marco said that he was probably someone sent by Sandro. Marco also said to Fio not to come to Primavera anymore because Antonio works there and because he’s Sandro’s friend and he might be his spy!”


Coco felt boiling angry to Marco. Who did this guy think he was anyway? And suddenly a plan came to his mind… what if he beat this Marco guy up for Sandro?


Apparently, the intention made Coco’s face looked very serious and Shez guessed correctly what was in his mind.


She said threateningly, “Whatever you are thinking in your head, Laurentiis, you better save it. Marco Di Vaio is not an easy person to deal with. Fio told me he’s related to the Mafia and he’s not exactly a saint in his business with the Mafia.”


“Damn it! Now I wonder if I want to have Fio as Sandro’s girlfriend… I would hate to have a brother-in-law who is a criminal!” Coco said.


“This one brother of yours is a criminal,” Terry teased Alessio. Alessio pinched her and she yelped but then he made up for it with a kiss on the cheek. 


Coco rolled his eyes. He then said to Shez, “Come on, Shez, I think Alessio and Terry has to be left alone… or else we are going to witness what Valeria did to me in the restaurant a few weeks ago!”


Shez and Terry laughed at that. Alessio was confused. When he asked the girls what it meant, Terry and Shez just laughed again and Coco refused to tell him either. Alessio laid the case to rest and he said that it was indeed a very good idea for Coco and Shez to leave him and Terry alone. But, of course, Shez and Coco also couldn’t wait to go as they wanted to find those books eagerly. Coco went to the cashier to pay and then he left with Shez.


Coco dropped Shez home in the afternoon after they had gone shopping in bookstores. Shez sighed gladly when she saw her house.


“Ah, home… finally… I don’t think I could walk anymore… I am so tired,” Shez said.
Coco nodded in agreement. “Well, there you go, your house… want me to walk you to your door?”


Shez turned to look at him in suspicion. She didn’t trust him that much to let him walk her to the door. What if he wanted to come in?


Coco smiled seeing Shez’s frown. He said, “Only to the door, Shez.”


Shez apologized, “I’m sorry, Coco. You know I…”


“Yes, I know. Now, come on!” Coco said.


They walked out of the car and brought Shez’s stuff out from the backseat. Coco walked her to the door. Once they were there, Shez opened the door then she took her items from Coco’s hands and brought them inside first before saying goodbye to him. Shez returned from inside the house in moments.


“Thanks, Co,” Shez said.


“You’re welcome, Shez,” Coco said. He paused for a while then continued, “Hey, Shez, tonight there’s going to be a party in Romano’s house. Can you come with me?”


“Tonight? Going out again? Coco, I’m exhausted… tired… weary!” Shez said.


“I know you are, Shez,” Coco said. “But I need a date.” And came that whining-look on that face of his again along with the puppy eyes and little pout.


Shez sighed. She was sure going steady with Coco was going to be like going out with Malik. She wondered why the men in her life, excluding her father of course, were all very persuasive and sometimes demanding. 


“I can’t go alone, Shez… besides, I’ve already told some of my friends that I would introduce you to them!” Coco said.


“Who is Romano anyway?” Shez asked.


“Don’t you know? He is also in the football team… he’s not in our major, though. He’s from politics, with Terry… I think,” Coco answered.


“I still don’t know Romano,” Shez said stubbornly.


“Please, Shez?” Coco asked.


Shez folded her arms in front of her chest and said to him sternly, “I don’t feel like going out tonight, Coco. So, forget about it.”


Puppy eyes again! Coco pleaded, “Come on, Shez… just this once…”


Shez tried not to fall for that but Coco looked like a small boy asking for a candy and not getting it. She wondered if she refused again, would Coco go break down and cry like a child too. “No,” she said implacably. 


Her wonders received an answer. Coco did start to look as if he was about to cry. His eyes were shiny with tears that were about to burst. Shez didn’t think it would a nice sight if Coco started sobbing for real.


“Oh, all right!” she said tiredly. “Fine! I’ll go with you!”


That instant, Coco stopped his façade and grinned widely. He then said, “Cool! I’ll pick you up at seven. Oh, and, if Fio calls, tell her I am interested in joining the theatre. I think I have the thing for acting.”


“Why, you…”


He was gone before she could slap him.


And he kept his promise as well… he picked up Shez at seven in the evening. Shez was already waiting outside the door. She was dressed formally but she was not wearing clothes as if she were going to a party. She wore clothes as if she had an exam trial in university. She was wearing a dark blue long-sleeved shirt with a pair of bootleg pants with the same color and a black jacket outside. Coco, on the other hand, looked more suave in his black leather look.


“Going to join Marco and his Mafia gang, Co?” Shez greeted him.


Coco grinned. “Do I look silly to you?”


“No, not at all. I feel like a professor going out with her student,” Shez said.


“You mean we’re like Pippo and Amanda but the opposite – you’re the Pippo, I’m the Amanda?” Coco said.


Shez laughed. “You really shouldn’t say that about them.”


“I know,” Coco said. “But I can’t help it. It still disturbs my mind…” Coco then offered Shez her hand and escorted her to the car. 


They hadn’t even gone so far as three steps away from the front door, suddenly the door to Shez’s house was opened and Malik appeared. He called out, “Shez! Wait!”


Shez stopped dead in her place. Damn that kid! Didn’t she tell him not to go out so Coco wouldn’t see him? Now what? Coco stopped next to Shez. He turned around and was stunned to see Malik. Shez’s brother looked very handsome and he didn’t wonder now how Shez could look more beautiful and more exotic than the rest of the girls he knew. Her family must look as gorgeous as she was and this boy was proof.


“What?” Shez asked irritably.


“I just want to tell you that Papa expects you to be home before midnight. And tell your boyfriend that Papa wants to see him when he drives you home later!” Malik said with a wide grin on his face.


Shez was most exasperated. “MALIK! Get back inside or I am going to harm you here and now!” Shez said.


Malik scurried off into the house and disappeared from Coco and Shez’ sight in seconds. But they could still hear him laughing out loud. Shez frowned seeing and hearing that. She could really chastise him when she gets home tonight.


“Your dad is at home?” Coco asked. His tone was concerned. He didn’t know what kind of father Shez’s was and he was afraid the old man might reprimand him for pursuing his daughter like now.


“Of course not! Malik always fools around… with everyone! He has been teasing me about Massimo and you. He thinks you are my boyfriends… he’s such an annoyance, a pain in the ass sometimes,” Shez said full of irritation.


“But he sounds like a nice boy when I talked to him…”


“Don’t believe it.”


Coco shrugged. “So, do I still have to meet your father?”


“Don’t even think about it.”


Coco smiled. Shez was very stern, like a professor indeed. “Up to you, Shez.”


Romano’s party must be the most crowded party Shez had ever attended. She was practically shaking from anxiety when she heard the loud music playing from inside the house. She had never been to a party before, at least not a large scale one, and she was astounded to see everything there. Coco told Shez to go out first while he parked the car appropriately. Shez stepped out and waited.


When Coco arrived beside her, there was another big group of people coming out from three cars consecutively. Shez was amazed. There must have been at least a hundred people inside the house already and now this large group of people are coming and they were going to make the house even more packed.


“Come on, Shez,” Coco said.


“Who is this Romano guy anyway? Does he really have a lot of friends?” Shez asked.


“Yes, actually. He’s a very popular guy. His circle of friends extends outside our university. He’s what you can call a socialite. He knows everyone in Rome, I think. It’s his birthday tonight and I reckon he might be inviting everyone he knows. I’ll introduce you to him. You’re going to like him very much,” Coco said.



A socialite. How lovely! And Coco expects me to like him? Not likely. 

Coco led Shez to the house. The door was opened the moment Coco and Shez arrived in the front of it. A very good-looking guy appeared and he cheered in joy when he saw Coco.


“COCO! GREAT! YOU ARE HERE!” 


“Romano! Ciao, amico!” Coco replied.


They embraced each other. Coco was pulled in immediately. He made it just in time to pull Shez’s hand so that she could get in as well. Romano wanted to tell Coco that he was expecting him to come because there was a girl who wanted to meet him but then he saw Shez. Coco was holding her hand intimately. Romano was astonished. Was she Coco’s date?


“Uhm, Coco, I don’t think I have met your date,” Romano said. He asked in a lower tone, “Who is she?”


“Ah, Romano, this is Shez. Shez is my date tonight but she is actually my good friend. Shez, this is Romano,” Coco said.


“Piacere,” Shez said politely with a smile.


“Ciao, Shez! How nice to meet you! So, you’re really Coco’s good friend?”


Shez nodded. “We used to be enemies, though,” she answered honestly.


Romano laughed. “Really? Francesco Laurentiis can have an enemy?” 


“Why not?” Shez replied. She said to Romano in a devilish tone, “He wanted to court me once, though, and the moment I refused, he was furious with me. But now…”


“Shez!” Coco said, rolling his eyes in exasperation. “You don’t have to tell him all the details!”


Romano laughed. He liked Shez already. He was pleased to see her with Coco. All these times, Romano had never actually seen a female act very cool, calm and collected near Coco. They were usually so besotted that they practically nag him. And no woman had ever said Coco was an enemy. He was so lovable that everyone considered him as a mate. But this girl openly said that they used to be enemies. On top of all, she once refused Coco! 


“Well, I hope you two have fun tonight…” Romano said.


Coco and Shez then told him happy birthday and Romano thanked them. He left to greet the new guests and Coco led Shez to the back terrace to find his other friends. The first person they met was Massimo. He was surrounded by three guys and one girl. Shez didn’t recognize any of them but obviously Coco did because he immediately greeted them. Shez was momentarily forgotten. But she took the time to take a deep breath and looked around.


Her drifting gaze swept all over the backyard, which was filled with guests. There a large central gazebo and the food was all there. Suddenly, her eyes caught a familiar figure. She gasped quietly when she saw who it was. She couldn’t believe she would find him in this same party. It was Marco. Shez could feel her blood boiling but at the same time she felt very cold. Marco looked very dark and mysterious that she thought he was inhuman. She started to feel butterflies in her stomach. Something was going to happen, her senses said, and she had the feeling it would be because of Marco.Shez felt frightened all of a sudden. She had need of Coco.


“Coco,” Shez called in a small voice.


“Yes, Shez?” Coco asked. He stopped greeting his friends and turned to attend to Shez. Coco noticed instantly that Shez’s face was paler. “What’s wrong, Shez? You look very pale.”


“Nothing. I just… uh, missed you,” she said, trying to cover her inexplicable fear. 


“That’s new,” Coco joked. He held her again once again. “Come on, meet my friends.”


Coco introduced her to his friends as Massimo (which Shez already knew), Mario, Raoul, Rai and Michaela. Michaela was intimately close with Massimo from the way she clung to him and Shez could guess immediately that Massimo was dating her. And indeed it was the truth. Massimo then said that he was going out with Michaela. But Shez didn’t feel even a slight jealousy and Coco seemed to be very happy to know that what was happening between Massimo and his new girlfriend didn’t affect Shez at all.


“So, you’re going out with Shez, aren’t you, Co?” Raoul asked. 


“No,” Coco answered. “Shez and I are friends.”


“Friends? How can you be friends with Coco, Shez? He’s every girl’s dream guy! I’d keep him safe if I were you,” Michaela said teasingly.


Shez smiled and shook her head. “No, thank you.”


“Not yet, you mean,” Coco teased Shez.


“Whatever,” Shez replied.


Coco tousled her hair and she poked her on the ribs. Rai then said that Romano had actually planned to introduce Coco to an American girl, the daughter of an American consul who just came on duty to Rome. 


Coco replied dryly, “First of all, I’ve had friends who had bad experiences with Americans. One was jilted by his girlfriend to marry an American tycoon and another was left behind as her American boyfriend went back home to his country. She was brokenhearted and fell sick!” He turned to Shez and said with a playful smile, “I prefer Turkish-oriented girls.”


That made Shez blush but nonetheless Shez laughed and once again nudged him on the ribs. Mario then laughingly commented that Coco and Shez looked very compatible. Coco waved his hand dismissively at that notion. He then told Shez that he was hungry and wanted to get something to eat. Coco and Shez then went to the central gazebo to get some food.


An hour later, Coco had managed to talk to half of the guests in the party. Shez had been introduced to what seemed to be hundreds of people. She couldn’t keep track of who is who and she needed to ask Coco over and over again the name of the people she just met. 


“Come on, Shez, is it really difficult to remember all their names?” Coco asked amusedly.


“Trust me, without you, I’d be lost here,” Shez said. “How do you do it?”


“Do what?”


“Know all this people and remember their names?”


“Well, talent, I guess.”


“Oh, whatever!” Shez then asked Coco, “Are all your brothers like you too? Have talent for remembering people’s names although there are millions of them in acquaintance?”


Coco laughed. “Yes. But Sandro and Alessio tend to forget more… Sandro does it deliberately because he didn’t want to be bothered by the lot of them and Alessio because he is simply a lunatic.”


Suddenly Shez saw a very, very good-looking man. He looked very handsome, like the sexy actor Raoul Bova… but with a less perfect body. Shez tugged at Coco’s sleeves and forced him to see at the direction of that man.


“Now, you’re the name master here… tell me the name of that man!” Shez said.


Coco looked at the Raoul Bova lookalike and he blinked for a moment and scowled darkly the next minute. “Don’t tell me you like him!”


“Is there anything wrong with that?” Shez asked.


“Hell yes!” Coco said fiercely. He realized that his tone was too harsh and he didn’t want to terrify Shez. He softened it and added a joking sense to it, “First of all, you are making me jealous. Secondly, that man is engaged!” Shez slapped Coco’s arm. Coco yelped and he pulled Shez’s hair. “It’s true! His name is Alberto Scarchilli. He’s very old, Shez. He’s about twenty seven – too old for you, no?” 


“You don’t seem to like him,” Shez said.


“No, I don’t,” Coco said. Without him realizing it, his expression turned somber once again. He then said, “He was the one who took Sandro’s fiancée away from him. He is engaged to Sandro’s Gabriela.”


Shez sympathized for Sandro at that moment. The way Coco had told her the story about Alberto Scharchilli made her pity Coco’s brother. It looked like Sandro was very unfortunate in love. Gabriela left him and Fio turned out to be the sister of his worst enemy. 


Coco turned to Shez and saw that look of pity in her eyes. He smiled and said, “Shez, don’t look as if you pity him! You should pity me because I still don’t have a steady girlfriend!” When Shez glared at him, he laughed and continued, “Well, it’s your fault I don’t have a girlfriend!” 


Shez rolled her eyes. She didn’t even bother asking him what she had done to prevent him have a girlfriend. Coco then pulled her close to him and tried kissing her cheek, which she avoided immediately. When Coco frowned, Shez smiled full of satisfaction. But Coco wasn’t really angry. She already let him hug her, that was one more improvement. Coco was just happy that she was allowing her to be more intimate. 


Suddenly, a very cold voice said behind them, “Well, if it isn’t Francesco!”


Coco and Shez turned to look who she was. Shez suddenly felt a sudden chill on her body. But Coco was burning when he found out who it was. Marco Di Vaio was standing before his eyes. He looked rigid as usual, but his sharp eyes that were looking at Coco made him look even colder and more unbending. 


 Coco matched his attitude and pose. He let go of Shez and straightened up his position. He was, in truth, taller than Marco but because Marco seemed to reek of authoritative power Coco appeared very tame compared to him.


“Good evening, Francesco. Or can I call you Coco?” Marco asked, smiling very cunningly.


“Only friends and family can call me Coco. You are neither,” Coco answered frostily.


Marco’s lips formed a sideways smile. He laughed sardonically. “Really, now, Coco? In that case, I don’t think your brother Sandro can call you Coco, Coco.” He turned to Shez and nodded politely at her. “Your lovely companion here might know about it. Do you, Shez?”


Shez didn’t answer him. She had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. And she was beginning to hate Marco as much as Coco and Sandro did so she didn’t want to speak to him. 

Coco impatiently asked Marco, “What is your business here with me, Marco? If you want to badmouth Sandro, you’ve come to the wrong place. I am Sandro’s brother and I hate you as much as he does.”

“You really don’t need to, Coco.”

“I said, only friends and family can call me Coco.”



“Sandro shouldn’t call you Coco, then.”


“What is this crap you’re talking about?” 


Marco suddenly looked at him with a certain amusement in his eyes. He then irreverently laughed again. He said, “I am surprised that you don’t know, Coco. Sandro should have told you… he told Pippo and Alessio about this. Now, why didn’t he tell his favorite brother about it? Must be a slip of the mind… or he is just ashamed for you to know the truth. Well, when you find out, you should come to me and tell me what it is. Okay?”


Coco looked as if he was going to hit Marco. But Shez held him back. She whispered, “It’s not worth it, Coco! He’s just intimidating you.”


Marco laughed again. He sounded more cynical than ever. Marco stepped forward and said right in front of Coco, “Right, Coco. It’s not worth it. Sandro is not worth it.”


“Damn you, son of a bitch…”


Marco continued, “You can tell your brother to stay away from Fio permanently. An orphan like him with no wealth and a stupid brain can never get near my sister. Tell him that if I see him in one place with Fio once again, I will personally throw him to the Mediterranean. Got that?”


Marco then stepped back. He smiled. “Now you know.” With that, he walked away.


Coco and Shez were left wondering what the hell he meant by that.


“How about more coffee?” Pippo asked Alessio.


“No, no, thank you… I think I’ve had enough,” Alessio said. 


Pippo shrugged. He went to the kitchen anyway to get another cup of coffee. At that time, the doorbell rang. Alessio sighed and then rose from his seat to get the door. He guessed it must be Sandro. Sandro had promised to come tonight to submit his share of paper works. And, as Alessio had guessed, it was Sandro indeed. He looked exhausted. In his hands there were a stack of papers. No doubt, he had been working on it.


“Ciao, Sandro. Come in. Pippo is making coffee. Do you want some so you’ll stay awake?” Alessio offered straightly.


Sandro entered Alessio’s apartment. He tossed the papers on the dining table, where they had been working. Pippo had heard Sandro coming and he brought one extra cup of coffee. He greeted his second youngest brother. Then they all got down to talk about what Sandro had to say.

“Here, I’ve finished reading all the legal files for last month,” Sandro said.


“And what do you think?” Pippo asked.


“I think we should get rid of two of our lawyers. They are screwing with the cases. We need someone else better than them,” Sandro said dryly. He opened one of the files and showed his brothers what mistake he found in it. Pippo and Alessio were amazed to see Sandro had been able to spot two small, but vital, mistakes in it. He was really good with legal stuff.


“Good,” Pippo said at the end of Sandro’s report. “I’ll see to it that our lawyers don’t mess around anymore. Now, where is that record on last month’s sales? I’ll talk about it with Lorenzo and we can match it up with this file…”


Alessio went through the whole stacks of papers that were scattered all over the dining table but couldn’t find it. Suddenly he remembered… he had given them to Coco for him to check a little bit. 


“Oh, no! I gave them to Coco!” Alessio said.


“Oh, great!” Pippo said. He asked, “Where is he anyway?”


“He called me and said that he was going to a party with Shez,” Sandro informed.


Alessio chuckled at that. Coco and Shez were seriously going out together… at least, according to his point of view. Alessio said, “Really? They’re going out together?”


“Are they even serious in their relationship?” Pippo asked dubiously. “I mean, this is Coco we are talking about. He’s never had a serious girlfriend!”


“I think they are,” Alessio said.


Sandro felt very uncomfortable with this conversation. The last thing he needed right now was his brothers asking him things about Amanda and Fio. He just sat there and kept quiet. He didn’t want to be involved at all in the conversation. 


The doorbell rang not so long after that. The three of them were surprised to hear it, especially Alessio. He wasn’t expecting anyone else. He didn’t mind if it turned out to be Terry who came, though. He swore to God, if it were really Terry who came, he’d kick all of his brothers out of his apartment so he could be alone with Terry. 


As soon as the door was opened by Alessio, Coco came bursting inside the apartment. He practically brushed Alessio out of his way. Behind the seemed to be irate Coco followed Shez. She looked very worried, which only added up Alessio’s confusion. Pippo and Sandro were also very surprised to see the two of them there.


“Coco, Shez… I thought you were at the party!” Pippo exclaimed.


“I want to know the truth!” Coco shouted.


Alessio closed the door so Coco’s voice wouldn’t bother the neighbors. Shez immediately approached Coco and tugged at his sleeve, which was ignored. She sighed desperately. “Coco, please! Stop it! You are acting very unreasonable!”


“What truth?” Pippo asked confusedly.


“I want to know the truth, Pippo! Don’t cover it from me! What are you guys hiding behind me? Marco Di Vaio made me look like a fool!” Coco said angrily.


Hearing Marco’s name, Sandro’s blood started to boil. He stood up and then asked Coco, “You met Marco? Where? What has he done to you? I swear to God, if that son of a…”


Coco faced Sandro directly. He asked him, “Why did he say you were an orphan?”


At that, Pippo, Alessio and Sandro all became static. Color drained from each of their faces. They were shocked hearing that question. They weren’t prepared with an answer to give him. And they simply couldn’t tell him. Coco would be very shaken if he knew… 


“Who said that, Coco? Marco Di Vaio did?” Alessio asked heatedly.


“Just tell me… what is it that he was talking about? Why did he say that Sandro told something to Pippo and Alessio that he didn’t tell me? What is it? What secret is it that I wasn’t told?” Coco asked. He sounded as if he were on the verge of tears. 


Sandro didn’t know what to say. He was speechless. The time now had come for him to tell his favorite brother the truth… that he was not his real brother. He was not a Laurentiis. He was someone else – an orphan who came to their family because his parents died in tragic accident. He was a boy who came to replace the family’s deceased newborn baby. He didn’t have any Laurentiis blood in him. 


“Coco…” Sandro said in a sad, hoarse whisper.


“Sandro, no. Save it!” Pippo ordered in a clipped tone.


“No! I need to know! I want to know why Marco told me that,” Coco said.


Shez saw the look in Sandro’s eyes. He looked absolutely grave. Her feelings told her once again that whatever Sandro was going to say was not good for Coco. And Coco looked already as if he was going to have a breakdown. Shez was worried about him. So she tried to prevent it.


“Please, if this is something that can hurt Coco, don’t say it!” Shez pleaded. 


“Stay out of this, Shez,” Coco said. He focused his eyes on Sandro. “What is it, Sandro? What is it that Marco wanted to tell me?”


Alessio held his breath. He didn’t know what to say. Sandro seemed very set in answering Coco’s question. Pippo was staring at Sandro very, very sharply. He didn’t want Coco to know the truth because he knew it was going to hurt him.


“Pip, I have to tell him. Marco can use this against him and me if Coco doesn’t know,” Sandro said without looking back at his oldest brother… oldest stepbrother. 


“Just tell me, damn it!” Coco said exasperatedly.


Sandro cleared his throat. Very slowly, he started, “Coco, I am sorry you have to find out about this from Marco Di Vaio’s lips first… but we never told you because we didn’t want you to get hurt. But, trust me, if I could change what I am, I would…” 


“What is it?! Tell me!” Coco said desperately.


What he heard next from Sandro almost made him collapse to the ground. Sandro said, “I am not your real brother.” There was a long silence. Coco looked at him in great disbelief. Sandro then continued, “I am adopted. Your parents adopted me when I was a baby. My parents, Fernando and Ilda, died in a car crash. They were your parents’ best friends… they couldn’t see me being orphaned alone, so they took me… a few months before, your parents lost Simone, their newborn baby. He was supposed to be your brother… not me.”


Coco couldn’t believe what he had just heard. He tried not to believe it. He looked at Pippo and Alessio, with his eyes he asked them if that was the truth. Alessio was looking away to another direction and Pippo looked forlorn. From their attitude, Coco knew they were not lying. And now, Coco knew why Marco had said that Sandro shouldn’t be calling him Coco… he meant that Sandro was not a real member of the family…


When Coco finally managed to speak, his voice was a barely audible. He asked Pippo and Alessio, “How long have you known about this?”


Alessio decided to tell him the truth. “For a very long time, Coco.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Coco asked in a raw voice.


“We didn’t want to hurt you. We know how much you love and favor Sandro…” Alessio explained.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Coco asked Sandro. At that moment, tears were really coming down from his eyes. Shez felt like crying too. She couldn’t bear to see the anguish in Coco’s eyes. She turned her face away so she didn’t have to look at his eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me, Sandro?”


Sandro shook his head. “I was afraid you wouldn’t love me anymore.”


Coco then bawled, “But it would’ve been better if you did! How can you keep such a secret from me?! I am your brother, for God’s sake! I am your brother, just as Pippo and Alessio are! Why did you tell them and not me?”


“Coco, please, you have to understand… it was hard for us to do that! You loved Sandro very much and we couldn’t tell you that he wasn’t your real brother!” Pippo reasoned.


Coco kicked a dustbin near his feet away in great rage. He bellowed, “Damn it! I still have the right to know the truth!”


“Look at you now! You’re hurt! This is why we don’t want to tell you, damn it!” Pippo said just as crossly.


“I had to know from an enemy!” Coco retorted.


Sandro raised his hands. “Shut up!” he said. Then he grabbed Coco’s shoulders and shook him. “Please, Coco, don’t make it hard for all of us! It was very hard for us to keep this secret from you… just to guard your feelings! If we don’t tell you the truth, that’s because we care about you too much for you to get hurt!”


Coco released himself from Sandro. “You are a traitor! You didn’t tell me!”


Shez pulled Coco backwards. “Coco! Stop it! Please! They were just trying to protect your feelings!”


Coco was going to explode again but Shez wouldn’t take anymore of that. She was most tired and most horrified seeing Coco being that angry. She then pleadingly looked into his eyes as she threw herself to hug him. 


“Stop it! You’re scaring me off!” Shez said.


Coco cooled down a bit because of her. He had almost forgotten about her. He didn’t want to frighten Shez. He pulled Shez’ head to meet his chest and hugged her tight. “I’m sorry, Shez…”


Shez asked him, “Can we go home now?” 


Coco looked around the room. He gazed at each and every one of his brothers. They all looked dejected. Coco suddenly felt very much crestfallen as well. He didn’t say anything else to them as he led Shez to walk outside from the apartment. He left his brothers inside – speechless and dumbfounded. They didn’t know what to do. They didn’t think Coco would like them to do anything right now. They were just as scandalized as he was.


When Coco was completely out of sight and out of distance, there was a very long silence. In the end, Sandro was the first one to speak. When he did, he sounded very dangerous. 


“Marco is going to pay.”

Chapter 53


Fio screamed when he felt a very strong hand grabbed her arm on the middle of her journey to class. It was still very early in the morning and she thought the campus was empty. She hadn’t seen anyone and she assumed that was the case. She faced her assailant only seconds afterwards. When she found out who it was, she practically shivered. 

It was Sandro… but he was a different Sandro. He wasn’t the Sandro she first met in the café, nor was he the Sandro who had coldly rejected her. He was a dangerous Sandro. He was Marco’s duplicate… they were different but they were actually the same right now. He was as dark and as cold as Marco was.

“What do you want?” Fio asked.

Sandro didn’t answer her. He pulled her by the arm to the direction of the men’s toilet that was very near to them. He opened the door and shoved her in. Fio yelped again. Sandro entered as well and slammed the door behind her. Fio was starting to pray to God… he looked as if he was about to kill her for real…

“You bitch! I should have never trusted you!” Sandro barked in front of her face. “You told Marco about my family background, didn’t you? You gave him all the juice about me, didn’t you? You informed him about being orphaned and then adopted by the Laurentiis! You told him that I only told Pippo and Alessio! You told him that Coco didn’t know!”

“What?” Fio asked confusedly. “I never told anything about that to Marco! I would never do that!”

“Save your lies, bitch!” Sandro said. He pointed his finger at Fio. “This is the reason why I don’t want to have you! This is why I want you out of my life! You are acting as a spy for him! Amanda was so wrong about you… she told me to give you a chance! But she doesn’t know the truth! You tricked her into believing that you were an innocent saint while you’re a hypocrite in truth!”


Fio couldn’t stand it anymore. She slapped Sandro. “How dare you?! I never told Marco anything! Don’t you think I hate him as much as you do? How would you feel if you were the one who has a brother who looks able to kill even his sister? I hate him very much!”


“Quit it with your acting, Costacurta! I know you’re this university theatre’s leading actress… everything about you is fraud…” Sandro scathingly said.


Fio stared defiantly at him. “I don’t care what you think or say about me… I am absolutely nothing of what you say I am!”


Sandro spitted to his right. He was very much disgusted by this girl. “You know what, I should have never known you… I was such a fool to love you once… you’re not worth it. You’re the same as Marco… you’re both the same. You are both scum of the earth!”


Fio slapped him again. Sandro didn’t flinch. He told her boldly, “You and your brother are going to pay for this. I swear to God, Fio.”


Then he left the toilet. Fio was left inside there feeling very hurt, dejected and confused. She didn’t even have an idea of what he was talking about… why was he blaming her? What had happened? She cried then and there. She couldn’t take it anymore. He was an absolute bastard – the lowest living thing she had ever met on earth. But she loved him very much. Why couldn’t he do the same to her?


Crying, Fio left the restroom. She was trembling. That confrontation with Sandro had drained almost everything from her. She had lost the energy, the spirit and the strength to carry on through the day. She really needed her mother right now. She was going to cry on her shoulders. So she decided to skip college today and go home. But before she went home… she must find out what was happening that caused Sandro to say something like that to her and treat her violently.


When she stepped out of building, she saw Terry and Shez together. Fio was glad. They must know at least something about it. She approached them quickly in the front yard bench.


“Ciao, Terry, Shez!” Fio greeted them shortly.


“Fio! Ciao!” Terry exclaimed. 


Shez saw that Fio was looking very miserable. “What is it, Fio? You look… sad.”


“I am, actually. That is why I need to ask you something…” Fio said. She turned to Terry, “Since you and Alessio are quite close, perhaps you would know.”


“What is it?” Terry asked.


Fio cleared her throat before asking, “Is there a problem with Sandro Laurentiis that I don’t know that could make him come to me and accuse me of telling some of his secrets to my brother?”


Terry looked at her confusedly but Shez’s expression altered quickly. Fio noticed the change and asked her immediately, “Shez! You know something, don’t you?”


Shez gulped. Terry was curious as well. “Shez, what happened?” Terry asked.


“What did Sandro do to you?” Shez asked first.


Fio told them the whole story that surprised both Terry and Shez. She finished the story by saying, “He then left… he left me wondering if something had happened that I don’t know that made him treat me like that.”


Shez was looking flustered again. Terry noticed it. “Shez! Come on! What is it?”


Shez sighed. She finally decided to tell them everything that happened last night – from the time she spotted Marco at the party until the time Coco forced his brothers to tell him the truth. Terry listened in shock while Fio was appalled hearing that. His brother had been using Sandro’s secrets to attack both him and Coco. Fio suddenly felt burning fury and frenzy for her brother… that is, if she could consider him a brother!


“That son of a bitch!” Fio swore, referring to her own brother. “He used that to attack Coco and Sandro!”


“Then what happened to Sandro and Coco?” Terry asked.


“Well, I managed to get Coco to leave Alessio’s apartment and bring me home. But Sandro stayed there with Alessio and Pippo. I don’t know what happened to them after that. In my opinion, Pippo and Alessio were just as angry with Coco as they were with Sandro. Coco felt betrayed. But then Coco wouldn’t take the reason why they wouldn’t tell him. He was very stubborn in understanding their reasons. They were angry with him because of that,” Shez explained.


Fio burst into tears. Terry and Shez panicked. She was sobbing very violently that Terry had to pull her down and console her. Terry hugged her tightly and told her that there was nothing to worry about. Things should get better in a few days when Coco accepts that fact. But Fio kept crying.


She stammered, “I hate Marco… why… why… why did he have to tell Coco that? How did he know anyway? Now… Sand…. Sandro is blaming it on me! But… I… didn’t do it! I didn’t tell Marco anything at all… I would never… be… betray someone I love… and I love Sandro!”


Shez felt pity for her. “Oh, Fio… if there’s anything I could do…”


“No, there is nothing you can do… I want to get out of here! I want to get away from Marco! I don’t want to see him ever again!” Fio said.


Terry and Shez exchanged gazes. They were not certain of what to do so they just stayed quiet and tried to soothe the crying Fio. Fio then sobbed, “I don’t want to live with Marco anymore. I want to run away.”


“Fio, don’t say that. Where would you go?” Shez said.


“Anywhere but in the same place as Marco!” Fio said. 


“What would your parents say?” Terry asked. “Think about it… running away is not the best solution! Even if you do run away, Marco will be able to find you…”


“NO! I have to leave! I don’t want to be his victim anymore!” Fio wept.


Terry and Shez felt just as angry as she was. Marco certainly deserved a thrashing in hell by the devil himself. Or perhaps since he was almost the devil himself, perhaps they should have dinner together. 


“Oh, come on, Fio… it’s not that bad! Don’t worry… we’ll help you…”


Fio was still weeping. She was absolutely devastated. She kept on crying and crying. Ten minutes later, Fio’s sobbing started to subside but she was still sniveling a little. Terry took out a piece of tissue from inside her bag and handed it to Fio. Fio took it slowly and started shedding the tears that were wetting her face. Shez stroked her back.


“Feel better?” Shez asked.


“No,” Fio answered.


“But you can’t run away,” Shez stated.


“I have to,” Fio said determinedly.


Terry shook her head. “Oh, no! You can’t!” She sighed. “Look, Fio… this situation isn’t all that bad… all you have to do now is talk to Marco and ask him where he found out about Sandro.”


“What if Marco goes to find Sandro and tries to harm him? Marco would seek revenge for me because Sandro had hurt me,” Fio argued.


“Tell him that you didn’t find out about the incident from Sandro but from us,” Terry said. “Shez was there last night and she could have told us.”


“But, Sandro…”


“We will take care of Sandro. I will go talk to Alessio and ask him to help you. I will ask him to talk to Sandro and tell him that you’re not involved in this!” Terry said. 


When Fio said nothing, Terry said, “Trust me, Fio… we’ll try to help you. But you have to help yourself. Get over it and start doing something about it!”


Alessio rushed out from his office. He was almost late for an appointment. Usually, he would not be this panicked when he’s late. But this time it was a special appointment. This appointment is with Terry. He had a date with her. They planned to have dinner for two in his apartment. But they were going grocery shopping together first and Alessio was very late to go to the supermarket. He just hoped Terry had the patience to wait for him.


And he thanked God for making Terry have the patience indeed. Terry was waiting in front of the supermarket. She was bringing three volumes of what seemed to be very heavy books. Alessio grimaced… she must have suffered having to have stood there with those books. He quickly parked the car and then walked out of the car as soon as the car stopped.


“Terry!” Alessio called out.


“There you are… finally!” Terry said. “What took you so long?”


Alessio didn’t answer her question immediately. The first thing he did to her was kissing her on the cheeks and then taking the books from her hand. He then dashed off to his car and dumped the books in. He came back in no time.


“Sorry I’m late. I had a long meeting with Pippo and the managers before. I had to bug Pippo to let me go this early,” Alessio said. Then he slipped his arm around Terry’s waist. “So, shall we go shopping?”


They bought all they needed for their self-created dinner date. It only took them half an hour to shop because Terry knew what to buy and Alessio was quick in issuing the cash. They walked out of the supermarket and entered the car and drove away straight to Alessio’s apartment.


On the way to his apartment, Terry asked, “How are you and your brothers doing? Coco? Sandro? Pippo?”


“Why do you ask?” Alessio asked as he turned the steering wheel to the left.


Terry shrugged. “Shez told me what happened last night. She said everyone was very emotional.”


Alessio sighed. “So you know now… about Sandro? That he’s not our real brother?”


“Yes, I do,” Terry answered.


Silence followed after that. Alessio then spoke up, “How would you feel if you were in any of our places?”


“That depends,” Terry said. “I’d be equally hurt if I were Sandro or Coco – Coco should have been told but the way Coco didn’t want to understand must have hurt Sandro too. If I were in your or Pippo’s place, I would wonder how those two are going to settle down their problems.” Terry then added slowly, “And I would tell Sandro to leave Fio alone.”


Alessio’s face hardened immediately. “What did he do to her now?”


Terry told him what happened straightforwardly but she left out the bit about Fio wanting to run away. Alessio listened in anger and exasperation. This was getting really out of hand. Sandro always took matter into his own hands. And being the sensitive self that he was, he was easily suspicious of everything and everyone that he thought attempts of hurting him.


“Sandro had a reasonable reason to be angry but he should have asked Fio the truth first,” Terry said angrily. 


Alessio sighed resignedly. “I don’t know what to do either. I can talk to Sandro but he never wants to listen from anyone. I can also ask Pippo to talk Sandro but he did that once and they ended up fighting. Sandro is being difficult. He has to become conscious about his mistakes on his own. No one can do anything about it until he realizes it himself.”


“Well, can’t you ask your mother to talk to him or something?” Terry asked.


The idea struck Alessio’s mind as brilliant. Why didn’t anyone think of that? Their parents must have a good solution for this. Even though they were all old enough to handle their own problems but they still had parents after all… Sandro was particularly close with their mother, so she might be the one who could give him advice.


“I think that’s actually a good idea,” Alessio said to Terry’s surprise. He turned to look at her and smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Terry.” And he kissed her on the forehead. Terry smiled back, feeling very happy as though she was flying in the sky… thanks to the kiss!


“That’s my ice cream!” Terry protested.


Alessio just stuck out his tongue at her and took another spoonful of ice cream to put in his mouth from the ice cream container that Terry was holding. Terry shrieked and nudged Alessio on the ribs. He laughed and then grabbed the container away from Terry’s hand and placed it on the table, next to his own container. Terry was still poking him when Alessio did something she was not prepared for. He grabbed her on the waist and then carried her to the sofa. He dropped her there. Terry shrieked once again but Alessio’s laugh became even louder.


Alessio then laid himself on top of Terry. He was crushing her under his body. “Terry, you would have to say sorry if you want me to leave.”


“What?! What for?” Terry protested.


“For nudging me and poking me,” Alessio said.


“I did not!”


“Oh, yes you did!” He looked into her eyes playfully and then said, “Now, say sorry.”


Terry stared at him indignantly, but jokingly. “No!”


Alessio didn’t flinch. “Or, promise me that you will come to watch me in France this weekend.”


Terry sighed. “I told you, I would come if I could.”


“But I already told you that you could… you don’t have to come as my crew. I just want you to be there with me… as a companion.” Then he stared deeply into her eyes. Terry suddenly felt lost inside the softness of his gaze. She felt extremely intimate with him. Alessio then said, “I want you there as my partner… as in lover, Terry.”


That caught Terry by surprise. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was Alessio really saying this? She couldn’t believe it! And suddenly she just felt like crying, the way she did in the last race when Alessio called her ‘carina’. She cried then and she was crying now as well. 


“Why are you crying? You don’t like me? You don’t want me?” Alessio asked. His heart was beating violently, anxious to hear Terry’s answer. He hoped to God she wouldn’t refuse him. “Terry… I love you.”


The statement made her tears come down more and more. She didn’t sob or weep but tears were running down turbulently from her eyes. She had waited for two years to hear him say this to her. She had waited for him to finally pay attention to her. She had waited for him to break up with Laura so that she could have him for herself. She had waited to be his lover. Now her chance was here and all she could feel was happiness so strong that she couldn’t help crying.


Alessio closed his eyes. He kissed Terry gently on the lips. But at the first touch, he suddenly felt passion running over his body. He pressed her lips stronger as he kissed her. Terry kissed him back with the same ardor he had. She welcomed him openly. His hands moved downwards and he slipped them under the shirt she was wearing. Terry didn’t stop him. Instead, she lifted her hands and encircled Alessio’s neck with them. Another great surge of infatuation hit Alessio’s spine and he kissed her more ardently. It was as if he would never stop kissing her. 


His hands explored her body freely. Terry didn’t voice her objections at all. It made Alessio feel even more zealous. He was getting hot with desire now and he didn’t think he could stop doing this.

He had never felt this way before. He had once felt something like this with Laura – deep passion and desire – but with Terry, it was different. They had been friends even before he realized they had romantic feelings for each other. They knew each other well before they started going out. Terry was also not Laura who tends to hold back herself. Laura was never as eager as Terry was when she was with Alessio. But Terry… Terry was always there for him. Since the first day they met, she had never been away from him. He could always depend on her if he needed something.

Now, he needed love… and Terry didn’t mind giving it to him.

“Alessio…” she muttered in between his hot kisses.

“Hmm?” he answered. He didn’t want to lose contact with her lips so he only lifted his face by an inch from hers.

“I think…”

“We shouldn’t stop,” Alessio murmured, finishing off what he thought she was going to say. Alessio kissed her even deeper… and he then trailed his lips down to her neck. He began kissing her there as his hands finally met the heavens of her body.

“Alessio…” she lamented quietly.

Alessio felt his clothes were already too tight for him… he didn’t think he could hold on any longer. “Terry… I want you… I need you…” he whispered against her neck. “Please, let me do it…”

Terry could feel her heart stopped beating for a while there. He was asking for her heart, for her love… her virtue. She wasn’t sure if she were ready.

Alessio then lifted his face from her neck. He looked into her eyes. What Terry saw in his eyes almost broke her heart for real. She saw something deep, something eloquent… she didn’t know what it was but she knew it wasn’t lust. He was looking at her affectionately without any sign of malice. At that moment, she knew right away Alessio was very serious with her.

“Can I have you, Terry?”

Terry smiled at him. His heart was warmed instantly by the smile. Terry then touched his face gently and caressed his cheeks. Alessio tilted his head to the side to feel the warmth of her touch. He kissed the palm of her hand. 

After that, Terry answered him, “Yes, Alessio. You can have me.”

That was exactly what Alessio received that night: Terry. 

Chapter 54


Fio locked the suitcase she had been packing for the past three hours. She was putting everything she needed there, including books. She didn’t bring too many clothes, as they weren’t necessary. Now all she had to do was take care of her financial situation – how much money she should bring. She had plenty of money but they were still under a trust of her father. She had enough cash to live on for a couple of days but for the rest of that she would have to depend on her bank account. Even that could only last for at least one month – her allowance money had been used before. 


But she wasn’t going to let financial burden prevent her from going away from home. She was determined to leave the house. She really didn’t know where to go. The first thing that was on her mind was just to leave as soon as possible. She couldn’t stand living with Marco anymore. She knew she was going to hurt her parents but her feelings were more important to her right now. She couldn’t live like this forever.


Fio glanced at the clock. It was already four o’clock in the morning. Fio placed the farewell letter she had written two hours before in an envelope and put it on top of her now almost empty desk. She then changed into her traveling outfit. After she was ready, she looked around her room for the final time. She was really leaving.


And she did. She left her room very, very quietly and cautiously. First, she had to pass Marco’s room. She passed his room almost without breathing. Marco could be wide-awake right now. No one knew. After she tiptoed very carefully across to the staircase, she had to make sure she didn’t trip over the stairs. Fio managed to do that in a shorter time than when she had to pass Marco’s room. Not so long afterwards, she was already in front of the kitchen. 


Fio entered the kitchen, slowly opening the door. She saw the spare keys hanging in the glass-windowed cupboard that was next to the refrigerator. Fio searched for the keys to the back door and back gates. She found them easily as they were already marked before. In no time, she managed to open the back door and relocked it again. She practically ran to the gates. But her heart stopped when she heard the footsteps of the guards who were on night watch. She quickly hid herself behind a large pillar in the backyard. The guards passed quickly and Fio sighed gladly. She continued her journey to the gate. After making sure there was no one around, she opened the heavy locked gates with great effort. 


The next minute, she was already on the street behind her house. She smiled victoriously. She was out of the house. Now, all she had to do was go… to wherever she thought was safe. Safe from Marco and safe from Sandro.


“You’d have to kiss me first if you want this cake,” Alessio said to Terry inside the blanket that was wrapping them together.


Terry frowned jokingly. “I’d rather not.” 


Alessio furrowed his eyebrows in exasperation. Terry laughed seeing him then. He was just so sweet when he frowned. Alessio didn’t frown for long, though. He kissed Terry’s neck and then hugged her even closer.


“Alessio!” she yelped when he bit her gently on the side of her neck.


“What?” Alessio replied innocently.


“You’re hurting me,” Terry said lightheartedly.


She made it as if it sounded like a joke. But Alessio didn’t smile at that. He suddenly looked very serious and made Terry feel confused. “I was just joking, Al,” Terry said.


“No, it’s not that…” Alessio said. He then paused for a while as he looked into her eyes. “Terry… about last night… I am sorry…”


Terry looked at him even more confusedly. “What for?”


There was a moment of silence before Alessio told her what had been disturbing his mind. Finally, he said, “I am sorry if I hurt you last night.”


Terry smiled. She gazed back into his beautiful eyes. She almost broke into tears again. Alessio was again looking at her lovingly and sincerely. She had never seen anyone look at her that passionately. When she spoke, her voice was nothing more than a whisper. And the words she said to him made him almost break down as well. “It was worth it. Even if you hurt me I wouldn’t know… because I love you.”


Alessio smiled and kissed her again. Terry was once again pulled into a trance. Last night, she had felt like this for once in her lifetime. She made love with Alessio for the first time in her life. He made her feel as if she were in heaven. She didn’t want to stop. And it seemed that Alessio knew what she wanted… he didn’t stop making love to her once. He did it over and over again last night. It was as if he had always been longing to do it with her. Of course, Terry didn’t complain at all.


This morning he woke her up. She found herself sleeping on his bed with him next to her. He kissed her and told her that breakfast was ready. Then he wrapped her with a blanket and told her to come with him to the living room. Apparently he had set up a little “picnic” in the middle of his living room. There were bread rolls, cakes, fruits and milk for breakfast. He then joined her in the blanket and he started to feed her. She found the whole thing very romantic and intimate, especially with their bodies joined together so closely. She didn’t want this time to end at all because she was afraid that if it did, he would stop loving her.


“So, do you want another cake?” Alessio asked after kissing her.


“Of course! I deserve one too! I’ve kissed you!” Terry joked.


“That was me kissing you,” Alessio retorted with a cheeky smile. He took one small cake and fed it to Terry. Terry took a bite and chewed slowly. Alessio ate the rest of it.  He finished the cake and then said, “I’ve never done this before, you know?”


“Really? I thought this is one of your ways of winning a girl’s heart,” Terry teased.


“Well, yes. I am trying to win your heart completely, so I use this setting. Am I successful?” Alessio asked.


Terry creased her forehead, looking as if she were thinking. Finally she said, “Well…”


In a warning tone, he said, “Don’t tell me it’s not working…”


“What if I do?” Terry challenged him.


“I’ll make you come late to college.”


“Hah! And how are you going to do that?”


“I’ll make love to you again!”


Terry laughed. But the moment after, she kissed his cheek and said, “In that case… it’s really not working at all.”


Alessio took her to his room once again in no time.


Amanda felt very sleepy. Her eyes were heavy and all she could do was yawn. She didn’t feel like going to school but she couldn’t stay at home. Yesterday she had been at home and skipped her classes. But yesterday, she had a good reason for that. She was still ill from the fever and flu she got on the weekend. Today, however, was a different case. She was sure her parents wouldn’t be happy if they knew she stayed at home because of sleepiness. And already she could hear her mother’s thunderous tirade if that happened.


She opened the water tap and let water flow, wetting her sponge. Then she wiped her face with it. Perhaps a little bit of water could help her wake up. But a minute later, she realized that a little would not help her at all. She needed something stronger. She then took a cold-water shower. The chill of the water almost froze her completely but she woke up instantly. She finished showering and then walked out of the bathroom.


After dressing up, on the way to the kitchen, Amanda glanced at the clock. It was only eight. Her first class today started at ten thirty. One of her professors called in sick, Elena reported, and all schedules were temporarily changed. Usually, she would opt to go to campus early. However, laziness seemed to attack today. She might as well stay home first and go to campus later. Amanda then went to the kitchen to get some milk. With a glass of milk on her hand a few minutes later, she sat on the chair in front of the desk and started to read the e-mail that kept her awake all night.  

I don’t know when I can come there to see you again, cara. But I hope it would be soon. I feel so lonely without you…(right, and how many times have I said that in my previous e-mails?) I only want to be with you. I hope you still want to be with me too.

That was the part she kept reading over and over again.

Yesterday, as she was feeling bored doing nothing at home alone, she decided to check her forgotten e-mail accounts. In one of them, she found fifty e-mails with thirty from Ethan. She spent all evening and all night long reading them. Some of them were very long until the scroll bar was very thin and some others were very short, the message only said, “I love you” or “I miss you”. Some time during the reading, she burst out into tears and her feelings of loneliness started to come back. But then she read the next e-mail and she started laughing reading his funny stories of work.


If she could meet him again she would. In fact, she’d give anything to be with Ethan once again. Now she was very sure she could not live without him and even if she could life was never the same again and would never be without him. Proof was: her life suddenly became chaotic – with all the problems with Sandro, Fio and Marco – since he left. If Ethan were still there, he would never ever let her get involved into something like that. He would protect her. 

But she didn’t know when she could see him again either. Ethan had explained that his new job consumed most of his time and even he couldn’t rest until it was over nine o’clock in the evening. He also told her that his mother suddenly feel sick because of exhaustion and he kept coming back and forth from New York to his hometown somewhere in Illinois to visit her.

She could only wait.

Suddenly, the phone rang. Amanda turned to look at the receiver that was only placed a few steps away from the computer desk. She was very reluctant to go and answer it. She waited until it rang three times. Only then she left her chair to answer the phone.

“Pronto?” Amanda greeted.

“Amanda?” a voice came asked.

Amanda was sure she had heard of this voice before but she was still not familiar with it. “Yes, this is Amanda. Who is speaking?”

The voice trembled as it answered, “This is Martina, Fio’s mother.”

Amanda was surprised. She didn’t expect her to call. “Oh! Mrs. Costacurta! What a surprise! Is there anything I can do to help you?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, there is… but, I want to ask you first… is Fio there? Is she at your apartment?” Martina asked.

Amanda furrowed her eyebrows in confusion. “No. I haven’t seen her since Saturday. I didn’t go to campus so I didn’t meet her anywhere. She hasn’t called me.”

Martina’s voice started to sound tearful. “Oh, God… where is she?”

“What do you mean? Isn’t she at home?” Amanda asked. She was beginning to feel suspicious.

At that moment, Martina broke into tears. “She’s left home. She… she left a note saying that she was tired of living in the same house with all of us and she ran away.”

“WHAT?” Amanda never felt worse than now. She was surprised and aghast to find that truth. “Mrs. Costacurta, are you sure? Perhaps she just left the house early…”

“There is her note here! I am holding it! She clearly stated that she’s moving out of the house! Yesterday she was fine! She had dinner with me and we were laughing… but now…” Martina started to sob.

Amanda was confused. She tried to think of something to do. Then she said, “I will come down there soon, Mrs. Costacurta. Don’t worry, I will help you.”

As soon as she hung up, she returned to the computer to turn it off. She then took her bag and books. She forgot to take her jacket as she snatched the keys to her apartment from the coat hanger near the door. She just left as fast as she could. 

Outside her apartment building, she saw the bus was starting to leave. Amanda panicked. She needed to get in the bus. She hailed for it but the bus didn’t stop to wait for her. Amanda frowned. The next bus with the direction to Fio’s house was not going to come until another five minutes. She decided to take the next bus that comes although she knew the route was going to be different. She had to change bus in the second stop. But, who cares about that now? When that next bus came two minutes later, Amanda jumped in and she actually told the driver to hurry up.

Five minutes later, she jumped down again from the bus and waited for the next one to come. She glanced at her watch. She suddenly smiled full of satisfaction. Not bad, she said to herself, this was actually the first time she could arrive anywhere in such a quick time. As she was waiting, suddenly someone called her, “Amanda?”

Amanda gasped. She didn’t think anyone in the street would know her. Amanda turned around and she saw Terry and Alessio together, holding hands.

“Oh! Ciao!” Amanda greeted. She was now feeling very curious. Alessio and Terry were holding hands very romantically. Could they be an item now? But she hadn’t the time to ponder on that. Her bus was coming. 

“What are you doing here?” Alessio asked.

“Catching the bus,” Amanda answered.

Terry creased her forehead. “But the campus is on the other way around…”

“I am not going to the campus. I am going to…” she started to tell but then stopped herself. Perhaps she should keep this piece of news to herself before the matter is clear. 

At that time, Alessio blurted the first thing that came to his mind, “Pippo’s apartment?”

Amanda furrowed her eyebrows again. “Why?”

“Well, if you’re waiting for that particular bus, it can take you to his apartment with just one stop,” Alessio said with a sheepish smile, realizing what he had said. Terry was glaring at him.

Amanda didn’t know how to answer that. She just shrugged and smiled. “All right. I will say hi to him. But I really have to go now.”

“But, Amanda, if you’re going to Pippo’s house, you can just take a ride with Alessio. He’s going there this morning,” Terry said.

“I am not going there, Terry,” Amanda said, sighing. 

Terry was feeling suspicious now. Amanda’s answers had been very confusing. She just knew something had happened. Terry released her hand from Alessio’s and then moved forward so that she could speak more privately with her.

“Is there something wrong?” she asked in a whisper.

Amanda sighed again. She nodded. “Fio ran away from home.”

“WHAT?!” Terry gasped.

“She left a note to her mother saying that she was going to run away and apparently she meant it,” Amanda answered slowly.

“Oh my God, it must be because of Sandro,” Terry said furiously.

“Sandro? What happened?” Amanda asked. She should have known it from the start… Sandro! Wasn’t he always the cause of the problem in Fio’s life beside of her own brother lately? 

“Well, it’s a long story…” Terry said. She glimpsed at Alessio and whispered, “I don’t want to let him hear this because it would probably hurt him once again.”

Amanda didn’t know what she meant by that but she wouldn’t ask either, afraid that Alessio would hear. She finally just said, “Meet me in the front yard today. I will tell you the whole story.”

Terry nodded. “Okay, well, Amanda, are you sure you don’t want to ride with us?”

“Yeah, Amanda… it would be much easier to get there, wherever you are going,” Alessio said. 

The bus was pulling over. Amanda looked at Alessio and Terry. Before she started to leave, she teased the both of them, “No, thank you. At this moment, I don’t have a boyfriend to hold my hand and I am afraid I would be jealous seeing the two of you hold hands together.” Before Alessio and Terry could say anything, Amanda ran to the bus and waved her hand to them from the door. 

Alessio and Terry blushed. “How did she know?” Alessio asked.

“Amanda knows everything,” Terry answered.

“Does she know that Pippo wants her as a sister?” Alessio asked.

“He does?” Terry asked in amazement.

“Well, sort of,” Alessio answered.

“Wait, are we really going to Pippo’s place? What for?” 

Alessio smiled and then leaned to kiss her forehead. “I have to tell him that I’m back dating a girl again. I imagine he would be happy to know that my new girlfriend is you.”

Amanda was astonished to see the place Fio called home. It was a beautiful stone house with classic architecture design and it was very grand. There were guards on the watch in front of it, both outside and inside the gate. Amanda stepped forward to greet one of them who was standing outside and told him that she wanted to meet Mrs. Costacurta, concerning Fio’s problem. She had to wait a while because the guard needed to clarify it with the lady. It didn’t take long because she was then permitted to enter. The two guards waiting inside the post, behind the gate, escorted her inside.

“Your name, Miss?” one of them asked.

“My name is Amanda Maldini,” Amanda asked, as she followed the two guards to the house.

“Are you a friend of Miss Costacurta?” he asked again.

“Yes,” Amanda answered.

“I hope you can help Mr. and Mrs. Costacurta. They are very shaken with Miss Costacurta’s departure,” he said.

“I hope so too,” Amanda replied. She then wondered if Marco was home. She hadn’t seen Marco Di Vaio or Marco Costacurta again since that time he came to meet them in the campus yard. But she would be glad if he wasn’t around.

But she had to wipe away her hopes for Marco not to be home. He was the one who opened the door for her. He nodded his head curtly to the guards, telling them to return to their stations and then turned his attention to Amanda.

“Are you Amanda?” Marco asked. He was staring straight into her eyes and Amanda could feel the coldness freezing her.

“Yes,” Amanda answered very quietly.

“Please come in, Amanda,” Marco said. He opened the door wide for her to come in. Amanda stepped inside slowly. She wanted to be cautious for this man. He was very intimidating.

“May I take your books?” Marco offered.

“No,” Amanda answered immediately, wrapping her arms protectively around the books she was holding as if they were too precious for him to touch. She realized her rudeness and then apologized shortly. She felt very awkward. She tried to avoid his eyes.

Marco was stunned to see this girl. He had heard that this girl was one of his sister’s closest friends and she was the one who took Sandro Laurentiis away from his sister… to be honest, Marco didn’t think Sandro deserved her. She seemed so pure, so innocent… Somehow, he understood this girl’s awkward manners. She must be afraid of him. No doubt, she knew what was going on between him and Sandro Laurentiis. But as she was his sister’s good friend, he couldn’t hate her.

“Amanda, I know you might think I am monster because I am your boyfriend’s enemy but I am not going to hurt you because you are my sister’s good friend,” Marco said straightforwardly.

Amanda’s reserved attitude was beaten by her astonishment of his words. “Boyfriend?” she asked, blinking.

“You are Sandro Laurentiis’ girlfriend, aren’t you?” Marco asked.

Amanda started to shake her head but then she realized Marco hadn’t found out about what happened between them that Saturday. She then changed the movement of her head to a nod. “Yes, sort of. We are not exactly going steady but we are… ah, intimate,” Amanda said.

“Sorry if I say this, but he doesn’t deserve you. You’re too good for him,” Marco said as he started to lead her to the living room.

Amanda glared at him. Not only he was cold, but he turned to be bold in his opinions as well. Amanda wondered how he kisses a girl… cold or bold? 

“No offense,” he said. “But, I believe you were already on the right track with Ethan Carson. He was a good friend of mine. We used to meet in diplomatic parties.”

Amanda almost forgot that Ethan and this Marco character were both sons of diplomats and politicians. They were so different that she couldn’t see any similarities between them. Come to think of it now, Ethan and Marco had some things in common. Their fathers were in politics and diplomacy, they were both well aware of that because, like Ethan, Marco seemed to be able to negotiate his arguments very well and they were both wearing black jackets always. When Amanda saw Marco the other day, he was wearing one and today he was wearing the same one too.

“Our relationship has finished. I would appreciate it if you don’t talk about it anymore,” Amanda said.

Marco smiled apologetically. Like Fio’s smile, it was standoffish. But Fio’s smile still had warmth in it, but this one was plain aloof. 

Their short conversation was interrupted by the entrance of Billy and Martina Costacurta. Billy looked somber while Martina was obviously crying. The two of them greeted Amanda and hugged them as if she were their own child.

“Oh, Amanda, thank you for coming here,” Martina said.

“No problem, Mrs. Costacurta,” Amanda said.

“Please, I told you to call me Zia Martina,” Martina said softly, wiping a teardrop.

“How are you, Amanda?” Billy asked.

“I am fine, thank you. I should ask you the same thing… how do you feel?” Amanda asked worriedly.

“Terrible!” Martina said. “I can’t believe she did this to us! Why?”

“Please, sit down, Amanda,” Billy said. He turned to Marco and ordered him to fetch her a drink. Amanda sat down with Martina and put her books aside. Billy sat on the other chair. “We are feeling bad about this. At first, when we couldn’t find her, we thought she was kidnapped because the windows to her room were opened. But then we found the letter and it just makes no sense to us…”

Martina then grabbed the letter from inside her pocket. She handed it to Amanda. Amanda read it carefully. It really did say she wanted to leave because she couldn’t stand living with them anymore. She didn’t say particularly why but she mentioned that she was very tired of the problems in her life lately and she couldn’t get help from her family. Then she apologized and promised to come home once everything was settled. Amanda felt more curious and confused than sad.

“This is a very strange letter,” Amanda commented. 

“Exactly,” Billy agreed. “I don’t even know she’s having problems right now… she always seemed cheerful in front of us. She always had dinner with us and she talked to us about how fun life is with you, Victoria De Rossi and Shehnaz Hakeem in addition to her friends Nadia and Valentina. She told us that she has met a nice boy and wants us to meet him. She said her grades were excellent and even showed us proof of that. She mentioned how enjoyable Pippo Laurentiis’ lecture a couple of times. We never knew anything of problems from Fio!”

“But there were times, Billy, I saw her looking blank and just staring outside the window… and then in Saturday nights, she didn’t go out at all like usual. I know she said she was waiting e-mails from that new boy she met but I know too that she’s actually feeling very sad about something. She wouldn’t tell me what the problem was, though!” Martina said.

Amanda sighed. She knew. Something must have happened with Sandro and Marco and Fio was made to feel distraught about it until she had the courage of running away from home. Terry and Shez seemed to know a great deal more about this. She needed to talk to them and then to Sandro… 

Marco returned with the drinks. Amanda was offered tea and she politely accepted. As she drank her tea, she asked Martina if she could bring the letter for her to examine first or not.

“Of course,” Martina said.

“Amanda, do you have any idea where she might be? We tried asking Nadia and Valentina but they have no idea at all,” Billy said tiredly.

“To be honest, I don’t. But I can find out,” Amanda said determinedly.

Pippo was obviously surprised but pleased when Alessio told him Terry was his girlfriend now. He was so happy for his brother than he kissed him! He told Terry and Alessio that this was the best thing he heard since the incident that happened between Coco and Sandro last weekend. 

“You guys are going to make my day!” Pippo said. He then had an idea to call Amanda and tell her about this. He remembered that Amanda was the only other person who had an idea that something was going on between Alessio and Terry since the beginning.

“Who are you calling?” Alessio asked. “Not the reporters, right?”

Terry laughed as Pippo made a face. He said, “Of course not! I am going to call Amanda! She had known this would happen between the two of you since the start!”

“She did?!”

“Oh, yes!” Pippo said smugly.

“Well, save it, Pippo. She already knows. We met her while we were going out from my apartment and she said…”

Pippo creased his forehead. “Your apartment?” he asked. “She met the two of you in your apartment? What was she doing there?”

“No… outside, Pippo!” Terry clarified. “Alessio and I were walking out of there and saw Amanda at the bus stop. We asked her where she was going and she said she was… well, she said that she would say hi to you… because it was as if she were taking a bus to the direction of your apartment. We offered her a ride but then she said that she was not going here. When she was about to leave she told us something that made us know that she knew about us.”

Pippo nodded. Then another thing came to his mind… he stared at Alessio smugly and said, “What was Terry doing in your apartment, Alessio?”

Alessio’s eyes widened at that question and seeing the smug face of his brother, he started to punch him playfully. “Damn you!”

“I guess that’s rhetorical!” Pippo said, suddenly burst out laughing loudly. Terry blushed again. He said, “Oh, God… I don’t know what Beppe would say about this!”

“Uh-oh, I haven’t thought about him…” Alessio said. He turned to Terry. “Do you think he’s going to kill me?”

Terry shrugged. She hadn’t thought about that before. She knew she would have to tell her father that they were now a couple but she honestly didn’t know whether he would approve or not. Whatever happens, she was not going to give up on it.

“Well, I might as well break this news to him soon before he finds out from someone else,” Alessio said.

“And how do you plan to do that?” Pippo asked.

“I have no idea,” Alessio said. But he smiled at Terry and said, “But I am not going to give up on it.”

Terry smiled. Alessio came to her and then kissed her. Pippo was very happy to see that. Pippo then said, “Well, I’ll just wait until…”

Suddenly the telephone rang. Pippo jumped to his feet immediately. Alessio was the one who was smiling smugly right now. He told Terry that it was probably Stefania calling him. Or else, what other reason could make him rush to the phone like that? Pippo must have been waiting a call from her.

“Pronto?” Pippo greeted.

“Pippo?” 

Pippo felt as if a bolt of lightning thunder struck him. He couldn’t believe this voice was hers… “Amanda?! How did you know my phone number?” Hearing Pippo exclaim her name, Alessio and Terry were very surprised.

“I am sorry to disturb you, professor. I know you are probably getting ready to go to work, but I really need your help,” Amanda fired away immediately.

“Are you in trouble, Amanda?” Pippo asked. 

“Not me, Profe… I mean, Pippo. But, I do need help,” Amanda said.

“All right. Do you want me to come now?”

“Not now. Can you come to the campus at one o’clock, during lunchtime? I need to discuss something with you,” Amanda said. 

Pippo almost cursed. He had a lunch date with Stefania at one! 

“But if you can’t, that’s okay,” Amanda said.

“How serious is this problem?” Pippo asked.

“Very serious,” Amanda said gravely.

Pippo made up his mind. He couldn’t afford having Amanda involved in another problem without help for the second time around. Getting involved with his brother, Fio and Marco was already too much for her. He needed to prevent whatever problem that was going to come so that Amanda wouldn’t break down again.

“All right. I will come there at lunchtime. At the front yard?” 

“Yes. Thank you very much, Professor,” Amanda said. 

“Pippo! My name is Pippo! You are supposed to call me Pippo!” 

“Oh yes, sorry… thank you very much, Pippo.”

As Pippo hung up, Terry made a mental note: she had to see Amanda today before she met Pippo. And she told Alessio to drop her off at the campus. Alessio said he would do anything for her and once again, for the thousandth time this morning, he kissed her again.  

“Oh my God” was the only thing Amanda could say when Shez and Terry told her what happened to Fio, Sandro and Coco on the weekend and the day after. They were in the corridor of the campus building. She managed to catch up with the two of them before their classes started. 

“I haven’t seen Coco since then,” Shez said. “I asked Massimo where he might be and it seems that Coco has disappeared as well.”

“This is bad… he disappeared… Fio disappeared… I am not surprised if Sandro has disappeared as well!” Terry said exasperatedly.

Shez shook her head. “I can’t believe this is happening! Why does this have to happen? That bastard Marco should be responsible for all this!”

“I don’t think he feels that way. He doesn’t even look sad that his sister is missing. He is probably very happy because that way he can keep Sandro away from Fio without an effort from his side at all!” Amanda angrily said.

“Are you going to tell Pippo about this?” Terry asked.

“He’s the only one I know who can help me,” Amanda answered.

“Amanda! No!” Shez protested. “You’re asking Sandro’s brother to find Marco’s sister?! That is suicidal! What if Marco finds out?”

“But he is a professor! If Marco tries to hurt Pippo, he would be expelled or even go to jail!” Amanda reasoned. “Besides, he’s an adult! He would know what to do… besides, he’s also Fio’s professor and Fio’s parents know him well enough. He has a lot of connections – both good and bad people… unlike Marco who seems to know only the bad ones, Pippo is far more advanced!” 

“Listen, whatever you do, please be careful… you are dealing with the Costacurtas and the Laurentiis here. They are almost enemies and friends at the same time… don’t you get caught up in the middle!” Shez said.

Amanda nodded. “I will be careful. I am just concerned about Fio.”

After meeting Shez and Terry, she went to her class. To cover her worries, she acted as if nothing serious happened. She was cheerful in front of her friends. She even told Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele that Ethan had just sent her several e-mails. Daniele acted like a jealous pursuer and they all had a good laugh about it. The class started and she had to pay attention for a while. When it was finally over, she excused herself from her friends and went to the front yard. Thankfully, they didn’t ask her about anything.

To her relief, Pippo was already there. He stood under Amanda’s favorite tree spot. He was not wearing a fancy business suit this time. He went for the professor look this time. Amanda smiled seeing that. He must want to keep his profile as a businessman low. Well, she couldn’t imagine how exactly the students would react if they found out that their favorite professor leads a double life.

“Ciao!” Amanda greeted him.

“Ciao,” Pippo replied.

“Thank you for coming,” Amanda said.

“You better hurry, Amanda. I am dying to find out what is the problem with you this time,” Pippo said rather impatiently. But the reason for that was because he had just had a little fight with Stefania. So he was feeling very moody right now. “So, what else is it this time?”

Amanda felt uneasy. It was as if he was suggesting that Amanda always made him preoccupied. “Well, Professor, I am sorry if I always give you trouble. I don’t mean to…”

Pippo was stunned. Then he realized that what he had said before was probably not properly placed. It was perhaps misleading for her. He quickly said, “No, Amanda… I’m sorry… that is not what I meant…”

Amanda felt even worse. “No, seriously, Professor… maybe I shouldn’t have bothered you with this problem. It’s a bad idea.” Amanda turned around to leave.

Pippo knocked his own head. You stupid! Now, look what you’ve done to her! 
“Amanda! Wait!” Pippo called out. “Come back here!”

Amanda stopped and looked at him. “No, Professor, I don’t mean to trouble you. Believe me, if I had known you have so much in your mind already, I wouldn’t have asked you to come. I am really sorry to have made you come here.”

Pippo sighed. This girl was very stubborn. Or perhaps too nice? He chased her.

“Amanda!” he called out once again.

“Yeah?” she asked.

Pippo grabbed her hand once he was close by so that she wouldn’t run away again. “Amanda, will you listen until I finish?”

He was using that authoritative voice again and Amanda flinched. Pippo once again realized his mistake. He cursed himself in his heart. Everything he did today seemed to be wrong. “Amanda, listen… I am confused and worried right now. I can’t stop thinking about what is going to happen to you. I can’t stop thinking that you are not safe. I know this might sound silly, but I was very serious when I told your father that I was going to take good care of you… he has helped me a lot, now I must pay him back. You are already like a sister to me. Forgive me if I sound rude. But no matter what, I still want to know what’s going on.”

It took him exactly 15 minutes to finally convince her. He thought, she is even harder to persuade than Stefania! Pippo told her that it would be better if they talked somewhere else. Pippo suggested that they go to a restaurant. Amanda suggested that they go to Primavera because that was the closest to the campus. Pippo complied and off they went.

In Primavera, Amanda told him everything. Pippo listened in shock. When Amanda got to the part where she met Fio’s family, including her brother, tears were starting to come out from her eyes. Subconsciously, Pippo reached for her hand to calm her down. Amanda ended her story not so long after and she was sobbing a little.

“I don’t understand why Sandro has to do that to Fio! I want to kill him!” Amanda said emotionally. “I’m sorry… I know he’s your brother… or your step brother… or whoever… I just can’t stand what he is doing to Fio!”

Pippo understood how she felt. “That’s all right… you can blame him if you want to. I know you must be feeling terrible right now.”

“I don’t know what to do… I want Fio back,” Amanda practically whined.

Pippo sighed. This was more serious that he thought. If the problem was about Amanda, he could help her straight away. But this was not a problem directly related to Amanda. “Amanda, do you realize, it’s going to be very difficult to find Fio?”

Amanda nodded. Pippo then said, “All right, her parents obviously have taken action right now and they must have contacted the police to search for her. What we can do is we can wait and watch. But if we want to try to look for her, we would have to ask for her parents’ permission…”

“They’ve let me. I told them I’d be using my close connections,” Amanda said.

“Okay, that’s fine. All right… I will have my private detectives take care of this. First of all, do you know where she might go?” Pippo asked.

“She can go out of town. Perhaps you can tell them to look in the airport, bus and trains station files,” Amanda answered. “Her closest friends, Nadia and Valentina, don’t know anything. But Coco might know some of her other friends. Perhaps you can ask him.”

“Right, good idea,” Pippo said. “I will do that soon. Alessio can contact our detectives and Coco as soon as possible.”  

Amanda nodded. She seemed to calm down a bit after Pippo assured her that he was going to take action soon. Pippo caressed her hand. “Now, are you all right?”

“Yes,” Amanda said. “I felt so panicked this morning. I didn’t have any idea of what to do.”

Pippo smiled. “You’ll always have me.”

“Thank you, Professor. I mean, Pippo.” She smiled again. And, as usual, the smile enchanted him.

Pippo started to chuckle. “Oh God, Amy… if only!”

“If only what?” Amanda asked. “And why are you calling me Amy? That’s not even my nickname!”

“Amy is a good name. And I just wanted to say… oh, nothing!” Pippo replied as he laughed even louder. Amanda frowned in exasperation because Pippo wouldn’t tell her anything. But Pippo had wanted to say… if only you were older, Amanda, I would fall in love for real with you.
“You called, Pip?” Alessio asked, popping his head from the connecting door in their offices. 

Pippo nodded. “Yes, I did. Sorry to interrupt you, Al. But I need to ask for your help.”

“Hell! You always need help!” Alessio joked. He went to sit down in front of Pippo’s desk. “What is it this time?”

“Have you heard what happened to Fioraia Costacurta?” 

Alessio shook his head. “What?”

Pippo told him in details. Alessio was just as shocked. After recovering from his shock, he asked, “What do you want me to do about that?”

“Contact our detectives. I need them to investigate about this. Tell them to check every bus and train stations in the city. And get Coco here because I want to ask him who Fio’s other friends are,” Pippo said.

Alessio noted that down mentally. But about Coco, he was doubtful. “Pippo, about Coco… I don’t think he’s in the mood right now.”

“He’s still angry about the truth?” Pippo asked wryly.

“Yes.”

“Where is he?” Pippo asked.

“In… he’s back with Mama and Papa at home,” Alessio answered.

“In Naples?!” Pippo asked.

“That’s the truth.”

Pippo sighed. Now he was going to have to bring him back to Rome! Great, he thought, now comes the never-ending case…
Chapter 55

Marisa Laurentiis had been both happy and worried when she saw her youngest son on the doorway of their house in Naples. She hadn’t seen him for a long time and she would love to see him again but she didn’t know he was going to show up at that moment. Coco was holding a small suitcase and he looked very distraught. When Marisa greeted him in joy and confusion, suddenly he just cried.

She always believed in the term “boys do cry” but she certainly didn’t expect one of her sons would cry. But Coco really did cry. Marisa had to bring him to the sofa and calmed him down there. Coco never showed anyone his soft side but he showed it to his mother and his mother only. He cried for what seemed like hours, making Marisa even more puzzled as the time went by. Finally, when he did stop crying, Marisa had the chance to ask him why he was there and for what purpose.

Coco’s answer had shocked Marisa as it had shocked everyone else who heard it. Marisa turned pale in just a moment and she almost fainted. Arturo walked in just in time to prevent that from happening. He was surprised to see Marisa almost fainting as well as to see Coco in their living room. He received the same news after that it almost sent him to the floor fainting as well. 

Coco asked them why no one ever told them and their parents answer was the same as his brothers’ were: they didn’t want to hurt him. Coco wasn’t satisfied with the answer but he had no chance to argue because his mother told him to go to his room to rest.

This was Coco’s fourth day in his original home and he didn’t feel like coming back.

There was a knock on his door as he was sitting on the chair in front of his old study desk. Coco absentmindedly said, “Come in.”

Toro, his father’s gofer, entered the room. The old man was looking as cheerful as ever and he wasn’t showing any sign of surrendering to his age.

“Buon giorno, Coco,” Toro greeted him.

“Ciao, Toro,” Coco replied flatly.


“You know, your mother is beginning to worry why you came back only to spend your time in your old room. I think she wants you to at least go out and meet people,” Toro said.


Coco shrugged. “I don’t feel like going out and meet people. I am happy here.”


“Oh, what a pity, Coco. Downstairs, there is a guest waiting for you,” Toro said.


Coco didn’t move. “Oh, really?”


“Yes. She is looking for you!” Toro said with a smile.


The notice that the person who was looking him was a girl made him interested… just a bit. He only managed to ask, “Who?”


“Surprise! It’s me!” 


Coco turned around to look who had come and stood on his doorway. Coco’s eyes were wide open in surprised delight. He absolutely didn’t have any idea at all that the beautiful redhead who was now standing in front of his door was ever going to come. 


“Licia!” Coco exclaimed.


Licia opened her arms and she hugged her cousin tightly. Coco embraced her just as tightly. She was shorter and more petite than Coco was despite her older age and Coco was able to lift and spin her around freely. Licia squealed and laughed as Coco spun her in the air.


“I missed you!” Coco said finally after he put her down back to the ground.


Licia chuckled and replied, “And I missed you too… oh wow, you’ve grown up a lot since the last time we met! You were just sixteen when we last met. You were not this tall!” 


“Where have you been?” Coco asked. “You never came for Christmas, you never came in the summer…”


“I went to Sydney, remember? I work there!” Licia said. She sat on Coco’s bed, Coco followed her there and Toro excused himself. Licia said goodbye to Toro and then continued her story, “I didn’t want to come back because my career is just picking up.”


“Oh, so you’re now a famous photographer now?” Coco asked.


“Well, not only that, Little Chocolate,” Licia said, using the nickname she gave Coco when he was still a toddler. “I was promoted and now I am the artistic editor of Pash magazine.”


Coco had heard from Pippo that Licia was making success in Australia, the place where she lived now, as a fashion photographer. She also worked in a magazine and because she had a fashion connection in Milan, they let her do whatever she liked in the international fashion and lifestyle magazine she worked in, Pash.


“Congratulations,” Coco said. “But, what are you doing here?”


“My boss finally gave me a long leave of absence permission… she said that I deserved it. So, I have two months in hand for vacation and that is still not including Christmas and New Year’s holiday. I have a lot of time. I thought about going to Rome to visit you, but I wanted to meet your parents first,” Licia explained.


Coco smiled. “I am so happy that you are here.”


“And I am surprised you are here!” Licia said. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Rome, studying? When are you going to graduate?”


“Next year, from my first major – business administration. I postponed myself from taking the final exam this semester although I am allowed to. I want to continue studying history and archeology. I am starting my third semester on that one,” Coco said.


“Wow… you are really following Pippo’s footsteps, aren’t you, taking a dual major in all? That’s really funny! You brothers are all the same… Pippo had to study economy but he wanted to be a literature scholar; Alessio had to study economy as well but his heart is for racing… now, you. I’d say, Sandro is the normal one. Sticking to one major,” Licia said jokingly.


The mention of Sandro’s name and Licia’s differentiation of Sandro’s choice for one major made Coco sad once again remembering that his favorite brother was not his brother at all.


“Oh, what’s wrong, Coco?” Licia asked. She stroked Coco’s arms. “Why are you suddenly gloomy?”


“Did you know too?” Coco asked her.


“Know what?” Licia asked.


“That Sandro…” 


Licia blinked. “That Sandro what?”


“That Sandro… he’s not our real brother.”


Licia became static. She didn’t expect Coco to say something about that. Of course Licia knew about it. When Sandro himself found out that he was adopted and confronted Pippo and Alessio about it, the two older brothers told her and asked her for advice. But then she was sworn by them, including Sandro, not to tell Coco about it. Licia complied.


“Did you?” Coco asked again. When Licia didn’t answer, Coco frowned. “I guess you did.”


Licia sighed. “Yes, I did.” She kept the room silent for a while. Then she asked, “You found out?”


Coco nodded sadly. Licia sighed again. She had known since a long time ago that the day would come for Coco to find out the truth. Licia then asked Coco again, “How do you feel?”


“Betrayed,” Coco answered.


“Why?” Licia asked.


“Because they didn’t tell me anything about it and because I had to find out from a scum of the earth,” Coco answered angrily. “They led me to believe that Sandro was my real brother! All these years, Licia, they kept me in the dark!” 


“But that does change your feelings for Sandro? Do you love him differently from before you found out that he was not your real brother?” Licia asked.


That was a question Coco had to think about. Come to think of it, he was not angry with Sandro because he was not his real brother. He was angry because he just couldn’t believe everyone kept a secret from him. He wasn’t angry with him for anything else. Of course, he hated the fact that even Sandro wouldn’t confide in him for the truth and yet he was his favorite brother. Instead, Sandro had confided in Pippo and Alessio. Perhaps he was jealous… perhaps if Sandro had told him about it earlier, he wouldn’t be angry at all. Well, whatever he was angry for with him, he still thought that Sandro was the best brother he could ever have.


“Come on, Coco… you don’t have to be of the same bloodline to be brothers,” Licia said softly, gently stroking Coco’s back. “Besides, you and Sandro were the most inseparable brothers I’ve ever seen growing up together.” She chuckled. “I always laughing seeing how you followed Sandro around and always wanting to be with him when you were little. I am sure you can still find a place in your heart for him.”


Coco remained silent. Licia continued, “Tell me it doesn’t change your feelings for Sandro.”


It took a while for her to get the answer. Finally, after a long silence, she asked, “So?”


Coco lifted his face and looked into her eyes. He was smiling. “No, it doesn’t.”


“You still love him?”


Coco shrugged. But then he said, “Yes, I think.”


Licia smiled. “Good answer. So, now, do you think you can be a bit more cheerful to face your mother? She’s been very upset because you’re upset and because you’re mother is upset everyone around here seems to be very upset. Now, come on, snap out of it!”


Coco laughed a little. Licia slapped his back. Coco yelped but his cousin just laughed and said, “Good! So, let’s have lunch, shall we?”


Pippo couldn’t sleep. His eyes just wouldn’t close. He sighed. His mind was troubled with one question and one question only: what is going to happen next in his family?


After what happened between Sandro and Coco yesterday, he feared that the two of them would never be able to get close like they used to be anymore. He was afraid Sandro might take leave from their family. He was afraid Coco would resent all of his brothers for not telling him the truth and kept him in the dark for so very long.


In truth, Pippo would rather die than see Sandro walk out from their family. He remember the first time their parents told him that they were going to have a new baby brother. They told him that he was not Simone and he wasn’t their real son but Pippo didn’t care. He just wanted the baby brother. He was only eight when they told him about it and he really didn’t want to be bothered with the meaning of foster brother.


Sandro made Alessio and him forget about the loss of Simone. He was able to occupy the place Simone left vacant in the family. He grew up following Pippo and Alessio’s antics and behavior. When Coco was born, he was absolutely ecstatic. Pippo and Alessio often wouldn’t allow him to follow them around because they were already teenagers when he was just a child. With the presence of Coco, he quit following Pippo and Alessio started to establish himself as an example for Coco. 


They were all parts of their family. Their parents loved them without difference. They grew up regarding themselves as the Laurentiis brothers. They would never admit it but they depend on each other. They cared about each other and loved each other genuinely. And Pippo just couldn’t imagine what would happen if they stopped caring and loving for one another…


Pippo stayed wide-awake until the sun rose in the morning sky. He had moved from his bed so that he would not disturb Stefania’s sleep. Pippo sighed as he glanced at the clock. It was almost six in the morning. He might as well wake up and get ready to go to the office. There were many things to be done in the office today. Perhaps the meetings and all the works he must do could help him forget about his problems for a while.


Suddenly Pippo heard the doorbell. He sighed and slowly walked to get the door. The moment it was open, Sandro walked inside. Pippo was surprised to see his sudden appearance. He was even more startled when that brother of his started shouting, “TELL ME WHAT I HAVE TO DO!”


“Sandro…”


“Tell me what I have to do! What did I do wrong? What?! Do I have to kill myself now?! TELL ME!”


Pippo approached him, trying to calm him down, but Sandro yanked his brother’s hands away from him. “DAMN IT! Tell me what I have to do!”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Pippo yelled back in confusion.


“Damn it! I want Coco back! What can I do for him to forgive me?!” Sandro asked.


“Calm down, will you? What is the matter?!”


“He ran away, didn’t he? He ran way because of me! I made him miserable!” Sandro panicked. He started to pace himself forward and back again.


Pippo sighed. He was never going to make him listen if he didn’t come back to his senses. Pippo grabbed Sandro’s collar and held it tight so he would stop walking around frantically.


“Stop it, will you! Just stop it!” Pippo ordered harshly.


Sandro stilled instantaneously. Pippo still held his collar. “Listen, say what the problem is. Coco is the problem, is that it? Look, he needs to be alone for a while. You don’t have to worry about him. I know he’s angry and somehow he’s angry with you the most… but he’ll come over it. He’ll be fine. Just give him time. You have to pull yourself together.”


Pippo released Sandro’s collar. Sandro stayed quiet. Pippo sighed full of relief. “Good. Don’t go running inside my apartment like a madman again. It’s not good for my mental health.” He intended that as a joke but Sandro seemed to be too distressed to take it as a joke. He remained silent. Pippo told him to sit down. Sandro obeyed.


Pippo went to the kitchen and when he returned he brought coffee with him. He offered Sandro a cup and Sandro just nodded absently.


“Alessio received a phone call from Mama a few days ago and she said that Coco was there. He’s back home, in Naples. Mama said that he’s trying to calm himself down. He’s safe there for now. You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Pippo told him.


Sandro still didn’t say anything. Pippo sighed again. “I know it’s hard for the both of you. He does have the right to know, Sandro. But you also have the right not to tell him. It’s all up to you.” He stopped for a while and cleared his throat. “I just hope that when he gets back, the two of you can make up with each other.”


Finally, Pippo said emotionally, “Whatever happens, Sandro, I don’t want us to fall apart.”


For a while, no one said anything else. Pippo stared at the cup of coffee in his hands and Sandro stared at the direction ahead of him but without focus. An eternity later, Sandro finally spoke up.


“I don’t want us to fall apart too,” Sandro said.


Pippo exhaled full of relief. He whispered, “Grazie, Dio.” Pippo then offered his hand for a shake. “Brothers?”


Sandro stared at it for a while before he slowly lifted his hand. He shook his brother’s hand and said, “Brothers.”


Pippo clasped Sandro’s hand in his for a while longer. He could try to use this opportunity to talk to him about Fio. He knew Sandro wouldn’t like it but Sandro must find out… sooner or later.


“Sandro… I have to talk to you about something,” Pippo said.


“What?” Sandro replied.


“But, before I say what it is, will you promise to trust me?” Pippo asked.


“What for?” Sandro retorted at that cryptic request.


“I don’t want you to think I am betraying you,” Pippo said.


Pippo appeared to be very serious and Sandro knew something crucial must have happened. He might as well find out what the situation was. If it concerns Coco, then he should know about it. 


“Okay, I will trust you. What is it?” 


Pippo released the handclasp. “Do you know what happened to Fio?”


Sandro stiffened in his position. “Why do you ask?”


“Sandro, I am serious. Do you know what happened to Fio?” Pippo asked.


“No. And why should I know? I don’t even care,” Sandro answered cynically.


“You should. She’s run away from home…” Pippo said.


The news came as a surprise to him but he didn’t show any emotion. He just shrugged. “So?”


“She ran way because of you,” Pippo told him. 


“Really? That’s her problem, not mine,” Sandro said in a clipped tone.


“Damn it, Sandro… what you did to her was painful! Are you out of your mind? I know you don’t like her because of her brother but harassing her in the men’s restroom is not a very dignified way to handle a problem!” Pippo shouted.


Sandro rose from his seat. “Look, you don’t know what’s going on! She betrayed me! I trusted her with my secret and she told my biggest enemy about it and used it against me… he used it to hurt my brothers! She was the reason why Coco ran away, why we are about to fall apart now! She was the first cause of it! She deserved it!”


Pippo stood up from his seat as well and faced his brother. “But you never treated a lady like that before! And this whole problem doesn’t make you have the authority to start treating females like that! Do you know how much everyone is upset about this? Her parents are upset… her friends are upset… even Alessio and I are upset… the person you wanted to hurt by chastising hurt, her brother, does not seem to be affected at all!


“If you want to hurt her brother, then do it! But to her brother only! Don’t make Fio get involved in this! You are not being fair, you are not being sensible and you are not being sane!” Pippo said sternly. 


“Fine, that’s your opinion. I have mine,” Sandro stubbornly said. He shook his head and looked at him in disbelief. “Don’t tell me wouldn’t have done the same thing! If someone had pointed a gun on your face and told you he was going to kill you, wouldn’t you have hated him? If someone had accused you and mocked you for something that you didn’t do, wouldn’t you have hated him? If someone hated you as if you were made of the things from hell, wouldn’t you just hate him as much?”


When Pippo didn’t reply, Sandro shouted at him, “YOU WOULD!” He kicked a chair near him. “YOU WOULD, PIPPO! You would also hate everything that is related to that person, especially the ones who also tricked you, manipulated you, lied to you, used you and betrayed you! That is exactly what Fioraia Costacurta is for me!”


Sandro became quiet after that. His pent up emotions were already released. He had wanted to say that to someone all along – what he felt about Fio and everything else that had happened in his life since the day he was involved with Marco Di Vaio.


Pippo took a deep breath. “All right. What you say, your opinions… I respect them. You can say whatever you want, Sandro,” he said resignedly. He then looked up to him and said, “But I will still help her family and her friends to find her.”


Sandro shrugged just as despairingly as his brother’s tone was. “You may do whatever you want, Pippo. But, I am sorry, this time, I am not in it.”


“Fine by me,” Pippo said.


“Good.”


“Coco, you should really go back to Rome. This is already too long… what about your school?” Marisa asked Coco as her youngest son ate the biggest piece of cake that was on the plate on the table in the dining room.


“Oh, Mama, with all the trials and tribulations that I have in my life lately, can’t you give me a break? I’ll catch up later!” Coco said a little bit mumbling because his mouth was full.


Licia slapped him at the back as she giggled. “Don’t speak when your mouth is full!”


“Really, Coco,” Marisa commented dryly, “Perhaps a girlfriend would be a good influence for you… you won’t be able to do anything ugly in front of her or else she would run to another guy.”


“Oh, Shez wouldn’t mind,” Coco said. He swallowed big time and finished off his milk. He seemed to be serious of becoming a kid once more.


Licia’s and Marisa’s eyes brightened. “Ooh, who’s Shez?” Licia asked curiously.


“You never told me anything about a Shez,” Marisa said.


“She’s a friend of mine,” Coco said.


“Friend or girlfriend?” Licia asked.


“Right now it’s still the first, but maybe in a year’s time she can be the latter,” Coco said.


“A year?! Does it really take you that long to get a girl?” Licia asked.


“No, actually. I can just get any girl who likes me. But I don’t want just any girl. I want Shez and… trust me, Shez is the most stubborn, stone-like female I’ve ever encountered in my life,” Coco said. He turned his eyes to his mother and there was a glint of mischief in it. He said teasingly, “She’s even scarier than when you are angry with Alessio, Mama.”


Marisa laughed and pinched Coco’s cheeks. Coco laughed. Licia was still curious, though. “Seriously, Coco… who is this Shez?”


“Well, I met her on campus. She’s studying history and archeology. She’s half-Turkish, which explains why she looks like an Arabian princess most of the time. That is, when she’s being mild and gentle at me. She has a smart brain and a quick mouth to go along with her beauty. We’re friends,” Coco told them briefly.


“Do your brothers know about her?” Marisa asked.


“Oh, yeah! They’ve heard about her… but, there’s another news… Alessio already has a new girlfriend or at least that’s what I think… and Pippo, he’s already found a sister. Remember his ex-professor, Paolo Maldini? He’s playing guardian and brother for his daughter, Amanda, who is her student at school. Then Sandro… Sandro is actually dating Amanda, although in reality he used to have this thing going on with Amanda’s close friend Fio…” Coco blabbed.


Marisa listened to all that in confusion and amazement. So many things had happened and none of her sons told her about it. Did they mean to keep her in the dark for a while? Oh well… at least Coco was giving her a bit of the juice right now.


“Alessio has a new girlfriend? WHO?” Licia asked. Then she frowned, “I swear to God, if Laura Andretti ever comes my way, I will make her pay for hurting Alessio.”


“Yes, Alessio does have a new girlfriend. But I think he would want to tell you on his own about that,” Coco said.


“Speaking of which, I plan to go watch Alessio’s race on the weekend in France. Would you like to join me, Co?” Licia asked.


“Sure, why not? That is, if Alessio can let us have two spare tickets,” Coco said.


“That is such an excellent idea. I will call Alessio right now,” Marisa said. She had another reason for calling Alessio. She wanted to know about her second son’s new girlfriend. She hoped to God that this new girl does not resemble Laura Andretti in any kind.


Meanwhile, Licia asked him once again, “So, are you going to ask Shez too to the race?”


Coco shrugged. “I doubt she wants to go. Perhaps she’s angry with me right now, for going away without telling her anything.”


“You should call her,” Licia advised. “Girls really don’t like it if their guys went away without telling.”


“You’re right. I’m going to call her right now,” Coco said. He ran to the other phone and dialed Shez’s number right away.


Meanwhile Marisa called her son’s office in Rome but the people there told her that Alessio had already left for France. Marisa asked his secretary where she could contact him and she was given the number right away. After that, she dialed the number in France, the hotel where Alessio was scheduled to be staying.


“Alessio! The press conference starts in five minutes! Get ready!” someone called his name.


Alessio nodded quietly. He took off his jacket. He had just succeeded placing himself on the first place in the qualifying round exactly thirty milliseconds in front of D’Amico, who was at the second place. Ashton was in fifth this time. Everyone was expecting the best from Ferrari and its drivers. In the upcoming press conference, Alessio was expected to say something about what he thought was going to happen in the race tomorrow.


“Mr. Danizetti, please go this way,” a circuit official said.


Alessio nodded again. He followed the official to the press conference venue. It was actually a simple room that was meant to be a press area. Many reporters were already crowding there and when Alessio entered, they all clapped their hands. Everyone was saying congratulations to him for his excellent performance in the qualifying round.


Alessio thanked everyone and then sat down on the chair behind the table. The reporters silenced themselves momentarily, waiting for the interview session to start.


“Right. Thank you for being here. First question, please,” Alessio said.


“Alessio, you have been excellent in these qualifying stages. You have a very good time record. This is a better performance than the last one in England. Do you think you can maintain this in tomorrow’s race?” one English reporter asked.


Alessio cleared his throat and switched to English to answer the question, “I hope so. I have a very large time advantage over my biggest rival, Edward Ashton, and I plan to make the best of it tomorrow. If everything goes well and accordingly to the team’s plan, Ferrari will surely win.”


“Alessio, this time Beppe De Rossi returns after being absent two weeks ago. Do you feel more confident with him? We know you and your chief mechanic have a very close relationship,” another reporter said.


Alessio smiled to the camera and joked, “Hear that, Beppe? They know you’re my uncle!” Everyone laughed, including Beppe and the other crew members who were watching in the pit. Alessio continued, “Yes, I feel more confident with Beppe around. But two weeks ago, our team did just well without him. So, with Beppe, I am hoping we can be stronger.”


“Alessio, this is a rather personal question. Your fans have been worried that you would not be in the same mood again after your break-up with your longtime girlfriend, Laura Andretti. Is their worry reasonable or do you have another answer?”


Alessio once again smiled. He said, “No, they shouldn’t have worried. I was distressed and disappointed at first when I broke up with her. But now, it doesn’t matter anymore. As you can see, I managed to win even without her around.” He gave them another smile and said, “But, then again, I’ve already found someone new who could support me… even more than Laura did.” 


“Is she a new girlfriend?” a reporter couldn’t help asking.


Alessio hesitated to answer that, especially because he knew Beppe was watching and he wanted Beppe to hear about this first. So, he said, “Yes, she is my new girlfriend. But who she is I won’t tell. You’d have to find out on your own.”


“Alessio, back to racing, do you think your partner D’Amico can drive perfectly to support you and keep the others behind?”


“Andrea is a good driver and I have a lot of faith in him. I hope he does and I am sure he will try the best he can.”


“Are you nervous about this? After all, you are very close to winning this championship for the first time in your career.”


“Of course I am nervous,” he answered laughingly. “Who wouldn’t?”


Some other questions followed after that and Alessio answered each and every one of them with jokes. He was surely in a cheerful mood. From the pit, Beppe thought, no wonder. He’s found a new girlfriend. 

When the press conference was over, Alessio rushed back to the pit so that he could consult with the mechanical crew all the strategies for tomorrow and so that he could tell Beppe that Terry was his girlfriend now. 


Alessio entered the pit with a big smile on his face. All of his mechanics started to tease him about the way he managed to get a good qualifying record and about his so-called new girlfriend until Alessio even blushed a little. D’Amico was enjoying Alessio’s sheepish behavior because he had never seen his partner like this before.


“I didn’t know you had a soft side on you, Al,” D’Amico teased.


“Well, not as soft as you are,” Alessio replied genially.


D’Amico then winked. He then leaned closer to Alessio to say, “I bet Terry finds you soft and cuddly.”


Alessio chuckled. He punched D’Amico’s arm and said, “You’d better not tell anyone.”


D’Amico made lifted his hand submissively and made a zip-lips gesture. Beppe then approached Alessio. He smiled at Alessio and said, “So, I suppose, this new girlfriend of yours is the one who made you very, very happy so you can perform like that on the track today, no?”


Alessio nodded. “You are right. It’s all because of her. I feel like a new person with her. She’s the most wonderful person in this world,” Alessio said of Beppe’s daughter.


Beppe now wondered how Terry would feel if she had heard of this news. He knew Terry had a little hope when Alessio broke up with Laura, but now Alessio had found another woman for him to love. Alessio seemed serious about this girl and Beppe just didn’t know how Terry would react. She was going to be very disappointed. Beppe was a bit disappointed as well, to be honest. If only Alessio could be Terry’s boyfriend, he would be closely related to Alessio. And there was nothing else Beppe would like more in this world that to have Alessio as a son, even thought not directly.


Alessio bent his head down uneasily. He started feeling very nervous. He must confess to Beppe that the girlfriend he meant was Beppe’s own daughter. Alessio scratched his head in nervousness. 


“Uhm, Beppe… there’s something I’d like to tell you.”


“What?” Beppe asked. “I hope this is not something serious.”


Alessio sighed. He looked grave when he stared at Beppe straight in the eye. “Beppe, the girlfriend… it’s Terry.”


Beppe blinked. “Huh?”


“Uhm, my new girlfriend is Terry,” Alessio said. He grimaced and then said slowly, “As in Victoria De Rossi, your daughter.”


For a while Beppe couldn’t believe what he was saying. He stayed quiet, trying to comprehend the information. The next moment, it hit him right away.


“WHAT?!” he shouted.


Alessio panicked. “Please, please… don’t be angry… let me tell you… Terry and I have been seeing each other on dates before that. And I am not playing around with her…”


“WITH TERRY?! MY DAUGHTER?” Beppe shouted again.


Everyone else paused their activities and looked at Beppe and Alessio. They were all wondering what had happened.


“Beppe, what’s wrong?” Angelo asked.


“What’s wrong? Didn’t you hear?” Beppe asked, still shouting. “Alessio is dating my daughter!”


Everyone was silent hearing that. The second after, jaws were dropping and eyes were widening. Beppe eyed Alessio scrupulously but Alessio couldn’t make what his gaze was showing. He didn’t look angry, but he certainly wasn’t content either.


“Well,” Beppe said with a sigh, “Just as long as you take good care of her and don’t play around with her.


“So… you mean, you approve?” Alessio asked cautiously. “You don’t mind if we go out together, Terry and I?”


Beppe shrugged. “Do I have any choice?”


Alessio sighed gladly. He turned around slightly but then he jumped to the air and cheered, “YES!”


Everyone else cheered as well and clapped their hands. They burst out laughing when Alessio hugged Beppe tightly, making the old man looking for air. Alessio released Beppe for a while but a moment later Alessio embraced him again.


“Thank you, Beppe, thank you very much,” Alessio said solemnly.


Beppe slapped Alessio’s back. “Well, I can’t say that I am not happy… after all, you finally get a decent partner.”


Alessio laughed. Beppe shook Alessio’s hand. “And I am sure my daughter gets the partner of her dreams.”


When Alessio returned to his room, he was more than happy. He felt relieved that Beppe didn’t mind at all he went steady with his daughter. Something made him wonder, though… just what did Beppe mean when he said that Terry got the partner of her dreams? Did he mean to say that… she had liked him since a long time ago? 


Alessio stopped in front of his bedroom door at that thought. If that what it means, then… Alessio knocked his head. “Terry’s liked me since a long time ago?” Alessio asked himself loudly.


He thought about it and… he came to a conclusion that she probably did. She must have felt that way! Alessio exhaled heavily…


“Oh my God…” Alessio said. How did she feel when I was still with Laura? 

But he didn’t get the chance to ponder on that question for very long because he heard the telephone ringing from inside his room. Alessio sobered up from that mystifying thought and quickly entered the room to answer the phone.


It had been ringing for five times before Alessio had the chance to pick it up.


“Pronto?”


“Oh, Alessio! There you are! I have been trying to contact you but I just couldn’t get through!” Marisa said gladly.


Alessio was surprised to hear his mother’s voice. “Mama?”


“Yes, it’s Mama, Alessio. How are you, dear? How is France?”


“Well, I am fine, Mama, thank you. I hope you are too. But France is rather cold. You know…” Alessio answered. He now missed his mother very much. As he sat down on his bed, he asked, “So, Mama, how about you? How about Papa? And Coco? Are you all fine?”


“We are fine, Alessio. Licia is here, you know. She is on holiday from Australia. And Coco is kept company by her,” Marisa informed.


“That’s good to hear. So, what is it, Mama? I know something very important must have happened and you needed to tell me so that you called me in France!” Alessio said. He lifted his feet up on to the bed and leaned back for a very relaxed sitting position.


“Alessio, are you putting your legs on the bed? Put them down,” Marisa said.


Alessio grimaced. How did she know anyway? He said, “Yes, Mama.” He did was he was told. 


“Very good. Now, I called you to ask if Licia and Coco can come to France and watch the race with you. They wanted to know if there are any spare tickets left for them,” Marisa reported.


“Oh, certainly! They don’t even need a ticket! Tell them to come to the circuit, go to the pit and they can watch it from there. They can meet my friends in the team…” Alessio said.


Marisa sounded happy. “Very good!” Marisa said. “Thank you very much, Alessio.”


“No problem, Mama,” Alessio said.


“Now, the next question… who is this new girlfriend of yours and why haven’t you told us about her?” Marisa straightforwardly asked.


It was so like his mother to ask something like that. Having become the only woman in the family had made her in the most commanding position. And Alessio knew he must answer this question in detail.


“Who told you? Coco?” Alessio guessed.


“Exactly. So, now, tell me… will we ever get to meet her?” 


Alessio chuckled. His mother was always very straightforward. But Alessio knew why she was like that. Being implicit with her sons would never do so she might as well ask the questions openly and frankly.


“This girl is Victoria De Rossi, Terry. She is Beppe De Rossi’s daughter. She is a helping mechanic in our team. You know her. She must have answered your phone call once,” Alessio said. “We have been going out since… well, over than two weeks ago. At least, she had always been my friend.”


“Ah,” was his mother’s answer. “Terry?” She smiled. Alessio knew she was smiling. Her tone was very genial when she said her next words, “Nice girl. Yes, she answered my phone call twice in the garage. Well, Alessio, take good care of her. But… will she be a permanent stay?”


Alessio laughed. “Mama! It’s too soon to ask,” he said. But he was thinking to that direction, actually. He felt that there was no one else he could think of that can be a better partner for him than Terry. “But, who knows? Perhaps.”


“Good,” Marisa replied full of satisfaction. After she had heard what she wanted to hear, she concluded, “Well, dear, I think I must be off now to tell Licia and Coco that everything is settled. Thank you for everything. Take good care of yourself and congratulations.”


“Thank you too, Mama. Oh, and, tell Coco and Licia that I will send someone to pick them up at the airport tomorrow. It would be better if they can take the earliest flight tomorrow so they can spend more time during the day here.”


Marisa agreed and she said goodbye. Alessio said goodbye as well. As he replaced the receiver back on its place, he smiled contentedly. His life was better now than ever before… thanks to Terry, that is. And remembering her made him smile even wider. 


Yes, Mama, I think she’s going to be a permanent stay.

Chapter 56


Licia and Coco arrived in Nevers after a long journey that started early back from Italy. A messenger from Alessio had come to pick them up and they were immediately taken to Magny-Cours immediately so that they could meet Alessio as soon as possible. Licia was more excited than Coco was. She had not seen her cousin for a very long time and she was very anxious to meet him again. Coco smiled at her.


“Will you calm down, Licia?” Coco said as they were led to the hotel.


“No! I am too excited! I wonder how Alessio looks like now!” Licia said.


“Doh! You just saw him yesterday on TV!” Coco joked.


Licia rolled her eyes and said, “You know what I mean!”


Coco laughed. “Yes, I do know.”


Licia then winked. “I am also curious to know how this Terry looks like. From the way your mother spoke about her, I just have the feeling that she’s a very, very interesting character. I can’t wait to meet her.”


Coco smiled. “Terry’s a nice girl.” Then he chuckled, “Just don’t let Alessio know that she kissed me once.”


Licia’s eyes were wide with interest. “Really?! You did? You kissed your brother’s girlfriend? Wow!”


Coco then told her what happened in the restaurant that day when Valeria tried to seduce him and Shez saved him by using Terry. Licia laughed out loud hearing the story. “Coco!” she said smugly, “You naughty boy!”


“LICIA! COCO!” Alessio’s exclamation was heard from across the lobby where they were standing in.


Licia and Coco stayed still on their places. Licia turned around and saw Alessio. Alessio, wearing a simple white T-shirt and a pair of denim pants, was standing there with a wide grin on his face. Licia didn’t hesitate any longer to run to her cousin and hugged him. Alessio laughed as he caught her in his arms and lifted her up. He spun her around and kissed her on the lips.


“Oh, Alessio,” Licia said excitedly as she hugged him tightly, “I am so happy to meet you again!”


“I am happy to see you too, Licia,” Alessio said.


Coco approached them. Alessio released Licia and then stared at his brother. Coco stood there, looking solemn. After that, Coco’s face broke into a smile and he hugged Alessio as well. Alessio greeted him and embraced him equally tightly. 


“Ciao, fratello,” Alessio greeted him. 


“Ciao, fratello,” Coco replied.


Alessio released Coco and then knocked his brother on the head. “You pervert! Trying to run away from Pippo, Sandro and I, huh? Run away to Mama?” he teased him.


Coco smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.”


“So, Alessio, where’s Terry?” Licia asked right away.


Alessio grimaced. “Mama has told you, hasn’t she?”


Licia nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! She couldn’t keep it as a secret. I know I couldn’t if I had news that juicy!”


“Where is she?” Coco asked.


The messenger who had picked up Coco and Licia suddenly appeared in front of them. “Hey, Alessio… look who’s here!” he announced.


Alessio moved forward and he saw Terry walking into the lobby from the front door. She was looking as pretty as ever. Alessio didn’t realize he had missed her so much although they have only been away from each other for three days. But it seemed like forever. Terry saw Alessio and they looked into each other’s eyes. Terry smiled. Alessio walked forward to greet her. He arrived before her in no time. He didn’t take a very long time taking her into his embrace and kissed her passionately… for the whole world to see.


The kiss seemed to last forever. Licia and Coco were busy keeping their smiles from becoming too broad and too smug. Finally, she broke the contact with him. Alessio encircled her waist with his arm and escorted her to meet Licia and Coco. Alessio whispered something to her ear that made her to turn to him abruptly with a look of disbelief. Then she turned her face to see what he had informed to her. She saw Coco… for real.


“Coco!” she exclaimed happily when they arrived in front of Licia and Coco.


“Hi, Terry,” Coco said. He bent his head to plant a kiss on her cheek.


“Oh, I am so glad you’re back… Shez has been very worried about you!” Terry said.


“I know. I tried to call her but she was out with Malik. This morning I tried again but she wasn’t there either. I think… well, I think she’s angry with me for leaving like that,” Coco replied sheepishly.


“Well, that serves you right,” Terry retorted.


“Terry, meet Licia Laurentiis… this is my father’s cousin’s daughter. We are cousins,” Alessio introduced Terry to the beautiful woman who was standing next to Coco. “Licia, this is, obviously, Terry, my girlfriend.”


Licia offered her hand for a shake. “Ciao, Terry! Coco has been telling me quite much about you. I am Licia, Alessio and Coco’s cousin. I live in Australia and I haven’t met the brothers for a very long time. So probably they haven’t told you anything about me.”


“Unfortunately they didn’t,” Terry replied, shaking Licia’s hand and liking her immediately. “Nice to meet you. I am Terry.”


“I heard your name is actually Victoria De Rossi. That’s unusual for an Italian… shouldn’t your name be Vittoria?” Licia asked curiously.


“My mother is Argentinean-Spanish. My father is Italian,” Terry answered. 


“No wonder you look very beautiful. Latin-oriented girls always look beautiful,” Licia complimented.


Terry laughed. “No, I am not that beautiful.”


“Yes, you are,” Alessio argued. “Or else, I wouldn’t feel this funny feeling inside of my stomach every time I see you, carina.” He kissed her on the forehead.


“No, you like me because I am always there every time you need me to do hard work for you. I’m your gofer, remember?” Terry replied teasingly.


Licia liked Terry immensely without rancor. She always enjoyed it if someone could tame egomaniacs such as Pippo or Alessio. She, being one of the only persons who could do it to her cousins, supported Terry wholeheartedly if she wanted to keep teasing Alessio like that. She smiled mischievously hearing Terry’s joke. Alessio didn’t mistake that smile of hers.


“Oh, you like this, don’t you, Licia? You always like it when someone can beat Pippo or me,” Alessio said sardonically.


“Exactly!” Licia turned to Terry. “Terry, you and I are going to be great friends!” 


Terry nodded. She felt the same way too. She and Licia then separated themselves from the two Laurentiis brothers. No doubt, Alessio and Coco thought dryly, they were already in the process of creating female bonding. But Alessio didn’t mind, though. He was just glad Terry got approval from his family as he did from hers.


 “Now, Alessio, Andrea, listen… please, make a very good start, leave everyone behind! Don’t even think about where Ashton is! Ashton is probably going to try to pass up the other drivers but it is unlikely. Remember, do not think about anyone else but yourselves! Try to make a large gap, remember that as well… so we can have pit stop time advantage! You hear me?” 


Alessio and D’Amico had heard it a lot of times from Vano. He was responsible from making it clear for the drivers to understand the strategy. 


“Understand? Good! Now, get inside the cars,” Vano instructed.


The drivers shook hands and wished each other good luck. Andrea then went to the side for a while to pray. He was a religious man and he never took a seat inside the car before he said his prayers. Alessio, on the other hand, made a quick prayer and then walked over to Terry, Licia and Coco who were sitting on three chairs near the monitor.


“Wish me luck,” he said.


“We will!” Coco said.


“You’ll win,” Licia said optimistically.


“In bocca al lupo,” Terry said quietly to Alessio when he hugged her. She kissed him on the cheeks. “I’ll be waiting here for you.”


Alessio nodded. He then ran to get to his car. On the way, he shouted, “Put Terry and Beppe on the line with me!”


“Got it!” one of the mechanics replied.


Alessio put his helmet on, got inside the car and then drove it away from the pit to start the race. D’Amico was already in his car before Alessio but he trailed Alessio from behind. Together they went to the starting line. 


Alessio felt more anxious now than ever. This race was very important. If he could win this race in first position he would become the world champion automatically without having to wait for the next and last race in Malaysia. In the past years, he had come in runner-up position a couple of times in the championship, always number two from Ashton or Graham or someone else. Not that he wasn’t as good a driver but something always happened to prevent him from grabbing it. 


This time, he intended to win it… no matter what, he had to win. He must have that title – the World Champion!


After the warm-up lap, Alessio and D’Amico prepared themselves for the real battle. They set their positions in the start. Their eyes were looking intently at the road ahead. Alessio glimpsed at the red light. It was still red. But it then went yellow and Alessio gassed his car and when it was green, he sped his car away and zoomed off to the front.


“Look at Alessio Danizetti! Amazing start! Amazing speed! The man has done it again! Perfect start to what promises to be a perfect race!” the first TV commentator said.


“This is Danizetti… he’s such a racer. He knows he has to start ahead of everyone to give him advantage. Once he’s made a perfect start, he would be unstoppable! And look at his teammate, D’Amico. He also made one brilliant start… if they keep this performance up, then there is no doubt, Danizetti will become the World Champion, D’Amico will have a chance to finish as runner-up and Ferrari will celebrate their victory as the best constructor team in this year’s championship!” the second one complied.


“Remember… Alessio Danizetti is eleven points ahead of Edward Ashton, the McLaren number one who is in second. But D’Amico is trailing behind him with only three points away. Ashton performed very badly in England, didn’t he? He might lose his chance now. He is still in fifth position.”


“More importantly, if Danizetti and D’Amico can finish one-two for Ferrari, Ferrari will lead McLaren by twenty points!”


“Exactly. OH! Look, that’s Bergman from Williams slipping aside! Ashton hit him! That has got to be a penalty for Ashton! He will be even more behind!”


“Goodness! Thank God Bergman can return… but he’s lost his fourth position! Yes, definitely, Ashton will be given a penalty! No doubt about it!”


Meanwhile, on the track… “Keep it moving, Alessio! Keep it moving,” Beppe encouraged. “Ashton is in trouble now!”


“What’s my time advantage?” Alessio asked.


“Your gap with Andrea is exactly one minute. The car behind him, Graham’s, is eight seconds behind,” Beppe informed.


“I am going to go faster,” Alessio said.


“Move!”


Ashton did get that penalty. Ten seconds stop in the pit. Alessio was enjoying his advantage but he kept his eyes open now. He had to concentrate. He could not afford to make a blunder. He must win this race.


Terry’s eyes were glued to the monitor all the time during the race. Licia was amazed to see that. She seemed very devoted to him. Licia saluted her for that. She didn’t think Laura Andretti was as devoted to Alessio as this girl was. She knew Laura Andretti. Licia and her met a couple of times and Laura wasn’t the type of girl Licia would like to be with. She was a very spoilt girl who was always depending on her mother. As she recalled, her mother was not likable as well… that witch was always hurting her aunt Marisa. 


“You are very different from Alessio’s previous girlfriends,” Licia commented.


Terry looked at her in surprise. “Really? Why?”


Licia shrugged. “You are just different. I am sure you have met Laura Andretti. Well, most of Alessio’s girlfriends in the past had been like her, more or less. Alessio never lasted very long. Even I was surprised that Alessio lasted for two years with Laura!”


“Well, I still don’t guarantee that Alessio and I would last long,” Terry said placidly.


“But, you know what, it’s a rare case for Alessio Laurentiis to show his feelings openly to a lady in public. Laura never liked it whenever she tries to kiss her in public or even encircle his arm around her waist like Alessio did to you this morning,” Licia said. She smiled. “That’s because Laura is a very reserved person. Her mother trains her to become like that but she becomes too dignified even to show her feelings for love.”


Coco heard that and he said cynically, “Laura Andretti dignified? That is such crap! If she’s dignified, she wouldn’t have cheated on Alessio like that!”


Licia laughed seeing Coco’s loathsome look when he mentioned Laura’s name. She pinched Coco’s cheeks and teased her young cousin, “You never liked her, did you?”


“Never. Not since she told me that I was a naughty pig,” Coco said, frowning.


“Pig?” Terry repeated.


“Coco once did something to make Laura angry when she was playing at their house and she called him a pig. She cried and convinced everyone that it was Coco’s fault. Alessio even chastised Coco for that. Later on, when they have grown up and Coco found out that Alessio was going out with Laura, he protested. Sandro called me in Australia to tell me that he was annoyed with Coco’s continuous complaints,” Licia said.


Terry laughed. Licia then continued, “But then again, I imagine Coco must be very exasperated as well every time Sandro complains about Stefania Lippi, Pippo’s girlfriend.”


“What’s wrong with her?” Terry asked.


“I don’t know. Sandro just doesn’t like her,” Licia said.


“Oh, speaking of Pippo, did Coco tell you his theory of Pippo finding a sister?” Terry asked.


“Most definitely,” Licia answered. She giggled. “Did you know, Pippo always regarded me as a big sister while I am only a few months younger than he is? He sees me as a big sister because I always manage to sort of bully him all the time and get him into trouble and mischief. He often said that if only he had a little sister, his life would be perfect – an older sister to get into trouble with and a little sister he can use to cover up the mischief he’s done.”


Suddenly, Beppe called Terry, “Terry! Alessio wants to talk to you! Turn on your line!”


“Yes, Alessio, I’m here,” Terry said.


“Ciao, carina. What are you doing?” Alessio asked.


“I’m talking to Coco and Licia… about you, actually,” Terry said.


“What did they say?”


“They said that they think we’d make a very bad couple because you’re too tall for me,” Terry joked.


Alessio’s chuckle was heard through the line. He replied, “It doesn’t really matter, does it? It works fine in bed.”


“ALESSIO!” Terry reprimanded him. But she couldn’t help the blush. 


“Seriously, carina, what did they say?” Alessio asked.


“They said I’m different from your other girlfriends. I am guessing that’s because they’ve never seen a girl mechanic. You’ve never been with a mechanic before, have you?” Terry asked.


Alessio chuckled again. “Only one, Terry, only you.”


Suddenly, Beppe’s voice came into line. “Sorry to interrupt, lovebirds. Alessio, you must come to the pit now – refuel. This is your chance.”


“Good. My tank is low. Hey, do you think Terry can fuel me with a kiss when I’m there? Do we have the time?” he asked innocently.


“Damn you, Al,” Terry said, blushing again.


“Unfortunately, we don’t, Danizetti. Just get your butt in here,” Beppe said.


“And we see Danizetti coming into the pit for his first pit stop… or perhaps this is his only pit stop. Ferrari perhaps is doing the one pit stop strategy here. D’Amico will surely slow down his car now to stall any drivers from coming in behind…”


“OH! NO! Disaster!”


“OH! YES! DISASTER! BERGMAN, PASCAL, AARON AND MORALES ARE OUT OF THE RACE!”


“What a terrible crash! Pascal’s engine just blew up… let’s see the replay there! Pascal’s engine blew up… he hits Bergman who is in front of him and the commotion caused Aaron and Morales to stumble and they are all pushed to the side. And Edward Ashton moves to fifth position now behind Danizetti, D’Amico, Graham and Larsen… Danizetti has to make it quick now… if not, his leading spot can be overtaken!”


“AND IT DOES! HE IS AT NUMBER THREE RIGHT NOW! D’AMICO and GRAHAM HAVE JUST PASSED HIM!”


“Look at that! Only 7.8 seconds in the pit stop but he’s already overtaken! D’Amico and Graham are on the lead! Amazing speed these drivers are driving!”


“But let’s not forget D’Amico will have to go into the pit in another two laps… Graham hasn’t had any pit stops either… so, Danizetti is still virtually on the lead.”


“Let’s see what happens…”


“Sorry ‘bout that, Al,” D’Amico said. 


“Don’t worry, just keep on going,” Alessio said.


“Hang in there, Al,” Vano said.


“Yeah, don’t worry,” Alessio said.


Alessio looked at the drivers ahead. He kept on full speed although Graham was not exactly far ahead. He was going to be patient and wait for the two drivers to get inside the pit and he would try to overcome them then. 


His chance came not so long after that. Lady Fortune was with him. Graham was called into the pit at the same time as D’Amico was. Alessio really hit the gas this time. Everyone at the pit stop, the ones who were not busy taking care of D’Amico’s car, were shouting on the communicator, “GO, ALESSIO, GO!”


Alessio did exactly what they told him to do. He sped his car like a madman. The cars in front of him, the cars that were in the last positions made way for him. They knew if they didn’t, they would be hit by Alessio’s car right away. He was going really, really fast. D’Amico rejoined the race, coming in second position. Graham entered the track at number five. His pit stop took a very long time. Ashton was now at number four, behind Larsen.


“Ashton is back on the race… number four now… Graham is behind… far, far behind… Larsen is at number three. The race is not over yet!”


“Ashton is closing in on Larsen! Now, let’s see if Larsen can hang on… we know he’s a very young driver… only nineteen years of age. He’s the youngest racer in the championship. D’Amico is second youngest… but D’Amico has a lot more experience. He’s not going to give up easily when pressured from behind. But Larsen might just be intimidated by Ashton. We know how pushy Ashton is when it comes to taking over someone’s position.”


“OH THERE! LOOK! ASHTON TOOK OVER LARSEN IN THE CORNER!”


“ASHTON IS AT NUMBER THREE!”


“IF ASHTON FINISHES AT NUMBER TWO, THEN FERRARI CANNOT TAKE THE CONSTRUCTOR’S TITLE TODAY!”


“They would have to wait for Malaysia, right?”


“Exactly… let’s see if D’Amico can hang on…”


“Ashton is pushing forward now. He wants the number two position…”


“AND HE GETS IT! ANOTHER CORNER AND ANOTHER TAKEOVER! That is why they call him the Master of Corners… he always manages to steal positions through great maneuvers in the corners… LOOK AT HIM GOING! He is challenging Danizetti here!”


“Alessio, do you hear me?” Terry asked.


“Clearly, Terry. What is it?” Alessio replied.


“Listen to me… it’s only ten more laps to go… if you raise your speed a little bit more, than you can keep a relatively large gap between you and Ashton. But we know you don’t have that much fuel to raise speed again. So, what you can do is you can stay at this speed, but you’re going to have to avoid close gap in corners. Don’t even try to think of making fancy moves in corners. Just do it cleanly. Now, the tires of your car can give the car more solid brakes. Just handle it neatly. All right?” Terry said.


“Got it,” Alessio said. 


“Go for it,” Terry said.


“Ten laps to go and Danizetti is in front by three point three seventy two seconds ahead of Edward Ashton… but Ashton is really good in corners. He can gain time advantage by making a quicker turn.”


Alessio connected his communicator to D’Amico. “Andrea, can you get nearer Ashton?”


“I can try to pass him up in straight tracks… but I really can’t do anything in corners.”


“Good, close on him. Try to take him over in straight lanes.”


Luck seemed to be far away from Alessio right now. The gap was closing in every minute. And the nightmare happened… somewhere, two laps later, Ashton came very near to Alessio and… he passed him. He took over his position. Alessio wanted to scream but he kept his concentration. He knew he shouldn’t be doing it, but he was going to try to pass over Ashton in a corner. Alessio position his car in the outer side of the track and in the second corner of the circuit, he maneuvered his car for the turn and added speed. He almost slipped but… he passed Ashton! He was back in front!


“What a dangerous stunt! Danizetti took the outer side and made a very dangerous move to pass Ashton! What a miracle! It worked perfectly!”


Who cares about fuel? It was eight more laps to go anyway. Alessio sped up his car and dashed forward once again. The gap was starting to open again. And suddenly he heard on his communicator, “WE DID IT! D’Amico also managed to pass Ashton! We are back one-two again!”


Alessio sighed gladly. Finally…


D’Amico stayed alert for the rest of the race. He was very close with Ashton but D’Amico slowed him down without giving him the slightest hope to overcome his position. D’Amico slowed his care moderately but Alessio succeeded in making an eternal breach of five seconds from D’Amico and the others. Alessio wasn’t taking any chances, he kept pushing his car until the very end… until he reached the limit. And he was running low of fuel once more…


Finally, there it was, in front of his eyes… it was the checkered flag. Alessio was going to make it. He didn’t think about anything else, he just drove wildly, passing the finish line and… he was World Champion! 


The crowd went hysterical in joy. They cheered for him, they called out his name and the red Ferrari flag was being flown. Alessio punched his fist up into the air. He couldn’t have been happier. He looked behind and saw D’Amico coming in as runner-up. He cheered again! Ferrari was number one! They also won the constructor’s championship! 


Alessio drove around the circuit again for his victory lap. He waved his hands at the crowd. The crowd cheered even more hysterically. “Come on, Alessio! Get in here!” the mechanics said. They wanted to celebrate with him and D’Amico before they went on to the podium.


Alessio headed his car towards the parc fermé. Once he was there, he parked it nicely next to D’Amico’s. D’Amico jumped out of the car at the same time as Alessio did and the two of them hugged each other. They laughed out loud when their helmets bumped against each other. Suddenly, Terry appeared. She ran to Alessio and took off his helmet and balaclava. Alessio smiled seeing her but his smile didn’t last long because she kissed him on the lips immediately. Everyone around them cheered seeing that.


After the kiss, everyone congratulated Alessio and D’Amico. Licia and Coco attacked Alessio with hugs and kisses (even from his brother). It went on for a while until finally Alessio was told to get ready to go up the podium.


“Well, I have to go now. I’ll see you later,” he said to Terry. 


“Congratulations, Alessio,” Terry said once again.


“I couldn’t have done it without you, carina,” Alessio said tenderly. And he kissed her once more.


The commentators were saying, “Well, looks like we know Danizetti’s object of affection and source of inspiration now… it’s Victoria De Rossi, the only female mechanic in F1 from Ferrari, daughter of Ferrari’s chief mechanic Giuseppe De Rossi. Perhaps because she’s a mechanic they get along compatibly.”


“Absolutely. Danizetti must be feeling in heaven. Winner of the race, world champion, world constructor’s champion and a lovely girl by his side!”


“Lovely indeed for Alessio Danizetti!”


Alessio and Terry didn’t linger with the others to celebrate. They instead wanted to be alone, celebrating just together for the two of them. Licia and Coco already knew what their cousin and brother was intending to do with his new girlfriend the moment they excused themselves from the rest of the team. Beppe knew exactly what they wanted to do as well. Thus he gave them a bit of a warning glare and Alessio got the message. At least, if they couldn’t do it, they were still together with each other and alone.


Once again, Alessio and Terry arrived at the hotel’s lobby. Alessio was grinning very broadly that everyone could see how excited and happy he was. Some people stopped and congratulated him and some even asked for his autograph. Alessio gladly complied their wishes while Terry took the keys of Alessio’s room.


“You got the keys?” Alessio asked after the people left him.


“Yes,” Terry answered.


Alessio replaced his arm back where to it had been, on Terry’s shoulders. “Come on, let’s go.” 


Once they were both inside his room, he said, “Your father really warned us, didn’t he?”


Terry nodded. “Yes, he did. And he means it.”


Alessio frowned a little bit. “Oh, shucks.”


Terry laughed. She hugged Alessio by the waist and rested her head on his chest. Alessio hugged her back and placed his chin on her head. Terry said, “I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”


Alessio smiled. He kissed the top of her head. He didn’t know he was ever going to love Terry like this. For him, she used to be just a sister and a close friend, that was it. But somewhere along the way, he fell in love with her and he didn’t know when and where and why. He just did. Now he wondered when Terry started to love him.


“Terry,” Alessio called. 


“Yes?”


“Can I ask you a question?”


“You just did, smartie,” Terry teased.


“Seriously!”


“Of course you can!” Terry replied.


Alessio smiled. It was so like Terry to taunt him at anytime possible even though they were already lovers. Alessio then pulled Terry to the bed and they sat down together on the edge of it. Alessio cleared his throat and Terry started to think whatever he was going to ask her was very serious. 


“What is it? You look very serious,” Terry said a bit nervously.


“Curious is more appropriate,” Alessio corrected.


“Oh! Then, what are you curious about?” Terry asked.


“I am curious about you…” Alessio said.


Terry furrowed her eyebrows. “Me? Why? You know all there is to it about me. My father must have told you a lot of things and I told you some things…”


“No, not that…” Alessio said. “But you’re almost right. This has got to do with something that your father said to me yesterday.”


“What did he say?” Terry asked cautiously.


“He told me that he was sure that you got the partner of your dreams when I told him that we were going out together,” Alessio said. He paused for a while then lifted his eyes to meet Terry’s. “Does that mean… you’ve been dreaming of… of me, as your partner all along?”


Terry was shocked. Now he knew! Alessio knew! Terry wanted to sink from the surface of the earth then and there. She had guarded her secret very carefully all through these years, through these times, so that he would find out how she really felt for him. She didn’t want him to know that she had been a secret admirer of him. But now he knew! He knew her biggest secret.


“Terry, please answer me, is that true?” he asked pleadingly.


Terry didn’t know what to answer him. She could evade. But then again she was already his lover and she had nothing to lose. 



“Terry?”


Terry closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, Alessio. It’s true. I have wanted to become your… girlfriend… since a very long time ago, since… since the first time I met you.”


“Oh my God,” Alessio said with gusty sigh. He looked crushed. Terry began to panic now. Alessio didn’t seem to be very happy with her answer. But she didn’t need to, because then he said, “Oh my God, Terry… I am so sorry… I didn’t know. If I had known, I wouldn’t have been very openly with Laura in front of you! And not mentioning, Laura often cut you direct! I am so sorry…”


Terry chuckled. “You’re not supposed to be sorry… you’re not the one who is supposed to apologize! She is! But who cares now? You’re mine and not hers and that’s her loss…”


Alessio kissed her again. But this time the kiss was deeper and more passionate. Terry knew this was definitely a cue… suddenly he murmured, “We have a few hours before the celebration party starts, you know?” Terry chuckled against his lips. Alessio said again, “And if we keep quiet, your father wouldn’t know…”


“Alessio, no,” Terry refused. But even that she said it without seriousness.


“No is yes for me if you’re the one who says it,” Alessio said.


“All right, then I’ll say yes so that it means no,” Terry countered.


“But yes means yes too for me,” Alessio said.


“No!”


“All right.”


And they did it anyway.


“I wish I could do it with you forever,” Alessio huskily said as he lay down on his side, facing Terry. Terry smiled dreamily. Alessio nuzzled her neck. “You’re so beautiful… I should have done this with you since a long time ago. If I had known…”


Terry caressed Alessio’s cheek absently. Alessio said, “Carina, if you keep doing that, I might want to do it again.”


“And you mind?” Terry teased.


“Good question. No, I don’t mind.” Alessio rolled his body until he was on top of her once again. “Round number three?” he asked, making Terry snicker.


Suddenly, the telephone on the table beside Alessio’s bed rang. Both Alessio and Terry groaned in annoyance. Alessio asked her, “Abort, ignore or retry?”


“Option B?” Terry suggested.


They both laughed. Terry kissed him. “Pick it up. Maybe it’s my father checking on us.”


Alessio reached for the telephone. “Pronto?”


“Pardon me, monsieur Danizetti,” the operator said with a French-accented English, “But there is a woman down here who insists to meet you.”


“A woman? Who?” Alessio asked.


“I don’t know, monsieur, she is very aggressive. She insists on meeting you right away. I tried to tell her that you are not to be disturbed but she cannot wait,” the operator reported.


Alessio muttered a curse under his breath. He sighed. “Fine, I will come downstairs. But don’t expect me to be soon.”


“Oui, monsieur, comme vous voulez.”


“Merci,” Alessio replied.


After Alessio replaced the receiver, he told Terry what was going on. “Now, I have to get ready,” he said in the end. But then he gazed at Terry with twinkling eyes. “But, before that, I’d have to clean up first. Perhaps you can join me, mademoiselle De Rossi?”


Terry laughed. Before she could answer, Alessio already lifted her out of bed and carried her. Finally, all Terry could say was, “Avec plaisir!”


Sometime later, Terry and Alessio reappeared in the lobby. As they were accustomed to now, their arms were entwined as they walked together. Somehow Alessio felt very comfortable doing this public display of affection with Terry. He didn’t even care if a reporter or paparazzi caught them being like that together. All he cared was showing his love for Terry.


“Monsieur Danizetti!” a concierge suddenly called out for him. 


Alessio halted. He saw the concierge rushing up to him. The French concierge arrived before Alessio in no time. He looked terribly worried. “Monsieur, the woman is getting more and more irritating as she is impatient to meet you.”


“Where is she? Who is she anyway?” Alessio replied.


“Je ne sais pas, monsieur,” the concierge said.


“Bien. Show us the way,” Alessio said.


The concierge ushered them to a special, private lounge. As they were walking there, Terry asked, “Do I really have to come?”


“Yes, of course,” Alessio said. He smiled cheekily and said, “If I leave for just a moment, perhaps another man is going to take you away from me.” Terry nudged him right away.


They entered the lounge. The first person who was visible to the two of them was a man who was sitting on the sofa that was opposite the wall. But the real visitor, whom the concierge said was a woman, was sitting on a sofa that was opposite their standing position so they couldn’t see her. Alessio was very curious to see who this woman was.


“Mademoiselle, monsieur Danizetti est ici,” the concierge announced.


She replied as she rose from her seat, “Merci beaucoup.” And she turned around.


Both Alessio and Terry were shocked to see who it was… “Laura…” Alessio breathed. 


There she was… Laura Andretti… she was in front of his face once more. The woman who had jilted him, the one who had broke his heart, the one who betrayed him… she was there once more… before his eyes. She hadn’t changed a bit. She was still as beautiful as she used to be, on the day she broke up with him and on the day she left him.


“Alessio,” she said softly. The words came from her soft lips very slowly, in a voice Alessio once loved.


“Excusez-moi,” the concierge said, excusing himself. He then left.


Terry felt like leaving with him too. She suddenly felt very nervous. Laura was back and she was even more alluring than ever. Even Terry thought she was very attractive – too attractive for everyone’s own good. Terry glanced at the amazed Alessio who was eyeing her with great interest. Terry’s heart lurched. She was worried now that Laura was back Alessio was going to return to her.


“Terry. Ciao,” Laura greeted her all of a sudden.


Terry was a little taken aback but she kept her composure. “Ciao.”


The other man in the room suddenly stood up from his seat. Alessio stiffened instantaneously. He grabbed Terry’s hand and squeezed it tightly to hold his anger. He knew that man very well. He was the man who took Laura away from him.


“Ciao,” he greeted genially.


Laura bent her head down as she introduced, “Alessio, Terry, this is Stephen Parker. He is…” She couldn’t say the word ‘fiancé’, not in front of Alessio.


“Ciao, Alessio. I am Steve, Laura’s fiancé,” the man said. He extended his hand to Alessio for a handshake but Alessio didn’t take it. Steve asked with a joking tone as he eyed Alessio’s right hand that was holding Terry’s left hand tightly, “I see you don’t want to let go of her hand, do you?”


“Exactly,” Alessio answered. He said blatantly to him, “Don’t you feel that way when you’re with someone you love? Don’t you always want to be next to her and hold her all the time?”


Steve smiled. He nodded. “Yes, I feel that way.” He paused. “But I don’t think I’ve ever met your girlfriend here, Alessio.”


“This is Victoria De Rossi. You can call her Terry. She is one of the best mechanics we have in the team,” Alessio said proudly.


Terry smiled a little. Steve offered his hand for a shake to Terry. Terry accepted it but she didn’t shake Steve’s hand for very long. She released it only a few moments after she had clasped it. 


“Steve, Terry, if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk in private with Alessio,” Laura said.


Terry and Alessio exchanged gazes. When Alessio saw the worry in Terry’s eyes, he grasped her hand once again and then kissed her on the forehead, as if telling her not to worry. Terry calmed down a bit after that. She must trust him now. She then nodded and let go of Alessio’s hand for the first time. Without looking at Laura, she headed towards to door with Steve following her from behind. Alessio and Laura were left alone. They were finally facing each other once again after that last time.


“What do you want from me, Laura? You plan to humiliate me once again after you left me for that man?” Alessio asked her straight away with an obvious tone of resentment.


“No, Alessio. I came here to apologize,” she said quietly.


He snorted. “Apologize? After what you’ve done?” 


Laura bent her head down. “I truly am. I… I know it was very sinful from my part to have left you like that… and I have cheated on you while I was away to New York.”


“Yes, you did!” Alessio said derisively. He moved one step forward and said, “Did you know that I have been waiting for you loyally for a year? Just to wait for you to come back? Did you even know that I never even looked at any other girl when you were away? Not even to someone who wanted to offer her love for me!”


“Alessio, I’m sorry,” Laura said in a loud voice pleadingly. She clutched Alessio’s sleeves and held tightly on them. “I am truly sorry… I didn’t mean to hurt you. I know I did but I didn’t do it on purpose… what happened between Steve and I was… it just happened like that. You don’t know… you don’t know how…” She began to sob. “You don’t know how hard it was for me to learn that I was pregnant with someone else’s baby while I was still in relationship with someone I also love very much!”


Alessio was shocked to hear that. He couldn’t believe his ears. “Pregnant?” he asked.


“Yes! I am pregnant with Steve’s baby… I only meant it to be as a fling…” Laura said. “I just wanted to have company for a while because you’re so far away in Italy… but Steve took it really seriously… and the next thing I know, I am already having his baby and he asked me to marry him.”


Alessio almost fainted then and there. He released himself from Laura’s grip of his sleeves and then walked back a few steps. He grabbed hold the table near him to keep his balance. 

“How could you?” Alessio asked in a shaking voice. “How could you get yourself pregnant like that, Laura?” Tears were ready to burst out from his eyes. “I waited for you patiently… and you got yourself pregnant!”


“But I still loved you at that time!” Laura said. She was already crying. 


Alessio shook his head. “No, you didn’t. You never loved me.”


“Yes, I did love you, Alessio! Oh, please forgive me…” Laura said.


“No, you didn’t love me, Laura. You never did,” Alessio said. He then took a deep breath and tried to regain his composure. He mustn’t break down in front of her or because of her. She was not worth his tears. He then said in a clipped tone, “You know, Laura, I used to think that you were someone I would be spending the rest of my life with. I loved you sincerely, like I never loved anyone before. But I guess I should have known that all I had loved was a mere illusion. A mere illusion of the woman I want to have and to hold.”


Alessio swallowed. “I should have known about it every time you refused to receive my kisses in public. I should have known about it every time you refused to make love to me! You might have loved me, Laura, but perhaps you too had loved an illusion. There is one thing for sure now.” He paused. He then continued after a while, “I don’t need an illusion anymore. I already have the woman I want to have and to hold.”


“Alessio… please…” she implored.


“If you’ll excuse me,” Alessio said, “Terry, my woman, is waiting for me.”


And with that, he reached for the door handle and left the lounge as soon as possible.  

Chapter 57


“I’m home!” Shez said loudly as she entered the small house.


“Shez! Welcome!” Rafi greeted, appearing from the kitchen.


Shez was dumbstruck. What was her father doing there? Wasn’t he supposed to be in Turin?!


“Papa, what are you doing here?” she asked confusedly.


Rafi put on a pretend frown. “Aren’t you happy that I am home?” 


Shez smiled. “Sorry!” She ran to her father and hugged him. She kissed him on the cheek and said, “Of course I am! I am confused, though, why you are home… this is not even your time for leave!”


Rafi laughed and replied his daughter’s kiss. He then escorted her to the sofa. Shez sat down there, facing her father. She urged his father to explain, “Come on, Papa, tell me… why are you home early? Do the others know you are home already?”


“Mama knows. She also gave me the same reaction as you did. But since Salma, Sabila and Malik haven’t returned from school, or wherever they are playing after school, they don’t know yet,” Rafi answered.


“But why are you here?” Shez asked. 


Rafi gave her a quizzical smile. He meant to be mysterious but Shez was already shaking his arms, forcing him to explain. Finally he said, “All right, I will tell you why I’m here! I am here because the board of directors want to hear my report about the progress the factory is making, especially about the production that my department is making.”


“How long will you be staying?” Shez asked.


“For two weeks,” Rafi said.


Shez was disappointed that her father was not going to stay with them for very long. She was very sad that they couldn’t have him among them anymore. But it was all for the family… he must work very hard to earn their living, so Shez shouldn’t complain although sometimes she felt like telling her father to quit working so that he could stay forever with them.


“So, where have you been? Campus?” Rafi asked.


Shez sighed. “Where else?” she said in despair.


“You sound as if it’s such a burden,” Rafi teased. “Don’t you like school? Isn’t that what you told me? You live for going to school?”


Shez laughed. “I was only joking, Papa!” Shez replied. “But, to tell you the truth, it is a burden… especially when you have just received three heavy assignments!”


“What assignments did you get?” Rafi asked.


“I have to do one research and two lab projects for archeology,” Shez answered. 


“You’ll make it,” Rafi said confidently. “You always do.”


“Oh, well, it’s nice to have you back, Papa,” Shez said. She hugged him and kissed him once again. “I’m going to take a bath now before Mama finds out that…”


Suddenly Miranda appeared in the doorway from the kitchen. “Shez! You’re home! Finally… I’ve been wondering where you and your brother and sisters are… at least one of you is home.” She smiled and said, “I need your help cooking. But, please, take a bath first. Rafi, you promised to help me cut the vegetables. Come on!”


After that she disappeared again to the kitchen. Shez and Rafi exchanged looks and they secretly laughed. Rafi then tousled Shez’s hair and told her to hurry up bathing. Shez ran to the bathroom to do the deed. 


While she was putting on fresh clothes that didn’t smell like the laboratory, she heard loud noises from the kitchen… she heard Malik’s voice. Her brother must have come home and found out about their father. Not so long after, she heard Salma and Sabila’s squeal of laughter. Shez imagined her father must be giving them a piggyback ride… her sisters, just as she did, loved to have piggyback rides on their father. Shez hurried up getting dressed. When she walked out of her room, she heard the telephone ringing. But it only rang twice, which meant someone must have picked it up.


Indeed it was picked up. And the conversation had ended as well. Malik was the one who answered it and he was putting the receiver back to its place when Shez appeared. Malik turned to Shez and gave her a surprised look.


“There you are!” he exclaimed. “I just hung up!”


“So?” Shez replied nonchalantly.


“That was from Coco,” Malik said.


“Who’s Coco?” Rafi asked all of a sudden materializing from the kitchen once more.


“Shez’s boyfriend,” Sabila teased. She was smiling smugly.


“Shez has a boyfriend?” Rafi asked in amazement.


“WHAT?!” Shez replied feeling irritated. “Coco is not my boyfriend.”


“Liar!” Malik mocked her jovially. He said to Rafi, “He’s been calling Shez and picking up Shez to go to campus… they even went on a date together last week! And he’s been calling Shez from Naples, just to talk to her, since Saturday, but Shez was always not home.”


“He has been?” Rafi asked.


Shez frowned. She did indeed know that Coco had been calling her from Naples. At first, when she realized she had missed Coco’s first call from Naples, she regretted going out with Salma to the bookstore on Saturday. She also regretted waking up late on Sunday morning when Coco called her from Naples. But in the afternoon, she didn’t regret not talking to him anymore. She had been very worried about him but when she figured out what he probably did in Naples and showing it on international TV, she was very irate. 


Yesterday, on Sunday, she found time to watch the Formula 1 Grand Prix that was held in France. She wanted to see Alessio and was hoping to see Terry somewhere in the pit area. She did see Alessio and Terry, but she didn’t expect to see Coco there. But there he was yesterday. She saw Coco in the pit stop and next to him was a very beautiful, very sexy lady with beautiful red hair that shined even though there was little sunshine. 


One time the camera caught a picture of that girl leaning on him and pinching his cheek very affectionately. That scene made Shez boiling angry. She was betrayed! While she was worrying about him because he just suddenly disappeared after that incident with Sandro, he turned out to be in Naples and then going to France in the company of a female! He was having fun all along! He didn’t even try to call her before Saturday and Sunday… no doubt, Shez said to herself, he was anxious to tell her about his new girlfriend.


Although she felt that she had to thank God Coco didn’t fall for a blonde girl, but still… she just couldn’t believe he was having fun with another girl while she was worrying about him. But Shez tried not to think about… she wasn’t going to admit that what she was feeling towards the situation was perhaps… jealousy.


And she would rather die than admitting to anyone that Francesco Laurentiis was beginning to interest her… in the heart.


“SURPRISE!” 


Pippo went static when he heard that word being cried out in his very own office. He looked at what was in front of him and he almost fell down when he saw his brothers Alessio and Coco in his office with two beautiful ladies: Terry and… Licia!


“What the…”


“PIPPO! I MISSED YOU!” Licia exclaimed. She ran to Pippo and without warning kissed him soundly on the lips.


Pippo’s eyes were wide open when she did and everyone laughed seeing his shocked expression. Licia then released him but she was holding Pippo on the neck with her arms. Her eyes twinkled. “Don’t you miss me too?”


“Oh my God… Licia! What are you doing here? Is this really you?” Pippo asked.


“Of course it’s me, idiot!” Licia said. “Didn’t you watch the race yesterday? I was there…”


“I did watch the race and I saw a beautiful redhead pinching Coco’s cheek but I didn’t know it was you!”


“You didn’t recognize me?” Licia asked. Her face fell. She had hoped if there was one person in this world who could recognize her right away it was Pippo.


“Sorry, cousin,” Pippo apologized. He kissed her on the forehead. “I should have convinced myself that it was you for real. I just couldn’t believe it was you. I thought you had forgotten about us… what happened? Why are you back? You’re bored of Australia already?”


Licia knocked Pippo’s head with her fist. Pippo yelped but Licia just laughed. She released herself from Pippo and then joined Alessio, Coco and Terry. “No, I am not bored of Australia… I am just on leave. You should thank me, actually, Pippo… it’s a good thing that I came back here. I brought Coco for you.”


Pippo faced Coco and spoke to him for the first time since that night. “Coco.”


“Ciao, Pippo,” Coco said. They were silent for a while until Coco said, “Sorry for leaving like that. I hope I didn’t give you trouble.”


Pippo sighed gladly. Finally, his brother was back and he was back to become like usual. He smiled. “It’s okay. I was worried but knowing that you had been home with Mama and Papa, I knew you’d be all right too.”


“Wise brother,” Licia commented.


Pippo then reached for Coco and hugged him. Then he saw Alessio and his face suddenly brightened even more. “Eccolo il campione!” Pippo shouted and hugged Alessio fiercely. “Congratulazione!”


“Grazie, Pippo,” Alessio said. 


“What a race, Alessio! I am very proud of you!” Pippo said proudly.


“Now you can boast that your brother is a World Champion, huh?” Terry said.


“Of course,” Pippo said. Then he winked at her, “With the help of his lovely girlfriend, no?”


Terry blushed again. She wondered how come she could blush that easily lately… Alessio kissed her cheek. He said, “Isn’t she lovely when she blushes?”


“Oh, if only I have a boyfriend,” Licia sighed.


“You don’t have one?” Pippo asked.


“No. Australian men are not my type. Well, some of them are, physically… but, they all don’t want commitment! Even the ones of Italian origin there are noncommittal in relationships! Hah!” Licia complained. She shrugged. “Oh, well, perhaps that’s my destiny… I’m never going to meet someone who is compatible for me...”


“Perhaps you can start looking around here in Italy,” Coco suggested.


“But, Coco, I need someone who wants to live with me in Australia,” Licia said.


“Why did you run away to Australia in the first place anyway?” Pippo teased. 


Licia laughed. “I wasn’t running away!” she said.


Pippo then remembered something… Fio! He must speak to Coco about Fio! And he must speak to Alessio. Perhaps the investigators had found useful information by now. Pippo cleared his throat. He told his brothers, “I need to speak with the two of you privately.”


Licia and Terry understood this cue. They immediately excused themselves and were gone from the room as soon as possible. Alessio knew what Pippo wanted to talk about but Coco was puzzled. After all, he hadn’t been around for a week. Whatever it was, Coco knew it wasn’t going to be pleasant because Pippo’s face looked grave.


“Coco, I need to tell you that… Fioraia Costacurta is missing,” Pippo told him.


“FIO IS MISSING?” Coco asked in surprise. “But… why? How come?”


“No one knows the real reason for that,” Pippo answered evasively. He didn’t want to tell Coco that Sandro was the cause of it. Besides, he was sure Sandro was not only the problem why Fio was away. Her brother might also be the reason for it. He continued, “All we know that Fio just left a message for her family, saying that she wanted to leave the house and the next morning she was gone. Everyone is worried about her – especially her parents – including Amanda. Amanda asked my help to find her and for that I need your help.”


Without Pippo even telling him, Coco somehow knew Sandro and Marco had something to do with it. He cursed Marco and wished to God that his brother Sandro
 were still sane enough so Coco didn’t have to thrash him at this moment while he actually missed him.


“About that, Pip, the investigators have faxed me this morning and they said that Fio hasn’t left the city or the country. They have been able to check all the database of the ticket selling in every station there is in Rome and in the airport but there is nothing they could find. She could have used another name but she would have to show a proof of her identity. Unless she’s very smart, and sly, to make a fake ID, then it is unlikely for her to go out from here,” Alessio reported.


“This is going to be hard,” Pippo said.


“What do you want me to do, Pip?” Coco asked.


“Do you know Fio’s close friends other than Valentina and Nadia, her two best friends? You seem to know most of the people she hangs out with and I hope you can recall some others that are close to her,” Pippo said.


“To tell you the truth, I don’t think Fio is close with anyone else except for Nadia and Valentina. And then there is Amanda, Terry and Shez. Fio may be popular but she keeps herself reserved and she’s not very open to anyone,” Coco said.


“If a young girl runs away from home, she would usually go to her friend’s house. But Nadia, Valentina and Amanda had already denied that,” Alessio said.


“Does she still show up in the university?” Coco asked.


“I don’t think so. Amanda hasn’t told me anything. She would’ve called me and told me if she saw Fio on campus,” Pippo answered.


“Speaking of campus, I have a class at ten o’clock. I’m going there now. I will try to look for more information. I will also see Amanda to talk about this,” Coco said, glancing at his watch that showed the hour fifteen to nine.


Pippo nodded. He turned to Alessio and asked, “Will you contact the investigators again and tell them to come here?”


“Sure,” Alessio answered. “Let me just say goodbye to Terry first. Co, can you take her to the campus?”


“Of course,” Coco answered. He opened the door to go outside. Suddenly, he bumped into someone who was going to come inside Pippo’s office. Coco lifted his face and found the sight of Sandro right before his eyes. Suddenly Coco just felt so glad to see him again. He hadn’t realized that he missed him the most.


Sandro was stunned to see Coco standing in the doorway of Pippo’s office. He thought Coco was still away in Naples. “Coco…”


“Sandro!” Coco cheered. He hugged his brother, his favorite brother, tightly. Sandro couldn’t believe it really happened. 


Pippo and Alessio smiled inside the office seeing Coco and Sandro finally together again. They remembered one time when they were still young and still living in Naples, Coco was missing from the house. He had gone fishing with some friends and his friends returned saying that Coco was gone. Coco was only eight years old at that time. Everyone panicked of course, especially his mother and Sandro. He wasn’t found anywhere he was searched for until at nine o’clock that same night, Coco returned with a little puppy. Sandro was extremely happy to see Coco come home and he hugged him the way Coco was hugging him now… it was also in the doorway, with Alessio and Pippo looking at them from inside the house.


“Where have you been? You idiot! You made me worried sick!” Sandro then said after Coco released him.


Coco grinned sheepishly and said, “Sorry…”


“You want to give me a heart attack or something?” Sandro scolded.


Coco stuck his tongue out with a sheepish smile and said, “Sorry…”


“Sorry is all you could say?” Sandro asked irately, although he was actually very happy inside to see his brother had returned. 


Coco nodded. His face turned serious. “No, that’s not all I could say. I could say more… and I am going to say it now.” He halted briefly. He looked into his brother’s eyes and said, “I just want to say that… you’re still my brother, no matter what or whether you like it or not.”


Sandro could feel his throat became clogged. That was all he needed to hear since the beginning of the time he found out that he was not actually related to the family he was in right now. He only needed Coco’s approval and that was all. Sandro immediately hugged him again. Coco responded to the hug and did the same thing to his brother.


Outside, Licia was clapping her hands and wiping out tears at the same time. “So beautiful…” she said, sighing daintily. “Very beautiful…”


“So, I’ll see you later?” Coco asked Sandro.


“Sure,” Sandro answered. He checked his watch. “But I have a council meeting at three thirty. Will you wait for a while?”


“Of course,” Coco replied. He leaned down to kiss Terry’s cheek. “See you two later!”


“Bye, Co!” Terry said.


Coco waved his hand at Terry and Sandro, who were already saying goodbye to each other as well. They were all rushing to get to their classes. Terry and Coco had skipped yesterday’s classes because they had just arrived from France midday and they didn’t feel like going straight away to college. They wanted to rest from their journey.

Coco knew he was going to be in trouble… he practically missed everything of last week’s classes and he didn’t even give any letter of excuse. He just remembered that there was one group assignment that was due tomorrow. He hadn’t consulted about it to his friends. Not mentioning, he hadn’t talked to Shez and explained to her where and why he had been missing!

Coco took two steps at a time when he ascended the stairs to the laboratory session for archeology that he was supposed to attend now. He didn’t want to be late because the lab professor was a mean one and he didn’t tolerate tardiness. He wanted to be there to avoid his scrutiny of why he wasn’t there last week… for the whole week!

Once he was there, he burst inside the room. Thankfully the professor was nowhere to be seen. Coco sighed gladly. But Massimo and one of Coco’s close friends, Gennaro, were already there.


“Coco! There you are!” Gennaro exclaimed when he spotted Coco. “Massimo! Look who’s here!”


Massimo saw Coco and he gasped. “Coco! You’re here!”


“Ciao, ragazzi. The professor hasn’t come yet, has he?” Coco asked.


“No,” Massimo answered. “But where have you been?”


“That’s not important…” Coco said.


“Right! And your friend Shez was furious to know that you’ve ‘run away’,” Gennaro said. “Tell him, Max! Shez almost killed Massimo when she found out that you ran away.”


“Shez almost what?” Coco asked with tremor.


Massimo smiled dryly. “She wouldn’t believe me that I didn’t know where you were and she almost strangled me… thankfully, Gennaro saved me!” Massimo then asked, “Where were you?”


“Here she is, Co! There’s Shez,” Gennaro said.


Coco looked at the direction where Gennaro was seeing. He saw Shez entering the lab wearing her lab coat and carrying her books. She was alone, as usual. Coco sighed. Now, he must face her. 


At the same time, Shez saw Massimo. He was her group mate. Shez wanted to talk to him but when she noticed there was Coco beside him, she changed her mind. She deliberately changed the direction of where her eyes were looking and then walked to another way. Seeing Shez walking to a different direction, Coco went to chase her. Massimo and Gennaro quickly followed him so that if they needed to separate Shez and Coco from a possible fight, they would be ready.


“Shez!” Coco greeted her.


Shez ignored him completely. She turned her body slightly to the left so that she could avoid looking at him.


“Shez, I know I am wrong… I didn’t tell you where I was going and I probably made you worried sick… I tried to call you but you weren’t there. I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have made you worried,” Coco apologized immediately.


When Shez said nothing, Gennaro chuckled quietly and said to Massimo, “I have never seen a girl who could do this to Coco before. They never stand long to ignore Coco.”


“Shez is different,” Massimo said to Gennaro.


“Shez, come on… talk to me…” Coco pleaded. Shez still didn’t say anything. Coco was already beginning to feel desperate although he had often been in this kind of situation before. The problem was he knew Shez wasn’t going to melt that easily, unlike many other girls who have tried to ignore him where they were angry with him. If Shez would mention a word to him, then he knew he still have a little bit of hope… but Shez was completely mute facing him.


“Shez, please?” Coco begged.


Shez was keeping herself really quiet. Coco tried to beg for her to listen to him and forgive him but she still wouldn’t take notice. Coco was making quite a fuss that some other people who were already in the lab was looking at them. Some of the guys looked at him amusedly to find that Coco, who was a renowned lady charmer, was receiving this silent treatment from the petite girl in front of him. The girls stared at Shez enviously but also amazedly because she was able to make Francesco Laurentiis beg. Some of them would love to be in her place, no doubt!


“Shez, I am going to kiss you right here, right now, if you keep ignoring me,” Coco threatened finally.


He had said it quite loudly and everyone tried to stifle their laughter. Shez’s eyes blazed with anger. Without looking at him, she said scathingly, “You try that and I will make sure you can’t make love to a woman for one whole year, Laurentiis.”


Coco exhaled full of satisfaction. At least she was talking to him. “That’s more like it!”


“Save it, Laurentiis!” Shez warned.


“Shez, listen, I am sorry… I know I was wrong and I had acted foolishly. But I can’t help it. I had to go at that time,” Coco explained.


Shez finally turned around to face him. She lifted her chin boldly and retorted, “Listen, Coco, I am not interested in talking to you at the moment. So, leave me alone.”


“NO!” Coco refused violently. He was going to say something else to reply her but he noticed everyone was staring at them. He clenched his jaws. He was going not going to let Shez scold him for personal problems in front of public. So Coco grabbed her hands and pulled her towards the door. He opened it and shoved Shez outside the lab. Massimo and Gennaro grimaced. Coco looked very fierce at that time. Did Shez push him to the limit?


“I said I was sorry!” Coco said to Shez severely.


Shez released her hand from his grip with a yank. “Damn it, Coco! I don’t care!”


“Yes, you do!” Coco replied. “I know you’re angry. I realize that I’ve made you upset for leaving you, running away without saying anything. I should’ve told you at that time but it was a time where I couldn’t think clearly because I, too, was upset at that moment.” He paused for a while. “Damn it, Shez, I don’t like it when you’re angry with me!”


“But you deserved it!” Shez replied cynically.


“At least tell me what I did wrong,” Coco said.


“You don’t need to know!” Shez replied again.


“What is it with you? I thought we were friends!”


“Why didn’t you call me before?”


“I wasn’t thinking! My brain was screwed!”


“Like hell!”


Coco nodded fiercely. “Exactly! Like hell! My life was like hell… even now, because you don’t want to speak to me!”


“And I’m supposed to believe your life was like hell? How do I know you didn’t come to Naples to have fun? Obviously, you managed to skip school for the whole week! And then when I saw you again you were with that redhead on TV, watching the race in France! You didn’t look screwed then!”


Coco blinked. “Redhead? What redhead?”


“You certainly didn’t give me the impression that your life was like hell that time, Coco!” Shez said.


“You mean Licia?” Coco asked.

Hearing Coco mention her name made Shez even more convinced that Coco had come there to meet her and have fun with her. “I am tired of this,” Shez replied. She turned around to return to the class.


Coco caught her hand. “I was not having fun with Licia! Licia only came after a few days! I didn’t come there to avoid school either!” Coco explained.


“I am not talking to you anymore! Go talk to Licia, whoever she is,” Shez replied absently. She was already tired of having arguments with anyone right now.


It struck Coco only now that Shez was perhaps jealous. Was she? 


“Shez, are you jealous?” he asked candidly.


“WHAT?! Most definitely not!”


Coco smiled amusedly. “You sounded like you were just then,” he commented.


“Whatever,” Shez replied. When she realized Coco was still holding her hand, she rebuked him, “Let go of my hand!”


Coco did what he was told to do. He was smiling like a horse, though. Shez was probably feeling jealous, even though she wouldn’t admit it. Whenever a girl was angry to a guy and a name of another girl was carried on, that was usually a case of jealousy. Whatever it was, Coco was happy Shez noticed these kinds of things… that means, she truly cared for him!


“Oh, Shez, I love you!” Coco said.


But Shez was already gone inside to the lab. When Coco decided to follow her, his brain was already forming a brilliant idea… Shez might kill him if she found out, but who cares? She’s jealous! 


Coco cringed when he was stopped by yet another one traffic light. He always hated traffic lights. Not just ‘dislike’ kind of hate, but truly ‘hate’ hate. Although he was a cautious driver, he always wanted to bypass a traffic light. 


Suddenly, his cell phone rang. Coco reached for it on the seat next to his. He checked the number and saw that it was from Pippo.


“Yes, Pippo, what is it?”


“Did you find anything to help us find Fio?” Pippo asked.


“Unfortunately not. I asked some of the friends she was close to but they didn’t even know she was missing. All the said was that they hadn’t seen Fio for a very long time,” Coco answered.


“Oh, great!” he despaired. “Now we are stuck! We have no clue at all!”


“Uhm, did you ask Sandro to help you?” Coco asked.


“No. He knows I am going to help Amanda, though, but he doesn’t want to be involved whatsoever,” Pippo answered. Coco didn’t say anything on that. “Oh, well, I must get back to work. Tonight there is a dinner at my place. You will come, won’t you?”


“Sure, Pip. See you later.”


“Ciao!”


At that time, the traffic light had gone to green again and Coco started to drive his car. He was preoccupied. What did Sandro or Marco do to make Fio run away like that? 


Ten minutes later, he arrived at his destination: Shez’s house. The plan he thought about today was paying a visit to Shez and trying to get inside her house to know her family. He thought, since Shez seemed to care about him that far already, it was about time he knew more about her. And since Shez knew a great deal about his family life now, it was his turn to know about hers.


Coco dismounted from his car. He locked the door securely and came over to the front door. Shez was going to let him in this time, no matter what.


To Coco’s utter surprise, the person who opened the door was a tall, sturdy-looking man who was even taller than Coco with a charismatic face and very unfathomable eyes. Coco almost believed he was an Arabian king or something…


“Yes?” the man inquired in a resonant voice that brings out a sense of astuteness.


“Uhm, I… uh, was wondering if Shez is home. My name is Francesco. I am her friend,” Coco explained. He had to keep his composure. This man could make him squirm anytime, anywhere. Perhaps he could… just as his father could make him do so.


The man smiled. His eyes suddenly twinkled full of amusement. Again, he surprised Coco by pulling him inside immediately. “Of course! Please, come in!” he said when Coco was already inside. “I will get Shez for you.”


“Rafi, who is it?” Miranda asked, appearing from the kitchen. She saw Coco and was a little bit surprised to see him there. But it didn’t take her a long time to figure out who he was. This young man must be the one Malik kept talking about – Shez’s so-called boyfriend. Miranda smiled complacently, making Coco become even more bewildered. “Ah, I see… I will get Shez.”


Miranda disappeared and Rafi said to Coco, “Welcome to our house, Francesco.”


“Please, call me Coco,” Coco said.


“Of course! My name is Rafi, I am Shez’s father,” Rafi introduced himself. “Shez and her siblings have told me about you… are you his boyfriend?”


A unique character this Rafi was! Coco had never met anyone like him. Rafi was full of sincerity and candidness… he wasn’t like adult men whom Coco knew who were in his father’s social circle. Whereas most of them were usually cunning and speculative, this man was very forthright. 


Suddenly a boy appeared. Coco recognized him straight away. He must be Malik, Shez’s brother who had been serving Coco’s phone calls. Seeing him from close range now, Coco could see he was not very tall but in a few year’s time, Coco guessed, he would be giving height competition to Rafi. He looked very much like Rafi – handsome and refined. His facial features were chiseled and his eyes were just as intense. In fact, those eyes reminded Coco of Shez’s. 


Malik halted when he saw Coco. Like Rafi and Miranda, he knew very well this was Coco. Malik even had seen him in direct that night Coco picked Shez up for a date. He smiled warmly at Coco.


“Ciao, Coco!” he greeted him without even having to ask for his name.


“Ciao, Malik!” Coco replied.


“You know my son?” Rafi asked.


“We’ve talked on the phone,” Coco answered.


“Because every time Shez does not want to answer his phone calls, I talk to him,” Malik explained. He turned to Coco and said, “I am sorry if my sister is angry again with you. I saw her coming back from college looking very cross. I know she’s been having an argument with you once again. My sister can be very stubborn.”


Shez came into sight. “Mama, why do you want me to come to the living ro…” Shez was arguing with her mother who was pushing her from behind. When she realized who was there, she almost screamed. HE was there! “COCO!”


“Ciao, Shez,” Coco greeted her calmly.


From a look of confusion her expression changed into one of fury. “What the hell are you doing here?” Shez asked, shouting. She had forgotten her parents and brother were present.


“Shehnaz! Mind your language! Coco is a guest!” Miranda warned.


“Oh, Shez, there is no reason for you to be angry with Coco anymore…” Rafi tried to calm her down. Shez’s eyes were wide open hearing that. She couldn’t believe it… even her father was already taking Coco’s side! 


“I came here to apologize to you, Shez,” Coco said sincerely. “I know you’re still angry, but it’s about time we sort things out.”


“We’ll leave you two alone to sort things out,” Rafi said. He grabbed Malik’s shirtsleeve and led him to the kitchen, ushering Miranda to give the couple a time to ‘sort things out’. They were gone in no time.


“How dare you?” Shez hissed. She advanced toward Coco. 


“Shez, please, calm down,” Coco pleaded quietly.


Shez poked him on the chest. “You have no right to come here and enter my house! I didn’t invite you!”


“I don’t need you to invite me, Shez. I just want to see you and tell you that I truly am sorry… and I want to explain to you that I didn’t go to Naples to have fun or run away from my problems. I went there to meet my parents. They were helping me deal with the truth my brother is not my brother. I went there to clear my mind. I certainly wasn’t having fun with Licia. Even she had to help me get out of my sadness!” Coco explained. He held Shez’s shoulders and held them tight. “Shez, will you please stop thinking I am someone without a brain? I know you are very smart, I even admire you for that, but just because I like to play around and have fun it doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings or have a sensible mind.”


Shez was quiet. Coco then whispered, “Shez, I know you probably think that we can’t be friends because we have different social backgrounds… but I don’t even give a damn if you’re from Mars! I just want to be your friend, no matter who or what you are.”


Shez sighed. He was right. Shez was being unfair. He had already apologized but she had been quite covetous when she saw Coco with Licia, especially this Licia girl was acting very affectionately with him. Not that Shez would like to do the same thing to him, but the fact that Coco had only been paying solely to Shez lately was quite flattering and she felt envious if Coco paid attention to another girl. Of course, she wouldn’t admit this… or else Coco would be bigheaded for real! 


“Anything else, Coco?” Shez replied resignedly.


Coco nodded. “Yes.”


“Spill it,” she said.


“Licia is my cousin who is about the same age as Pippo is,” Coco said.


“So?” Shez replied, trying to hide her true feelings upon hearing that news – she was screaming happily inside.


“Oh, no, I just want to say it so that you won’t be jealous anymore,” Coco teased her.


Shez slapped him on the face but it was harmless. Coco laughed and kissed her forehead. “Thank you, Shez. For forgiving me…”


“You are not forgiven yet,” Shez replied.


“And why not?” 


“Hello? You forgot about our deal, didn’t you? I told you not to come here until I allow you to!” Shez said.


“Oh, come on, Shez… you already know too much about my family… you know I’m Professor Laurentiis’ brother, you know my brother Sandro is not actually my brother, and you know I have a red-haired cousin named Licia! Why can’t I know something about yours?” Coco said.


He was right. Shez knew too much about his family than she even wanted to already. Perhaps it was fair that she let Coco meet the members of her family. After all, she did meet all of her brothers…


“Is that man really your father?” Coco asked in amazement all of a sudden.


“Yes. Why?”


“Wow… I didn’t know your father was tall! How come you’re small, though, Shez?”


“Don’t press your luck, Laurentiis!”

Chapter 58


It had been a long, backbreaking day for Pippo. He was even glad to see only the door to his apartment. All he wanted to do now was a get a nice warm shower, eat his dinner peacefully (which was anything he could eat without cooking first) and then go to sleep. He planned to turn off his telephone so that he didn’t have to answer calls. Some of the managers promised to call him tonight but he was just going to leave his answering machine answer their calls. If only he didn’t have to be a businessman! If only he could just be an English professor…


The sound of thunder struck Pippo’s ears as violent. It was raining badly outside. He was just glad he had arrived in his apartment in time to avoid the rain. If he had been in his car, riding home from the office, in the middle of heavy rain, he was sure he wouldn’t be home by now – he would probably get caught in a traffic jam because of the rain. 


When Pippo was about to reach for the keys inside the pocket, the door was suddenly opened. Stefania emerged from inside his apartment.


“Stefania!” Pippo exclaimed in surprise.


“That’s right. I am Stefania, your girlfriend… in case you forgot,” she replied sarcastically. 


Her tone was unpleasant and Pippo wondered what was the problem this time. As he stepped inside he asked her, “What is it, Stefania? How did you get in here?”


Stefania showed him one single key. “You gave this to me or did you forget as well? It was one of the happiest moments in my life when you gave me this key… you allowed me to enter your apartment freely.”


Pippo remembered now. A long time ago, he offered Stefania to move in with her every time she was in Rome. But she refused, saying that she wanted to make use of the apartment her parents gave her in Rome. However, she accepted Pippo’s spare key for her to enter his apartment easily so that every time she wanted to see him, she didn’t have to see the guards first.


“Oh, yes, I forgot… I am sorry,” Pippo apologized. He reached for her to give her a kiss. But she withdrew. Pippo straightened up.  There was something wrong. “What is it, Stefania? Just tell me… what is the problem?”


She slammed the door to a close. “Damn you, Pippo! You should know what the problem is!” she shouted at him.



Pippo shook his head. “I don’t understand…”


“Oh! How can you be so ignorant?! Pippo, we haven’t met for one whole week and you didn’t even call me… I know you are busy because you have two jobs, not mentioning you are playing guardian for that girl, but I have feelings too, you know?” she said angrily.


“Are you angry because I didn’t call you?”


“YES! I AM! EXACTLY! How could you have forgotten, Pippo? Last Friday was our anniversary! I know you probably forgot about it because you might have so many things in your mind… but when I called you, you weren’t there… you were nowhere! And I waited for you to come to your senses and call me in the end, but you DIDN’T! Can you imagine how I feel?!”


Pippo felt terribly guilty now. Now he remembered! It was their anniversary last Friday but he didn’t even recall it! And when he called her the day before, when Stefania had hinted something about it, he didn’t take notice.


“Oh God… Stefania, I am so sorry…”


“Damn you, Pippo! You have been canceling all of our appointments! Last week you canceled our lunch because you said you needed to see Amanda. Last week as well you canceled our dinner! I can’t take this anymore!”


“Stefania, I am sorry… listen to me…”


She ignored him and kept on ranting. “I am human, Pippo! I am a woman as well… I love you very much but you don’t seem to love me at all! It’s like you’re just using my body to warm your bed whenever you need it! But I don’t want to be just a warm body for you… I want to be something special in your life…”


“Yes you are something special!”


“NO! You don’t think so,” she tearfully raved, “All you care about is your work! Even that little girl concerns you more than I do! I want to make you look at me and think that you would do anything for me… because I WOULD! I would do anything and everything for you!”


Pippo tried to reach for her but she was getting even angrier. “DON’T TOUCH ME! You are selfish man! I gave you everything! All I want is a commitment from you and you won’t give it to me! You are a coward! If you don’t want me anymore, Pippo, just break up with me! The hell with your relationship with my father! I don’t care if he would lose big contracts with you… I just want you to break me up!”


“Stefania…”


“BASTARD!”


At that, she opened the door again and left crying. She ran to the elevator and pushed the close button. Pippo panicked. She mustn’t go out like that. She might break down in the middle of the way… Pippo chased her outside but the elevator door was already closed. Pippo ran down the emergency stairs and when he arrived downstairs at the lobby, there was no one. Stefania had already gone. Pippo ran outside but he didn’t find her out there either. Pippo returned back to his apartment feeling miserable.


He felt like an ass.


Pippo couldn’t sleep all night long. He woke up feeling wary and weary. He had been trying to call Stefania all night long but she wasn’t there. He called the receptionist of her apartment building and asked if Stefania had come or not and the receptionist that no one had seen her since yesterday afternoon. He gave up after a long while and went to bed. 


It was a mistake going to bed. He couldn’t close his eyes anyway. Finally, he decided to go to the bathroom and get ready to go to the office. Another day of hard work might cure him out of his worries. 


After Pippo got dressed, he went to his telephone and checked his messages. There were five messages, four of them coming from the managers who promised to report something on their work. The final message was puzzling, though, Pippo didn’t recognize the number that was shown on the small monitor on his telephone. He checked it anyway.


“Mr. Laurentiis, this is from the Central Hospital. We are calling to inform you that Mr. Marcello Lippi wishes to see you in the hospital right away. Something serious has happened. Thank you.”


He could feel his stomach churning. Something must have happened to Stefania. Pippo immediately called the hospital. It took a while to get connected but finally he managed to do so. A female voice answered him.


“Rome Central Hospital, good morning,” she greeted.


“Excuse me, my name is Filippo Laurentiis. Last night, I received a phone call this hospital saying that Mr. Marcello Lippi wished to speak to me. Do you know where I can contact him?”


“That’s right, Mr. Laurentiis. Mr. Lippi instructed me to call you.”


“Is he hurt or something? Or is it his daughter or his wife?”


“It’s his daughter.”


“What is wrong with her? With Stefania?”


“Miss Lippi was hospitalized last night. She had an accident and a severe bronchitis is attacking her. She was found by a man and was taken here immediately. Her father’s address was found and Mr. Lippi was thankfully in Rome and he made it to the hospital. He wants you to come and watch over her.”


“Oh my God…”


“Don’t worry, Mr. Laurentiis, she is quite fine although she’s still unconscious.”


“I will come there right away!”


Amanda couldn’t get away from her computer. There were more e-mails coming in from Ethan and she had been spending most of her time reading and rereading them. Once she was in front of her computer with an e-mail from Ethan, she was almost numb of everything else. 


It’s funny, no, that you are thousand miles away from me but I can still imagine what you are doing? I bet you are glued to the computer reading my e-mail until your eyes hurt. Well, cara, please get away from the computer. I wouldn’t want to be the cause for your eyes to be damaged!


Amanda smiled reading that. She was going to reply that e-mail and tell him that he was going probably going to do so because she just loved his e-mails…


She connected to the Internet and logged on to her account. It was still early in the morning and the connection was quite fast during these hours. When she saw the amount indicator on top of the page, she smiled again. There were two more e-mails. Ethan might have added something else since the last time he sent her e-mails, which was last night.


But she quirked her eyebrows when she saw the address. Ferrante_A@tin.it. Who was this person? This person even sent two e-mails! Amanda quickly opened the link. When she did see who it was from, she almost tumbled off the chair… it was FIO!

Cara Amanda,

Ciao, mia amica! How are you? I hope you are fine. I also hope Shez and Terry are in good condition too. Probably you have heard from someone that I ran away. I hope my parents didn’t trouble you… I have a feeling that they must have called each and every one of my friends that they know to ask about where I am.

Yes, I did run away. I am sorry for making everyone, including you, worried. But I just can’t stand it. I don’t know whether or not you have heard about it. The reason why I ran away is because I cannot stand Marco anymore. And I don’t think I can stand Sandro either. 

Last week at a party, Marco came to Coco and he confronted him. He told Coco that Sandro was not his real brother. Coco then went home to see Sandro and they appeared to have a fight. Sandro then came to me and he thrashed me badly. He even said things about me. One of the things he said to me was that I betrayed his trust. Sandro once told me that he was actually not a Laurentiis and I promised him not to tell anyone. But somehow Marco found out and Sandro thought I was the one who told my brother about it. 

I am scared, Amanda. I am scared of everything – of Marco, of Sandro… I don’t want them to hurt me. So I ran away. 

I don’t know when I will return. If things don’t get better, probably I won’t. 

But, please, don’t be sad. And don’t worry too much about me. I am staying somewhere that is safe. I have a good friend with me, some who protects me. He will protect me well. I am safe with him. 

Amanda, Sandro seems to like you very much. If he really does, please don’t turn him away. I know he can make you happy because he genuinely likes you. At least, if he can’t love me, he will be able to love my best friend.

Mi mancherai sempre.

Baci e abbraci,

la tua amica,

FIO 


Amanda’s eyes and cheeks were already wet with tears when she finished reading it. She wept. She missed Fio very much. She cried even more when she found out that the second e-mail was of the same content, it was just a double click mistake when it was sent. Amanda wiped the tears from her cheeks but they kept flowing down. The urge to find her was even stronger now. She must do something.


For a few minutes, Amanda didn’t move from the chair. She just sat there, sobbed and wiped the tears. She stared blankly at the computer screen. Fio’s words were very heartbreaking. She would never come back if something was not done.


Amanda suddenly clenched her fists. This must be stopped! Sandro Laurentiis and Marco Di Vaio were going to listen to her right now. She would tell Fio’s powerful father if she had to… she would make the whole world see that those two people were the cause of Fio’s escape. 


She then got herself ready to go. She had so many plans in her head. She must talk to Pippo about this then she would tell Shez and Terry. Hopefully, they would agree to help her talk to Sandro and then Marco. If everything else failed, then she would go straight to Alessandro and Martina Costacurta and told them the truth about their son and Sandro!


Ten minutes later she was ready. She then grabbed the phone and dialed Pippo’s home number. But there was no response. Amanda then tried calling Pippo’s office. She was connected to the receptionist and Amanda asked for directions to go the office. After she got the directions, she took her jacket, bags and books and left her apartment.


The journey took another fifteen minutes from her apartment to Pippo’s office. Once she was there, she dismounted off the bus and practically ran inside the building. She went to the reception desk and told the receptionist that she must talk to Filippo Laurentiis.


The receptionist was very skeptical about her. She didn’t want to give her permission to go upstairs to his offices. Amanda argued that she knew Mr. Laurentiis very well. She even showed the receptionist her student card, proving that she did know him, especially from the university where he also teaches. The receptionist still wouldn’t buy it until suddenly, a beautiful woman came to the reception desk.


“Excuse me, Magdalena,” the woman said to the receptionist, “I know this girl. She is Amanda Maldini, Mr. Laurentiis’ ward, who is also his student from the university. Mr. Laurentiis has instructed me that if she needs anything, she should come right away and I should let her in.”


The receptionist seemed embarrassed after she was told that fact. Amanda smiled victoriously to the receptionist whose name was Magdalena and very babyishly stuck out her tongue to her. Both the woman and the receptionist were surprised to see that. It was very hard to believe that Mr. Laurentiis was even related to this young girl.


“Where is he?” Amanda asked in the elevator.


The woman had ushered her to come with her to go to the offices. “I haven’t seen him as I have just come. But I will try to look for him if he is not upstairs already.” Then she introduced herself, “My name is Gloria. I am Mr. Laurentiis’ secretary.”


“You know me already, don’t you?”


“Yes, Miss.”


“Oh, call me Amanda!”


“Yes, Mr. Laurentiis told me about you. He said that you are the daughter of his ex-university professor and that he promised your father he would take care of you.”


“Sort of,” Amanda said. She didn’t even know when Pippo and her father made that deal. Perhaps it was during the time when she wasn’t around them when he came to visit.


They arrived at the offices. Pippo’s office quarters were very exclusive for Amanda. It was elegant and luxurious but also functional. Even the secretarial desks were exclusive. Amanda’s mouth was dropped open. She looked around and a few times uttered the exclamation,
”Wow!”


Gloria smiled. She liked Amanda already. This girl was very expressive. She seemed to be easygoing and sincere as well. How unruffled she was! She had a certain poise but she wasn’t overly serene to intimidate people. Her eyes were bright and her smile was dazzling. She bet this girl was a queen in her campus.


“Please, sit down in the waiting lounge. I will check with Mr. Laurentiis,” Gloria said.


“This office is really nice,” Amanda said in awe.


“Yes, Mrs. Marisa Laurentiis, Mr. Laurentiis’ mother decorated it,” Gloria explained. “The whole family is involved in the business… but I am quite convinced that only Sandro has actual will to do it beside his father.”


Amanda nodded. Suddenly the elevator door was opened again and out came Alessio. He was wearing a business suit and Amanda couldn’t believe her eyes. He looked very different from Alessio Danizetti the racer who was usually wearing a race outfit every time she saw him on TV.


“Amanda?” Alessio asked in surprise. “What are you doing here?”


“I want to see Pippo,” Amanda answered.

It sounded to him like “I want to see my brother”. Alessio smiled at her. “I am sorry, Amanda… I am afraid he’s not coming to work this morning, or even for the whole day. But if you really need anything, help or something, you can just tell me and I will try my best to do it for you.”

Amanda was stunned. “Why? Why is he not coming for work?”

Alessio sighed. “Something came up… there had been an accident…”

A look of terror was shown in her beautiful eyes. “WHAT? Is Pippo all right? Is he badly hurt?”


“No, don’t worry. It’s not Pippo. It’s Stefania.”


Amanda remembered who Stefania was. It was Pippo’s girlfriend who had been very cold to her. She didn’t like her very much but because she meant something to Pippo, she decided to try to like her too and show her concern.


“Oh, is she hurt?” Amanda asked, equally concerned.


“Yes,” Alessio answered. “Last night, they had a fight and Stefania ran away in the rain. In the middle of the way from Pippo’s apartment to hers, she was hit by a car. Because it was raining she also got bronchitis now. But there was nothing really serious with the accident. She was only bruised and there was only a little brain damage. Still, she is mentally exhausted. Pippo is looking after her now.”


Amanda was taken aback. Pippo was in trouble. Somehow she felt sad for him. Pippo must be crushed to find out that Stefania was hurt after they had a fight. He must be feeling very guilty. Amanda could imagine how he must be feeling. And she decided not to ask for his help this time. Pippo had too much on his mind already – business work, teaching tasks and now his girlfriend. She shouldn’t burden him anymore with her problems. She was going to back off.


“Uhm, Alessio, why were they fighting?” Amanda asked.


“I don’t know, but Pippo told me that Stefania had said something about Pippo not caring about her,” Alessio told her with a shrug.


Amanda knew she was right… Pippo had too much in his mind already that it caused him to forget about care about Stefania. Amanda felt guilty as well. She had asked him to help find Fio… she was not going to involve Pippo anymore.


“Amanda, is there anything I can do to help?” Alessio asked.


Amanda shook her head. “No, it’s not necessary. I just came here to ask, uh, whether he has found out about Fio or not.”


“I can answer that question. Coco and I have also been investigating…”


“Oh, good!” she quickly said. “I’ll just ask Coco about it. I’ll ask him today if I see him on campus.”


“But…”


“Uhm, do you mind if I ask for a pen and paper? I want to write Pippo a message. And an envelope too, if possible,” Amanda said


Alessio creased his forehead. Amanda’s sudden change of attitude confused him. But he decided not to argue. Amanda looked nervous now. Perhaps something was troubling her but she wouldn’t tell him. Alessio respected her privacy and fulfilled her request. Amanda received the writing materials that she wanted. She sat down on a chair and started to write Pippo a message. Finally, she encased the paper with the envelope and asked Gloria to put it on Pippo’s table for him to see later, whenever he was back.


Amanda then thanked Alessio and left the office, leaving Alessio and Gloria feeling startled. 


Pippo turned up in his office late that afternoon. He wasn’t wearing his business suit but he didn’t care. He must finish at least some work. He greeted some of the people he knew when he mounted in the elevator. They asked him where he had been all day long. Pippo only said that there was a personal matter to be taken care of.


He was weary of everything. The truth was he hadn’t been spending the whole day in the hospital only. He went there this morning and met Stefania’s parents. Stefania was still in the ICU, her conditions were better but not good enough. The doctor convinced him that she was going to be all right and the reason why they were still keeping her in the ICU was to wait for her to wake up. He spent one hour inside Stefania’s chamber, holding her hand and crying. He felt terribly guilty. 


He realized what Stefania had said to him last night was very true. He had abandoned her lately. He hadn’t been paying attention to her. He was too busy taking care of many other things but the person whom he cared about very much was not on his care. He apologized to her anyway although she couldn’t hear him. He just wanted her to know that he still cared. 


Pippo only left when Stefania’s father told him not to worry and to go home to get some rest. Pippo insisted on staying but then he realized her parents must want to be alone with her for a while. Pippo excused himself and then left the hospital. But he didn’t go home. He drove around the city instead. 


While driving, he went through the history of their relationship and he felt even guiltier remembering that he didn’t do much to her either in the past. But they had lasted for over than two years… it was all because Stefania was patiently waiting for him.


Finally, Pippo reached a decision: he was going to propose to her as soon as possible.


“Mr. Laurentiis!” Gloria exclaimed when she saw him coming in from the elevator.


“Good afternoon, Gloria,” Pippo greeted her. “I know, I know… I look terrible… I am sorry I didn’t come this morning. But I’d like to work on some things first. You can go home if you want to. I can do it on my own.”


“No, sir, I’ll be happy to assist you… but, I just want to tell you that Miss Maldini came here this morning,” Gloria informed.



Pippo lifted his head. “She did?” he asked full of alarm. “Is she all right? Did she need anything?”


“No, she just came and said she needed to meet you. But when she found out you were not in, she said it was okay. She talked to your brother and then she left you message, which she told me to put on your desk for you to read.”


Pippo dashed into his office and saw the enveloped message immediately. Pippo snatched it and opened it abruptly. Amanda’s neat handwriting was visible to him then. Pippo’s eyes grew dark as he read it.

Caro Professore,

(please forgive me if I call you that way)

First of all, I wanted to tell you that I am very sorry to hear what happened to your girlfriend Stefania. I hope she will be all right soon. I am sure you will take care of her very well, even better when you took care of me when I was sick. 

I would also like to say how sorry I am to make you preoccupied with this whole thing about Fio. I shouldn’t have asked you to get involved because I know you have too many things to take care of in your life already without this problem even. From now on, I will try to solve it on my own. I know it’s going to be difficult and you will worry about me doing it alone, but trust me, I will try my best. Please don’t be angry for “cutting you off” of the case like this, but I believe this is the best for all of us.

Please don’t worry too much about me. I am a big girl and I can take care of myself. You don’t have to take care of Fio’s problem anymore. 

I also want to say thank you for helping all along. You have been a very good guardian and a good friend for me. You are like my brother and my guardian angel. Thank you very much. Consider the debt you owe to my father already paid.

Sincerely,

Amanda Maldini


Pippo closed the letter. He couldn’t have felt more miserable than this. That letter sounded as if Amanda didn’t want to have anything to do with him anymore. Pippo gritted his teeth as he reached for the phone. What does that girl think she was doing? She couldn’t possibly handle this problem on her own! 


Pippo dialed Amanda’s number. It was connected at once.


“Pronto?” Amanda’s voice came into line.


“Amanda, it’s me, Pippo,” Pippo said.


“Oh, Pippo! Hello!” Amanda greeted. “How are you? Fine?”


“Quite well, thank you. I must say this… I don’t agree with you,” Pippo said.


“About?” 


“I don’t want you to handle Fio’s missing case on your own!” 


“But, Pippo, I’ve already figured a way to find her.”


“Well, then you should consult to me about it!”


“I am sorry, but I’ve already promised myself that I won’t trouble you this time.”


“You are not troubling me.”


“Oh, don’t be stubborn! Look what happened to Stefania! Pippo, I know what happened… Alessio told me. You were fighting before the accident happened, weren’t you, about how she thought you didn’t care about her? Pippo, I may only be eighteen years old… but I’ve had a boyfriend for four years and, trust me, being abandoned and not cared about by your lover is not a good feeling. You must prioritize what is important in your life first!”


She sounded very mature that Pippo couldn’t find anything to say. She sounded like his mother… or Licia. Licia would say something like that. She continued, “Listen, I appreciate all what you have done for me. But your jobs and your life must come first. Your jobs are to take care of your business company and to teach. Your life consists of your brothers and Stefania. You must take care of them first. My job is to study. My life consists of nothing else but my friends and my family. My family is not here but my friends are… they are my family when I am away from mine. So, I have to take care of what is in my life. Do you understand?”


 Every word she was saying sounded sensible. Pippo was beginning to question the truth of Amanda’s age. She could be this sensible. This means that she was mature enough to take care of everything that she deemed as priority in her life. She didn’t need a babysitter, she needed a silent watcher… Pippo decided to be what she needed him to be.


“All right, Amanda,” Pippo sighed. “You can do whatever you want. But the moment you are in trouble, I am the first one to know. Understand me?”


“Clearly, Professore. Thank you. Take care.”


“You take care, Amy.”


Amanda chuckled hearing Pippo use that nickname once again for her. “My nickname is not Amy!”


“Then what is it?” Pippo asked.


It was actually ‘Dolcezza’. But there was no way she would like Pippo to call her that. What would her mother say? She said simply, “Goodbye, Professore.”


Somehow, Pippo felt as if she was really leaving him for sure.

Chapter 59


Coco walked out of the lecture hall with Shez and they saw Terry in front of them. Terry looked very serious. Shez greeted her and asked her what she was doing there.


“I’ve been waiting for you, Shez. There’s something serious,” Terry told her.


“What kind of serious thing and how serious is it?” Shez asked cautiously.


“I have no idea but I have a feeling it’s grave,” Terry answered.


“How come you don’t know what serious thing it is?” Shez asked.


“Come on. Amanda will explain to us. She is waiting for us to come in the canteen,” Terry said.


“Wait!” Coco exclaimed. “Can I come?”


Terry looked hesitant. Shez asked her, “Can he come?”


Terry shrugged. She whispered to Shez, “Amanda said no Laurentiis.”


Shez furrowed her eyebrows. What an unusual thing for Amanda to say! Coco stared at Terry pleadingly. Terry finally said to him, “I think you can come. But if Amanda doesn’t want you there…”


“What is this about anyway?” Coco asked.


“I still have no idea,” Terry answered.


“I have a feeling this is about Fio. If it is, I’m coming,” Coco said. 


The three of them started to walk to the canteen. Coco really felt anxious now. He had a bad feeling about this. He didn’t know what Amanda was going to say to them but he knew this was going be a very severe case. Just like Terry said, it promised to be grave.


Amanda was already waiting there with her friends, Elena and Kayla. She waved her hand to motion them to come to her table when she saw them coming. Elena and Kayla didn’t leave either. Coco guessed that they must be involved too. Coco was starting to wonder if this problem was connected to Fio, Marco and Sandro. If yes, then why should Amanda’s friends be there? As far as Coco knew, Amanda never told her friends about this problem.


“Coco!” Amanda exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”


“I can’t help feeling curious about this… I want to know what this is all about,” Coco said straight to the point.


Amanda seemed uneasy. “Uhm, actually… I am sorry, Coco, but this… you might not be interested in this problem.”


“Is it about Fio?” Coco asked. When Amanda said nothing and started to look away, Coco knew exactly what the answer was supposed to be. “I want to know, Amanda. I want to help.”


Amanda’s friend Kayla then said, “Amanda, let him help. We might not be able to do this alone.”


Elena complied, “Yes, Amanda. He might be able to help us.”


Amanda didn’t answer right away. She calculated the chances and finally she arrived to the conclusions that perhaps Coco might just be an asset to their ‘investigation’. She nodded and said, “Fine, you can hear about this.” 


They sat down. Amanda first introduced her friends to Coco, Shez and Terry. Then Terry asked her, “Okay, Amanda, stop worrying us. What is it that you want to talk about?”


“I have told Elena and Kayla what happened to Fio and I have a feeling that both Elena and Kayla can help us,” Amanda said as an opening.


“So this is really about Fio?” Coco asked.


“Exactly,” Amanda answered.


“What? You found out something about her?” Coco asked.


“Yes. She sent me an e-mail,” Amanda announced.


Shez, Terry, Elena, Kayla (who apparently only heard about that news just now) and Coco were surprised and started to talk at once. Amanda had to silence them and it took quite a while. “Hello! I am not finished!” Amanda said. They silenced themselves immediately. “She didn’t tell me where she is and she only said that she might not come back if her problem with Sandro and Coco are not over soon.”


“Damn!” Coco cursed.


“Coco! Mind your language!” Shez warned.


“But that’s not the point… in the e-mail, she said that she’s staying with a good friend, a friend that can protect her. And it seems that she is using her friend’s e-mail address because the username said Ferrante_A@tin.it. Now, I want to know, from Elena especially because she’s the computer expert here, can we find out the real identity of this – out who he is and where he lives – so we can have a clue where Fio is staying.” Amanda said.


The others were silent. Coco then said, “That’s a very good idea!”


Elena said, “Yes, we can IF we have access to Telecom Italia Net’s database. And we don’t. There is no way we can access the database because TIN would never ever share customer information with the public. It’s strictly confidential.”


Amanda had expected her to say this. She turned to Coco, “Coco, we need legal advice. Can you ask Sandro about this?”


“Amanda, he doesn’t want to be involved in this case. I must respect his decision,” Coco said.


“I know. But can’t you make it discreet? Don’t tell him that this is connected to Fio… why don’t you make up something?” Amanda suggested.


“It’s going to be very hard. This is a serious problem. Why don’t I just ask my brother’s lawyers?” Coco replied.


“No, don’t! I’ve promised Pippo that I won’t trouble him in any way this time!” Amanda fiercely said.


Coco surrendered. “Fine, I’ll think of something.”


Amanda turned to Kayla. “Kay, your father is a police commissioner, no? If we think it is necessary… can we persuade him to make a warrant to search TIN’s database?”


“Amanda, my father is in homicide! He doesn’t deal with these kinds of thing,” Kayla said. But then she continued, “But my father’s friend is also a commissioner and if we can convince my father to convince his best friend to issue a warrant… it might be possible. We’ll just say that this is concerned with Costacurta’s missing daughter.”


“Brilliant!” Amanda said.


“Any back-up plans?” Terry asked.


“There is one more thing…” Amanda said, trailing on her last words. Her friends looked at her inquiringly. Amanda took a deep breath and started to say, “I must convince Sandro that he shouldn’t be hating Fio and that he should help us.”


Everyone was silent. They all knew stubborn Sandro Laurentiis was and getting him do something he truly hated was seemingly impossible. 


 “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. He’s very sensitive… I am afraid he would see me as a traitor as well if he finds out I am helping you find Fio,” Coco said.


“Besides, you said… no Laurentiis, remember?” Terry reminded her.


Coco was taken aback. “You said that, Amanda?” 


Amanda smiled. She explained, “I didn’t want you to be involved since you and your brothers are probably already busy with other things. But, Sandro… he’s different. This whole issue concerns him as well and it’s only natural, I think, if he helps us. After all, he is one of the reasons she ran away.”


“You know, that’s not such a bad idea!” Elena suddenly spoke up.


“And why not?” Coco asked.


“Because… I have a feeling…” she said. She then paused and eyed Amanda for a while before continued, “I have a strong feeling that Sandro actually likes Amanda.”


“WHAT?!” the others replied, virtually shouting. 

Elena smiled and said, “Well, actually, this is only what Daniele and I predicted… you may not know this, but sometimes Daniele sees Sandro Laurentiis around the corner everywhere Amanda is and every time Daniele managed to discreetly look at Sandro, he is always staring at Amanda. And, according to Daniele, Sandro has a special interest for Amanda.”

“But he only wanted to use me!” Amanda protested. 

“This time is different,” Elena said. “Perhaps he now realizes that he loves you for real!”

“NO!” Amanda fiercely refused.

Shez snapped her fingers. “I know! It can be an advantage! If this is right, Amanda, you can ask him to do anything for you!”


“But this is Fio we’re talking about! He hates Fio! He wouldn’t help me to find her even if he does like me!” Amanda complained.


“God, Amanda, use your imagination! Use your womanly attraction to soften his heart!” Kayla said. 


Coco guffawed hearing the phrases Kayla used to suggest that idea. He grinned and then said to Amanda, “Amanda, you are our only hope. I think Sandro would listen to you more than he does to me. Trust me. I know.” 

Amanda huffed. She was absolutely exasperated. Perhaps she shouldn’t have suggested the idea in the first place. But it was too late. Besides, she knew it was a good thing to do – perhaps she could soften him. For a friend, sometimes you must sacrifice beyond limit. 

“Fine, I’ll do it. But when I do it, I would need one of Alessio and Coco to back me up. In case he harms me, I’d have a savior!” Amanda said.


Terry nodded enthusiastically. She suggested, “I can ask Alessio to set up a double date – you and him, Alessio and me. You can talk to him about this problem.”


“A double date? No way!” Amanda said. “Enough dates for Sandro and me! Ick!”


Her friends laughed again. “Crazy girl!” Kayla commented. “You might have to go with him to the Autumn Ball… Daniele is going with me and Luca is going with Elena. So…”


“What?! So I am left alone?” Amanda asked.


“The Autumn Ball! I almost forgot it’s coming!” Terry said.


“What’s the Autumn Ball?” Coco asked.


“Oh, Co, haven’t you heard… this year, the freshmen and sophomores are making this special autumn ballroom party to greet winter. It’s going to be held in two weeks. Kayla and Elena are in the committee,” Amanda explained.


“Forgive him. He’s been worrying too much about medieval art, so he doesn’t know anything about ballroom parties,” Shez teased him.


“Like you know, Shez! You’ve been worrying about medieval art too with me!” Coco retorted.


Kayla smiled. “You two are such a cute couple!” she commented, making Shez blush and Coco grin. She then said, “You can take the invitations starting next week, on Monday, in the administration’s office.”


“Where is it going to be held?”


“It’s going to be a secret. You’ll see it in the invitation!” Elena said.


“You’re not in the committee, Amanda?” Terry asked.


Amanda shook her head. Elena teased her, “Amanda is too superior to work in the committee… she’s Professor Laurentiis’ pet, remember?”


Amanda nudged her until she yelped. The others laughed again. Amanda said, “I’d rather die than to be called a teacher’s pet!” When her friends laughed even more, Amanda frowned. She then said, “Fine, fine… whatever you want to say, guys… anyway, so, when are we going to commence plan?”


Terry replied readily, “Dinner date confirmation coming up tomorrow!”


Alessio waited for Terry to come to his office. They were going to go home together from there. But since Alessio couldn’t pick her up due to his full schedule, Terry had agreed to pick him up instead. However, Alessio finished earlier than he had thought he would, so he decided to wait for Terry downstairs, at the lobby, so they could leave immediately the moment she appeared.


Alessio waited for her almost impatiently. He tried to calm himself down. Perhaps Terry had a late schedule in the last minutes. She liked to go for consultations with her professors so perhaps she was caught up in a serious discussion about politics with one of them. Or maybe there was  heavy traffic… it was rush hour… people were going home. But the truth was, Alessio almost couldn’t wait for her. Since they started going out together, he almost couldn’t wait for the time to see her again. It was as if seeing her was the only thing he wanted to do in life.


Suddenly, a woman stopped in front of him and stared at him. Alessio was surprised. The woman was looking at him intently. She was a very attractive brunette lady… and her face looked familiar.


“Alessio?” she asked.


Alessio was more surprised. She knew his name? “Yes?” he replied, blinking.


“Alessio! It is you! Oh my God… I didn’t know I would find you here! I thought you were out racing!” she said, giggling. She approached her and offered her hand for shake. Alessio accepted it while he was trying to figure out who she was. “It’s me, Alessia… Alessia Mancini! Don’t you remember? I knew you wouldn’t… we met in Paris a few years ago.  You were with Laura. I am Laura’s friend.”


Now he remembered. Alessia Mancini was Laura’s model friend, but she based herself in Paris. Alessio recalled that she had made a joke about their similar names – Alessio and Alessia. In fact, she made jokes about everything. Alessio found her very pleasant and very funny. She was positively cordial to almost everyone. But Alessio was amazed to know that the lady had three boyfriends at the same time – one in Italy, the man she was serious with, one in France, whom she lived together with, and one in New York, a fling. 


“Now I remember!” he said. “Alessia the funny model…”


“Exactly,” Alessia said.


They shook hands and exchanged pecks on the cheeks. Alessia then asked, “Still racing?” 


“Yes.”


“I haven’t been in tune with the racing world anymore. Do you remember my boyfriend in France who used to live with me? Well, I broke with him and I lost my only source of knowledge of racing,” she said laughingly. “So, are you World Champion yet?”


“Yes,” Alessio answered proudly. “World Champion!”


“Congratulations!” Alessia said. “Maybe I should ask that ex-boyfriend of mine…” 


“And what about the other two?” Alessio asked.


“Well, I broke them up too… the one in Italy wanted to marry this other girl, I let him. I mean, we had been away from each other for too long and I don’t feel the same chemistry anymore. The other one I was never serious with. So it was over. I am single now,” Alessia said. She asked, “How about you? Still with Laura?”


Obviously, Alessia hadn’t heard the news. Alessio hesitated for a while before he answered, “Uhm, we’ve also broken up.”


She gasped. “Oh, what happened? I’m so sorry…”


“No, it’s okay. She is attracted to someone else… when she was in New York, she met someone else,” Alessio said.


Alessia gasped again. “Oh no! Don’t tell me… Stephen Parker?”


“You know him?”


“I met Laura and him at this party once in New York,” Alessia said. “They came as a date and there were some people who said that they were an item. But I know that she was still with you at that time. I thought it was nothing serious.”


Alessio clenched his jaws. Laura’s betrayal was even more obvious to him now. She had been cheating behind his back and showing it to everyone else in the world! 


Alessia told him sympathetically, “Oh, well, Alessio… be strong about it. I am sure you’ll find someone else.”


“I already have actually,” Alessio said.



Alessia gasped again… but this time she also squealed happily. She asked him enthusiastically, “Who is it?”


And Terry appeared just in time. She looked tired and infuriated but she put on a smile nonetheless for Alessio. Alessio smiled cheerily when he saw her. He waved his hand and motioned her to come forward. Terry walked to his direction. The moment she was there, she realized, there was another woman with Alessio. 


“Ciao, carina,” Alessio greeted her. He kissed her on the forehead. “Finally, you’re here. I thought you’d never come.”


“Sorry I’m late,” Terry replied. Alessio was already holding her hand once more. They always did that now when they were together. 


Alessio then introduced them. “Alessia, meet my girlfriend, Victoria De Rossi – Terry. She also works in Ferrari… the only female mechanic in the team. And Terry, this is Alessia Mancini. Alessia and I met in France a few years ago. She is Laura’s friend.”


“Hi!” Alessia greeted pleasantly. Terry and her shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Terry! You’ve got yourself one fine man here. At least, he’s not desolate because Laura’s left him.”


“Nice to meet you too,” Terry replied. 

She couldn’t believe this lady, Alessia, was Laura’s friend. She didn’t seem ice cold like Laura and she certainly smiled a lot, unlike her friend. Terry knew this Alessia was very humorous. She seemed like a laughing type of person. But Terry would still be jealous if she took Alessio from her.

“Well, we must be off now. Terry and I are going to go home,” Alessio said.

“Oh, okay… I have to go too… I have to meet someone in this office. My lawyer works here,” Alessia said. She glanced at her watch. “I’m already late for our appointment.”

They said goodbye to each other and left. Alessio asked the valet officer to get his car. After that they got in and drove away. On the way to Alessio’s apartment, Terry started to wonder whether this was all a coincidence or not. First Laura came back after leaving Alessio heartlessly. And suddenly now her friend, Alessia, also appeared. Terry wondered if this was a sign that Laura was going to haunt them for the rest of their relationship.

Perhaps Laura still loved Alessio. That day in Nevers, Alessio wouldn’t tell her what Laura said to him in the lounge. But Terry caught a glimpse of Laura crying when Alessio opened the door with a sudden outburst. Maybe she told him that she was forced to be engaged with Steve. 

“Something troubling you, carina?” Alessio asked with his eyes still looking at the road ahead. Terry nodded. “Then tell me what it is, carina. Maybe I can help.”

“I have a bad feeling about all this, Al,” Terry said.

“About what?” Alessio asked.

“Well, about… Laura and Alessia…”

Alessio chuckled. “You’re worried that Laura still loves me or Alessia now wants me?”

“Exactly,” Terry answered honestly. She then quietly said, “I don’t want to lose you.”

Alessio smiled proudly. He didn’t want to lose her either. He had the feeling she was going to be the one for him… the one he would actually spend the rest of his life with. He didn’t mind not having any more girlfriends. He just wanted Terry. To her, he said, “You’re not going to lose me, Terry. Never.”

“Good,” she replied, trying to put on a lighter mood, “I need you for the Autumn Ball.”

“Autumn Ball? What’s that?” 


Terry told her about the ballroom party. Alessio listened with interest. Terry said, “If you could bear going to a university party, I’d love to take you with me as a partner.”


Alessio smiled. “I sure would love to! It’s been a long time since I went there. I went there too, remember?”


“Oh yes, I almost forgot that you have a degree in economics,” Terry teased him.


Alessio pinched her cheek. “Hey, do you think you’re the only scholar between the two of us?”


“I am not a scholar. Shez is,” Terry joked. “She seems to be studying all the time. I love seeing her irritate Coco.”


“You are a sadist… my brother is irritated and you didn’t help him?”


“But Shez is my friend. I have to take her side,” Terry joked.


“Cheat!” Alessio replied.


Terry then asked, “Al, can I ask you for something else?”


“What is it this time?”


Terry had actually prepared the words to ask for this one request about setting up adouble date for Amanda and Sandro. She said, “I’d like to invite Amanda in our dinner date tomorrow evening. I know you probably want us to be alone, but Amanda lives alone and she doesn’t have a boyfriend who can accompany her right now… she’s my friend and I don’t want her to alone all the time.” 


Alessio nodded. “Fine with me.”


“Oh, and, perhaps you can ask one of your brothers to come along and accompany her so if you want to be together with me, your brother can keep her company.”


“Which one do you think she would like?”


“Pippo?” Terry suggested. She had heard from Amanda about what happened to Stefania and she was expecting Alessio to refuse the suggestion. So after that she could suggest Sandro. “She’s very fond of him and they can talk literature all they like!”


Alessio grimaced. He shook his head. “That might not be a good idea. How about Sandro?”


Bingo! “Well, it doesn’t matter… as long as he behaves himself.”


Alessio chuckled. “He will.” 


The next morning, Terry woke up before Alessio. She came down from the bed, grabbing Alessio’s robe because her clothes were too far away for her to take. She wasn’t planning to walk around, even in the room, naked, without clothes on. So she just grabbed the clothes closest to her. 


But she made some noise when she tripped over Alessio’s belt that was on the floor. Alessio woke up instantly and mumbled sleepily, “Terry?”


“Ciao, carino, I tripped myself… sorry to wake you up,” Terry said.


“Hmmm… carina, since you’re awake, do you mind making me a cup of coffee?” Alessio asked. 


“It’ll be ready soon,” Terry said. She left the room and went to the kitchen to make the both of them coffee. She was already familiar with his kitchen now. It only took her one night of cooking there to know what was where. Alessio was a very practical person. He didn’t have too many devices in his kitchen so there was no trouble remembering all of them. 


Terry boiled the water first and then took out the coffee jar and creamer pack from the cupboard. She prepared two cups and two small spoons. She then took the sugar bowl and placed it on the tray as well. She even already knew what kind of coffee Alessio liked. While she was waiting for the water to boil she decided to prepare breakfast too. The dish she prepared was toast with jam because that was the only thing Alessio liked to eat at anytime. He wasn’t up for fancy breakfast.


Alessio appeared in the kitchen doorway not so long after. He was only wearing his sleeping pants. Terry noticed he was there because he yawned and made a sound.


“You’ve finally decided to help me?” Terry asked without looking at him.


“No,” he joked. He approached her and hugged her from behind. “Terry, move in with me.”


“What?! Move in? As in living together?” 


“No, as in driving the Ferrari car with me together!” he said dryly. “Of course I mean living together.”


“Alessio! We’ve only been together for two weeks!”


“More than two weeks… two weeks and three days!” 


“The point is: it’s still too soon! What would my father say? Look, you and Laura were together for about two years and she didn’t live here.”


“She didn’t want it. But I want you to want it. Terry, I mean it, carina. I want you to live with me.”


“Alessio…”


Alessio spun her body around so they faced each other. “Yesterday you said that you didn’t want to lose me. Well, I don’t want to lose you either, Terry. I want everyone to know that you are mine and that you are not going to leave me. Terry, I want you to be a permanent stay… in my life.”


Terry sighed. Alessio seemed to be very serious. But she was not that ready to go that far. Not that she didn’t want to, but living together means making a sort of commitment towards something deeper, such as engagement and later on marriage. She was only twenty. She hadn’t even finished her education! She had other plans for her life… she wasn’t going to stay in Ferrari forever. Sure, she loved her job at the moment – helping her father with the engines. But it was only a hobby. She was aiming for something more than that. 


She studied politics so that she could work as a diplomat one day. She wanted to travel outside Italy, to see the world. She didn’t know Alessio would like that or not. But if he didn’t want a partner who was always traveling – and with an experience with Laura, Terry was quite certain Alessio wouldn’t like to go for a travel-crazy lover – Terry was going to have to think of something else. She must choose between Alessio and her job later.


“Alessio, I can’t answer your question right away. I… need more time to think about it.”


“Please think about it, Terry. I want to have you near me all the time.”


“I will.”


Terry was now confused. How would she know Alessio was serious and he was still going to love her even though she might want something else than being a guest mechanic in Ferrari or a university student?


“Amanda!” Terry called out her friend’s name.


Amanda, who just walked outside her class, waved her hand to Terry. She approached her. Terry smiled seeing her friend. Amanda was looking very much like a student. She was wearing her eyeglasses and the clothes she wore were looked like a school uniform. She was also carrying so many books, most of them thick, in her hands. 


“Ciao!” Terry greeted her. “What class have you been?” 


“General philosophy,” Amanda answered.


“Oh, heavy,” she commented. She then said, “Don’t you feel burdened studying philosophy? It is a very hard subject. You have to ponder on things.”


“Not for me,” Amanda said, smiling. “For me, it’s fun!”


“I’d rather study politics,” Terry said. 


Amanda shrieked. “Politics… NO! I don’t like politics. My heart is not too strong to follow political news,” she joked. 

Terry chuckled. “Hey, listen… I’ve already talked to Alessio about the double date and it’s going to be tonight, at seven. Now, Alessio said that he couldn’t pick me up. So I told him that I am going to be the one who picks him up at the office. Do you want to come there together with me?” 


Amanda thought about it. She mentally checked her schedule. She had nothing to do this afternoon. She had one essay to write for Professor Laurentiis… but she had written half of it. She could continue later. After she was sure there was nothing else to do, Amanda nodded and agreed to Terry’s invitation.


“Sure.” Amanda said. “What time do you finish?”


“I will finish in an hour. I have one more class then I am off. I have Alessio’s car with me. We can go to your house first if you want to change,” Terry said. 


Amanda nodded. “Meet me in the parking lot in an hour.”


Amanda and Terry met each other again in an hour at the parking lot. Terry then drove Alessio’s car (with the same casualness Alessio drove it) to Amanda’s apartment so Amanda could change first. Terry had already brought some spare clothes so she could change also. It didn’t take too long for Amanda and Terry to get ready. They were not fussy dressers. So, they were off to the office in no time.   

When they entered the building,
Amanda saw the receptionist who had refused to let her into Pippo’s office the other day and she waved her hand to her. The receptionist was surprised to see Amanda again but this time she was waving her hand to her. She waved her hand back. Terry took two visitor tags and went up to the floor where Alessio and Pippo’s offices were.


The first person they saw in the office quarters was… Shez.


“Shez! What are you doing here?” Terry asked.


“Oh, God! Thank God you came, Terry! Oh, hello, Amy! Coco dragged me here. We were in the middle of studying in the library when his brothers called him and told him to come here. I told him it was okay for him to go, but he felt bad for leaving me because it was his idea in the first place to study together. So he insisted I come here with him so he could drop me home later,” Shez said exasperatedly.


“Where are they know, Coco and his brothers?” Terry asked.


“Inside one of those offices. I don’t know which one is whose,” Shez answered. She then asked, “So, what are you doing here?’


“We’re here for the date,” Terry answered quietly so that no one would hear it. 


Shez nodded. “Is Amanda ready?”


“I hope.” She turned to look at Amanda and found her in the activity of admiring the interior of the office once more. Shez and Terry laughed at her. Terry then continued, “I managed to convince Alessio that he should bring one of his brothers. He suggested Sandro and I said it was okay.”


Amanda once again was admiring the interior of the office. Gloria passed by and she greeted Amanda. Amanda said hi to her but the moment Gloria left to get Alessio a file he needed, she was back admiring the office once more. Not so long afterwards, Francesca, the other secretary, passed by her and said hello to Amanda. Amanda’s admiring-the-office activity was interrupted once again… but then she had to leave to get Pippo a file. Finally, the last secretary, Paola, appeared and said hi to Amanda but this time Amanda was done admiring. Amanda smiled her and asked where she was going. She said that she needed to get Sandro a file.


“Either this is a very busy office or those brothers are so bossy that they need three different secretaries to get them files that probably came from the same cabinet,” Amanda commented dryly as she returned to her friends.


Terry and Shez laughed. Amanda was quite right. She then said something else and the three of them laughed. But their laughter was cut short by the buzz of the intercom and Pippo’s clipped voice ordered, “Gloria, bring in the letters on your desk! I need to inspect them!”


Of course Gloria wasn’t there so Pippo didn’t get what he wanted. Terry, Shez and Amanda stayed quiet, careful not to make a noise that might disturb his meeting. But then Pippo’s voice was heard again and his spat made Amanda jumped.


“NOW, GLORIA!”


“Isn’t he bossy in the office?” Amanda commented.


From the intercom, Pippo’s sound was heard again but this time more slowly. “Damn it, where is she?”


Amanda frowned. She hated bossy people. Annoyed, she walked over Gloria’s desk and saw a stack of letters on top of it. Perhaps they were the letters Pippo wanted to see. She heard the intercom still buzzing and she could hear Pippo muttering a curse. Amanda frowned even more. She pressed the reply button and said, “Hold your horses!”


There was a momentary silence inside the office room. Shez and Terry’s eyes were all wide open in shock realizing what Amanda had done. Amanda was shocked too… she couldn’t believe she had just done that. But she just did…


Suddenly the door was burst open. Pippo appeared and he went static in surprise when he saw Amanda there. “Amanda?” Pippo asked in utter disbelief.


Amanda grimaced. It was Pippo himself who showed up. She had hoped it would be Alessio. She stammered, “Uh, yes, it’s me. I, uh… didn’t mean to interrupt, Professor.”

Pippo blinked. What the hell was she doing there? Pippo then asked her, “What are you doing here?”

“Uhm, actually. I am here to wait for Alessio… with Terry… but then…” she said, trying to explain why she had spoken like that to Pippo on the intercom. She then decided to tell him the truth, “You should know that Gloria is not around because she is getting a file for Alessio. And Francesca and Paolo are gone to get files as well. I, uh, couldn’t help saying what I had said when you sounded very impatient.”

For a while, Pippo was quiet and his face was unfathomable. Amanda waited for his angry outburst. But instead of bursting out in rage, he burst out laughing… very, very loudly.  


The office door was reopened in matter of seconds. Sandro walked out first and he was surprised to see her as well. Alessio and Coco then followed from behind and they had the same reaction when they saw Amanda as Pippo did. 


“Amanda?” Sandro asked after overcoming his state of disbelief that she was there.  


“She was the one who told you to hold your horses, Pip?” Coco asked. He grinned at Amanda and said, “Congratulations… you are the very first person who dared to give the cut direct to our bossy brother Pippo Laurentiis! Very good job, Miss Maldini.”


Amanda smiled sheepishly. 

“Seriously, Amy, what are you doing here?” Pippo asked.


“My name is Amanda,” she insisted.


Terry and Shez appeared. Alessio saw them with eyes wide open in revelation. “You are here too?” The two girls nodded.


Coco reported, “I, ah… brought Shez here…”


“And it’s time for you to take her home. She’s already bored waiting for you,” Terry said. 

 “But we’re not finished yet!” Pippo said.


“Oh, please, Pippo… we can never find a solution before we find that contract!” Coco said. “Besides, I have to take Shez home now and continue studying for tomorrow’s test.”


Alessio thought it was also about time they finished their meeting. They weren’t going anywhere and they were all already too tired to continue and have more arguments. He sighed. “Coco’s right. Maybe we should stop now.”


Pippo looked at Terry and he figured out that Terry and Alessio were perhaps planning to do something together. He finally resolved that it was best to adjourn the meeting. They were going to meet in the office together again tomorrow anyway. By that time he would already have the files ready. Besides, he must visit Stefania right away. “Well, in that case, meeting is adjourned,” Pippo said.


“Good. So, are we ready?” Alessio asked Amanda and Terry.


“Thank you for letting Terry invite me, Alessio,” Amanda said. 


“You’re welcome, Amy. It’s our pleasure,” Alessio replied.


“My name is Amanda,” she said.


Sandro had also been informed about the dinner. He smiled to Amanda and told her, “Looks like we’re going to go out on a date together again, Amy.”


“My name is Amanda,” Amanda said once again.


“It’s better Amy,” Pippo said.


Amanda frowned. “My name is Amanda.”


Pippo tousled her hair like a brother to a sister. He then said, “Trust me… Amy is a sweeter name. Amanda is too long.” 


Amanda then looked at him seriously. “You are bossy, professore. You really shouldn’t be. Your secretaries might run off.”


Alessio and Sandro already left inside to get their jackets and when they returned, they were already packed. They were ready to leave. Coco then grabbed his backpack. Amanda, Shez and Terry prepared themselves to leave. 


“Will you be all right if we leave now?” Alessio asked Pippo.


“Yeah. Go ahead!” Pippo replied.


“See you later, Pip,” Coco said.


“Ciao, tutti!”


Amanda waved her hand to Pippo like a child waving goodbye to his teacher when she entered the elevator with the others. Pippo waved back his hand. Suddenly he felt happy again, after feeling terrible because of the problems he was having in the office. Perhaps it was because it was time to go home or it could also because of Amanda’s antics. Well, whatever it was, he felt better after seeing her. He truly felt that way.


Alessio, Terry, Sandro and Amanda went to have dinner in this garden restaurant named La Nostra. The restaurant was located in a very spacious garden. The guests could eat in gazebos, picnic tables or even in tables set on a wide bridge above a “river”. The air was chilling but there was a big fire put up to give some warmth.


Amanda had never been there and she was very excited about it. Terry once came there with her father when Alessio invited the both of them… Laura was there too. Sandro and Alessio had come a couple of times there as well. Seeing Amanda very excited about the setting, Alessio let her to pick the place she thought was best to sit down together. 


She loved the idea of having dinner on a bridge, so she chose a table on the bridge. The others agreed. Soon after that, they were seated on a table that was in the middle of the bridge. But Terry and Amanda had planned that the first thing right after they arrived was that Amanda must do was talk to Sandro right away. So, after ordering drinks, Terry asked Alessio if they could walk a little bit in the garden before they ordered something to eat. Alessio, who wanted to be alone with Terry, agreed immediately. They left Amanda and Sandro at the table alone.


“You can walk in the gardens?” Amanda asked.


“Of course. The gardens are meant for people to ‘socialize’ with the other guests before they sit down and eat. This is a multi-functional restaurant,” Sandro answered.


“A beautiful one too,” Amanda commented.


“You like it?” Sandro asked.


“Of course,” Amanda answered. “This looks like the kind of place my mother would love to go regularly on the weekends with her friends.”


“How about you… would you like to come here regularly on the weekends?” Sandro asked.


Amanda shrugged. “I don’t know. I am not the kind of person who likes to go out too often. I am not a party person.” She then smiled brightly. “But I would like to come here again. I want to show my mother this restaurant… that is, if she doesn’t know it already!”


Sandro didn’t hear what she was saying. He was busy staring at her smile. He wondered how dazzling it was. When he first went out with Amanda, she smiled very much like Fio. But now, she looked very different from her. They might look like sisters but if they were really to be sisters, Sandro would bet Amanda would be the sweetheart of the family. 


Amanda sighed. The rather heavy tone of it brought Sandro back from his thoughts. He thought she was displeased about something that caused her to sigh like that. He asked her, “Would you like to order food now? Or do you want to wait for Terry an Alessio to come back? Or… is there anything else you want that I can get you?”


“I think I want to wait,” Amanda said. She smiled again to him. “Thank you.”


“For?” Sandro asked.


“For being nice to me,” Amanda answered.


Sandro reached for her hand and held it tightly. “This is to atone for my rudeness a few weeks ago.”


“You’re already forgiven about that,” Amanda said. She really did forgive him for whatever he did to her in the past. And he would make it perfect if only he could agree to help her find Fio. All she cared right now was finding Fio and getting her back home. There was nothing else that she wanted but that.


“Sandro, there is something I need to tell you,” Amanda said seriously. She looked up to him and fixed her eyes on his. “And this is something that you wouldn’t like at all to talk about.”


Sandro closed his eyes and lifted his hand to stop her from continuing what she wanted to say. He knew. He knew what she was going to say. “Amanda, please. Stop. Don’t say it. I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to ruin anything between us. Not tonight.”


“But, I must!” Amanda insisted. She lifted her hand from under his and held Sandro’s hand tightly. She said, “I need you. I need your help.”


Sandro’s face turned hard. Amanda could see his jaws clenching and he turned cold instantly. “No,” he said implacably.


Amanda held Sandro’s hand with both of hers and grasped it tightly. She pleaded, “Sandro… please! I don’t have anyone else but you right now…”


“You have Pippo,” Sandro replied coldly.


“But I don’t want Pippo! He’s not the one who is supposed to help me! I want you to help me. Please, Sandro… don’t make me hate you…” Amanda begged.


Sandro jerked Amanda’s hands away. He told her icily, “This was a set up, wasn’t it? You asked Alessio and Terry to come here and bring me along so you could ask me to do this?” He then pushed his chair behind abruptly and shot to his feet. “Well, guess what… you’re not going to get what you want.”


He started to leave but Amanda wasn’t going to give up. She ran to him and held his arm tightly with her hand. She forced him to turn around despite his heavy reluctance. “Sandro! Listen to me! Please!”


“I don’t need to listen to anyone!” 


“Sandro! Look at me!”


Sandro looked away instead. Amanda forced him to look at her. She said severely, “Look at me! Tell me, Sandro! Do you really think I want to be with you? Do you think I want to spend just one minute in your presence? The answer is no, Sandro! I hate you! I hate you very much because you’ve hurt my friend. I hate you as much as the devil hates the angels. I hate you that I thought I’d never forgive you! I hate you from the bottom of my heart!”


Sandro was stunned hearing that. Amanda continued without stopping, “I want you dead, Sandro. I want you lying in a cold grave for abusing me sexually with that kiss, I want you there because you used me as a tool to make Fio jealous!”


Only then she paused for a while. Then she said, looking deeper into his eyes, “But I am still here. I am still tolerating you… I am still in your presence. I am holding you, touching you and talking to you. I would do that… for a friend… and yet you’ve abused me! You’ve hurt me! You hurt me the way Marco Di Vaio hurt you! Even more, because I didn’t abuse you or hurt you in the first place! You made me a victim! You are no better than him!”


Sandro tried to break free from her but she was holding him very firmly. She said, “Sandro, Fio didn’t hurt you like what you think she did. If only you had used your clear mind, you would at least figure out that the only way Marco might find out about your family status is because he once investigated about your life! You would at least think that perhaps he found out from someone else who knows you! And if only you would open your eyes, Sandro, you would see that Fio would never ever betray you, not even when her brother would like to kill her, because she loves you. She loves you very much!


“Sandro, Fio would never ever hurt you. But you did! And even when you did hurt her, she still loved you! She wouldn’t listen to any of us! She kept on loving you although she knew it hurt her to see you with me and see you not paying attention to her anymore! She ran away because she loves you! Because she couldn’t stand it anymore – she loves you but you don’t love her and her brother is trying to hurt her…


“Please, Sandro, if you are human, if you still have feelings – in the least bit – you would help me. Please… I can’t do it alone. I’ll never succeed without you…”


“What different does it make?! Ask Pippo… he…”


Amanda slapped him. “SANDRO!” she yelled. She didn’t care everyone was looking at them. “Don’t be such an ass! I don’t want Pippo! Because he doesn’t love Pippo! His feelings for her are not strong… he doesn’t have any feelings for her! They are not strong enough to find her. But yours are! Your love, or even your hate, would be able to urge you to try to find her no matter what! I want you to want to find her!”


Sandro didn’t reply her. Amanda looked at him hopefully. But Sandro didn’t move. They were still and quiet for a very long while. And the next moment, Sandro shrugged himself off Amanda’s grip and turned his back to Amanda. Amanda burst out crying then and there. She couldn’t take it anymore. He was a coldhearted bastard.


“You bastard,” she said scathingly in tears. “I wish you had never been born so you couldn’t hurt people! I wish you never existed so that Fio wouldn’t have met you! Or any of us met you! You don’t belong to be Pippo, Alessio and Coco’s brother! You don’t deserve them! At all!”


Amanda ran away after that leaving Sandro, standing still and alone in the cold of the night.


“I am worried about Amanda,” Terry uttered.


“Why?” Alessio asked.


Terry shrugged. “I don’t know if Sandro is a good idea for a date. Amanda and him can be like cats and dogs as well as like mutual friends. I don’t know which one they are now.” 


Alessio chuckled. “Stop worrying! Amanda can take care of herself.”


“But I can’t help it. Amanda is so childish, no? She can make people want to look out for her all the time. I bet that’s what Pippo is feeling,” Terry replied.


“You’re right. She can give that feeling!” Alessio said. He pulled Terry closer to him. “But I am afraid you can’t count on me to take care of you… because I need you to take care of me.”


Terry smiled and kissed his cheek. “Gladly, Alessio.”


They were about to kiss when suddenly… “Alessio! Terry! You are here!”


Alessio and Terry broke their contact but didn’t let go of each other’s hands. They were surprised, though, to hear that voice calling their names. It was Alessia!


Alessia approached them. She laughed excitedly as she came near them. “Ciao!” she greeted. “What are you guys doing here?”


“We’re about to have dinner but my brother and his date are also here and we’ve decided to give them some space,” Alessio answered.


“Oh! Give my regards to them!” Alessia said. She said to Terry, “You look great! I love your jacket!”

 
Terry thanked her for the compliment. Alessio asked, “Are you here alone?”


“Fortunately not,” Alessia said. She moved closer to Alessio and made Terry become alert. She leaned forward and whispered to him, “My lawyer is here with me.”


“Who is your lawyer anyway?” Alessio asked.


“Do you know Gerardo Asta?” Alessia replied.


Alessio was surprised. “Gerardo works for my company! He’s one of the lawyers who usually handles our company’s cases!”


“Yes! That is why I went to your office building at that time! Gerardo’s friend used to be my lawyer but he has retired and my cases have been given to Gerardo,” Alessia said.


Suddenly a waiter came to them. He looked as if he wanted to talk to Alessio. But since Alessio and Alessia were still talking very enthusiastically about this person who seemed to be their mutual friend, Terry answered to him instead. 


“Yes?” Terry inquired to the waiter.


“I am told by Mr. Sandro Laurentiis to give this note to Mr. Alessio Laurentiis,” the waiter said, showing Terry a piece of paper.


“I’ll take it. I’ll show it to him,” Terry said.


The waiter nodded, gave her the paper and excused himself to leave then. Terry was suspicious and she didn’t feel too good about it. She opened the paper and left the message. What she read there almost sent her down to the ground. Sandro wrote that Amanda and him had a fight and they both left. He also told Alessio not to worry and not to look for the both of them. He wished Alessio and Terry a good dinner.


Terry returned to Alessio. At that moment, Alessia was already very close to Alessio. Terry began to feel displeased. She wanted to kick her out of there. Suddenly, to her shock, Alessia then said something very closely in Alessio’s ear and, without Alessio knowing, she slipped something inside Alessio’s pocket. Then she laughed out loud, making Alessio chuckle too. After that she turned around and waved at a man. She told Alessio that she had to go. But the way she said goodbye to him made Terry’s blood boil. She winked her left eye to him as she waved him goodbye and pouted to him as she smiled. She walked away afterwards in her catwalk style.


“Alessio,” Terry called for her boyfriend, hiding her displeasure. “Sandro left this message for you.”


Alessio looked at the piece of paper in Alessio’s hand and began to feel uneasy. Terry gave him the paper and he opened it at once. His expression changed from exultant to ominous in just seconds. After he finished reading it he groped it. 


“Not again!” he complained.


But again was already too late. It already happened.  

Chapter 60


Amanda entered her apartment crying. She couldn’t believe Sandro just refused to help her… that man was Satan! He was inhuman!  He should be hanged, or fried, or be put to death in a gas chamber! She would be happy if she could be the executioner!


She went inside her bedroom and threw herself onto the bed. She buried her face on her pillow and cried more. She cried as if there were no tomorrow. She didn’t know what to do next now. She had lost her hopes. Sandro was never ever going to forgive Fio.


Amanda was fed up with all of this.


Suddenly she heard the telephone ring. Amanda didn’t feel like answering it. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. After all what happened this evening, all she wanted was to be alone. If her mother were there it would be better because she could curl up and cry on her lap. If Ethan were there too it would be much, much better. 


So she cried and cried and cried…


When she did stop crying, it was 23 minutes past two. She cried for over than six hours and didn’t stop even a moment. What made her stop was when she saw blood prickles on her pillow. She didn’t know what it was until she touched her own eyes. They were bleeding. Amanda could have panicked knowing that her eyes were bleeding but she was so numb that she just grabbed a tissue and wiped the blood off. She then threw the bloodstained pillow to the floor and grabbed her other pillow. She hugged it tightly and felt like crying some more. And she did.


Some hours later, Amanda heard another ring from her phone but she didn’t move anywhere. She just wanted to stay in her room forever and ever. There was nothing that could make her leave her room.


Damn it! What is wrong with her phone? Don’t tell me that she’s also gone missing! 


Pippo threw his cell phone to the floor for real this time. He had wanted to do that since last night. The first time was when he found out what happened in the dinner date from Alessio. The second time was when he talked to Sandro, questioning him of what he had done to Amanda and only getting some unsympathetic silences from him. The third, fourth, fifth until the tenth time was when he tried calling Amanda but not getting an answer. Now, he was already up on his nerves and he wanted to smash something. 


“Pippo? What’s the matter?” Stefania asked.


Stefania, who was now his fiancée, was sleeping on the hospital bed. She had left the ICU because her conditions were not critical anymore. But she still had to stay in the hospital. The doctors and her parents joked that the reason why Stefania was recovering so quickly from the accident and bronchitis was because Pippo proposed to her. In fact, that was the first thing Pippo said Stefania when she regained her consciousness and met Pippo. Now, they were inseparable.


“Oh, Stefania… sorry I woke you up,” Pippo said softly to her and then kissed her forehead. He tried to smile as if nothing happened but Stefania could see Pippo looked distraught.  


“What is wrong?” Stefania asked.


“Nothing,” Pippo answered evasively. He didn’t want to distress her.


“Something is wrong. Tell me, what is it?” Stefania asked.


“Trust me, there is nothing wrong,” Pippo answered. “You don’t have to worry about me. It’s all right.”


Suddenly Stefania’s father entered the room. Marcello Lippi greeted his daughter and son-in-law to-be. When neither of them greeted him back he asked, “What’s wrong with the two of you? Are you quarreling?”


“Oh, no. Not at all,” Pippo said trying to convince Marcello.


“Well, we are about to. He doesn’t want to tell me what is wrong with him. Something is bothering him but he wouldn’t tell me what it is so I can help him,” Stefania argued.


Marcello smiled. “Stefania, how can you help him when you’re in that bed?”


“Seriously, nothing is wrong!” Pippo said.


Marcello smiled again. He told him, “Pippo, everyone can see something is wrong with you. Why don’t you tell me what is troubling you and perhaps I can help you?”


Pippo sighed. He didn’t want to tell Marcello or Stefania that he was worrying about Amanda. If Stefania knew that it was Amanda who was troubling her mind then she would perhaps go ballistic. She didn’t seem to like the idea that Pippo was caring for someone else, moreover Amanda. The two weren’t the best of friends when they met.


“Actually, I just remembered that there is something important I need to take care of,” Pippo said finally.


“What?” Stefania asked. “Work in the office? You can Alessio and tell him to handle it for you.”


“No, Alessio is perhaps with Terry. I don’t want to bother him. They both deserve time to be together,” Pippo said.


Stefania had heard about Terry, the mechanic girl in Alessio’s racing team who is now his object of affection. To be honest, Stefania didn’t know why Alessio would want to be with her. She was far too young for him. And he could just get someone more beautiful than that girl for a girlfriend. 


“Well, I think you should go, Pippo… you have a business to run too. Stefania still needs a lot of rest and she’s going through many X-ray examinations today so you couldn’t see or talk to her much today even if you’re here,” Marcello said.


Stefania reached for Pippo’s hand and held it tight. “Promise you will come again later?”


Pippo smiled. He kissed her forehead and whispered, “I will.”


“Ti amo, Pippo,” Stefania said.


“Anche io a te,” Pippo replied.


He excused himself from Stefania and her father then. After he was out of their sight, he practically ran to go to his car because he couldn’t wait to see Amanda and find out what happened to her.


“Oh my God,” Pippo breathed when he arrived in front of Amanda’s apartment door. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 


Amanda’s front door was open and unlocked. They were open more than a few inches. Mindless panic ran through Pippo’s mind. What if someone had come inside her apartment and raided it? What if someone came in and hurt her? He couldn’t think further of his what-ifs so he just opened the door and walked inside. 


Pippo sighed full of relief when he saw nothing happened to her apartment. It was still the same as the last time he had come there. Everything was in their respective places. But where she was, Pippo didn’t know. 


He called out, “Amanda!”


There was no answer at all. 


Pippo called her once more. “Amanda!”


Still there was no answer.


Pippo looked around the apartment. There were only three rooms in there… one was Amanda’s bedroom and the other one was a guest bedroom and the last one was originally a bedroom but she had turned it into her study and small, private library. She must be in her room. Pippo started to walk toward that direction but he questioned the propriety of doing that… he was an adult man and he was about to enter a girl’s room. For a while he doubted if he should go on and continue. Not mentioning, he had come to her place and entered without permission. 


But then he remembered what happened last night. Sandro had once again done something to hurt her. Pippo figured out every time the two of them had a fight about something, she became sick and she was probably very ill now. And considering that she hadn’t answered any of his calls, it must have meant she was in a pretty bad state.


Pippo advanced to her room and once he was in front of her closed bedroom door, he knocked. He knocked three times but didn’t get any answer. He tried once again but there was still no answer at all. Pippo decided to see if Amanda were inside or not.


Slowly, he turned the doorknob and opened it. He peeked inside and to his utter relief Amanda was indeed inside. She was lying down on her bed with her back faced to Pippo. She was still wearing her shoes from yesterday and hadn’t changed her clothes at all. Pippo frowned. He didn’t like what he was seeing. Slowly, Pippo walked inside the room and approached her. He almost slipped on the pillow Amanda threw to the floor before. He picked it up and another rush of panic ran inside his body when he saw the stain of blood on it.


She couldn’t have… killed herself, could she?


“Amanda?” Pippo called.


Amanda didn’t move. Pippo came closer to her bed. He touched her gently but she was not moving. Pippo was afraid he would find her not breathing. He pressed two of his fingers to her neck, to check her pulse and he calmed down instantly when he felt her pulse still beating.


“Amanda…”


“What do you want?” finally came a reply from a raw voice.


“Amanda, it’s me, Pippo. I came to see if you were okay.”


“I thought I told you to stop worrying about me. I am not a baby and I can take care of myself. And I already said that you don’t owe my father anything anymore.”


“You can’t stop me worrying about you! And if you said you can take care of yourself, then why are you like this?”


Amanda sat up straight and faced him angrily. “I DON’T NEED YOU! I DON’T WANT YOU HERE! I AM SICK AND TIRED OF YOU AND YOUR FAMILY!”


Pippo was struck with horror when he saw Amanda’s face as Amanda continued, “If you want someone to take care of, take care Sandro! Take care of your girlfriend! Take care of your brothers! I wish you and your family never knew me!”


Pippo ignored everything that she said and held her tight on the shoulders. He pinned her so she couldn’t move. “DAMN YOU! LET GO OF ME!”


With the strength left on her body, she struggled to break free. But Pippo was stronger. He slapped her face. “BE QUIET!” he scolded her.


Amanda was angry to be treated like that. She scratched his face with her nails and caused him to bleed. Amanda pushed him off her bed until he fell down and knocked himself on her closet door. Amanda yelled, “GO AWAY!”


Pippo stood on his feet. His forehead was bleeding too now because of the crash with the door. He ignored the blood and walked straight to Amanda. He pulled her to in front of the mirror and made her see what she looked like.


To Amanda’s terror, she herself was bleeding but worse. She had been crying blood not tears all along. Blood was coming from her eyes. Pippo pointed his finger to her eyes. He then said fiercely, “Look at that! Look at your eyes! You’ve been crying blood!”


Pippo glanced at the pillows and he saw two pillows that had blood on it. He turned back to Amanda and asked her, “How long have you been crying? Since when?”


Amanda didn’t answer. She was too shocked to see her own eyes. She began to tremble. Pippo asked her again but this time more gently, “How long, Amanda? When did you start crying?”


When Amanda still wouldn’t open her mouth, he began persuading her, “Amy, tell me… it’s all right. I am not going to slap you anymore… never ever. I lost control. I was panicked to see you, Amy. Just tell me.”


Amanda said slowly, “Since… yesterday evening… after I came home from the restaurant.”


Pippo took a deep breath and then sighed heavily. No wonder! Her eyes must be irritated. Perhaps she had cried all her tears and left her eyes really, really dry. Or perhaps, she was wearing her lenses inside and they cracked.


“Amanda, are you wearing your contact lenses?” Pippo asked.


“I… did…” Amanda said.


“Are you still wearing them?” Pippo asked.


Amanda nodded slowly. Pippo began to panic. She must be taken to the hospital soon. If not, it was going to be very serious. He couldn’t let her eyes hurt like that. 


“All right, Amanda. Let’s go. We are going to the hospital to get your eyes taken care of,” Pippo said. “Where’s your jacket? I’ll get it for you.”


Amanda stayed quiet. Pippo gave up talking to her. Obviously she was in a state of shock. Pippo opened his own jacket and wrapped Amanda’s trembling body with it. He led her outside. Amanda just followed him numbly.


On the way to the front door, the telephone rang. Pippo stopped. He looked at Amanda. Amanda didn’t seem to notice that the telephone was ringing. He then reached for it and answered it for her instead.


“Pronto?” 


There was no voice but Pippo could hear a breathing sound, someone must be on the other side of the line. 


“Who is this?” Pippo asked.


But there was still no voice. The next minute, Pippo heard the disconnecting tone. He furrowed his eyebrows, showing displeasure. Who could that be? What if someone meant to do her harm? This couldn’t be allowed to happen. Pippo’s brain started to work. Amanda must be protected. But who could do it? He could, actually, but it was obvious that Amanda didn’t want anything to do with him. Suddenly he found the answer… he must call her parents.


When Pippo heard footsteps outside the waiting room, he rushed outside and saw Dr. Conte, his doctor, coming from the opposite direction. Pippo approached him immediately.


“Doctor, how is she?” Pippo asked.


Dr. Conte sighed. “Do you want the truth, Pippo?”


“Yes,” Pippo answered.


“It’s bad, Pippo. You were right. Not only her eyes have an irritation because her tears are dry but her lenses were also broken inside. One of the pieces, hurt her eyeball and it must be operated soon.”


“Operated? As in surgery?” Pippo asked worriedly.


“Yes, but it’s only a minor surgery, just to take the broken pieces out and clean it up. I suggest she wears usual eyeglasses for a few days after this,” Dr. Conte said.


Pippo sighed. He couldn’t believe this. Everyone was hurt. First it was Stefania and now Amanda. Pippo almost felt like it was the end of the world. 


“Are you her guardian?” Dr. Conte asked.


“Not officially but, yes, I promised her father to take care of her,” Pippo answered.


“Fair enough. Do I have your permission to operate her eyes? And then I need you to sign some papers.”


Pippo nodded silently. Dr. Conte then excused himself to begin with the surgery. He also told Pippo that a nurse was going to come to ask him to sign the papers. Pippo just nodded again. Finally, he reached for his cell phone and dialed for a number in Milan. He waited for it to get connected. After a few seconds, it was. Someone across the line answered the phone.


“Pronto?”


“Professore? Sono io, Pippo.”


“Pippo! What a surprise! I didn’t know you were going to call!” Amanda’s father replied.


“I’m sorry to interrupt, Professore. But, I need you to come to Rome.”


“What? Why?”


Pippo cleared his clogged throat before answering, “Amanda needs you.”


Pippo watched Amanda sleep. The surgery had been conducted a few hours ago and she was now sleeping because of the tranquilizer drug. She had to be given a very heavy dose of tranquilizer because she was fighting off the nurses and the medical assistants when she was told that she was going to be operated. She even almost hurt one of the nurses by threatening her to scratch her with a surgery knife.


It broke his heart to know that Amanda became like this. He wanted her to be happy but it was impossible if she kept meeting troubles and problems all the time. Amanda deserved to be happy but she wasn’t… all because she cared so much for her loved ones.


Pippo approached her bed and sat on the side of it. He swept back the strands of hair that was covering her face. For a while he rested his hand on her head and absently stroking her hair. Then he began to look closely at her face.

 She had a pretty face. It was very sweet. From everything there, he loved her lips the most. They were shapely and luscious. They formed the most dazzling smile Pippo had ever seen. He also liked her eyes. Her eyes liked to shine brightly, showing intelligence and confidence. They were also expressive. Sometimes Pippo could see her laughing just by looking at her eyes. They liked to twinkle as well. He also was also partial to her hair. It was luxuriant and when he touched them he felt like touching soft cotton.

Pippo smiled. She looked like an angel when she sleeps quietly like this. He had never watched someone’s face closely while he or she was sleeping and he just noticed that even when she was sleeping, Amanda was still interesting. In fact, everything about this girl interested him. He didn’t know what made him feel that way but he was. 

Then suddenly, it hit him then and there… he was actually adoring her – this little girl who was his student. He adored her very much. Pippo looked at her face once more and he just realized, this girl was melting his heart… for real.

Chapter 61


The sound of the telephone annoyed Terry greatly. She was trying to absorb many things into her brain from the books she was ready for tomorrow’s test. She didn’t want to be disturbed but she was going to have to answer it. Annoyed, Terry closed her books and went over to the telephone table and picked up the receiver.


“This is Terry,” she said.


“Ciao, carina!” Alessio greeted her.


“Oh, hi, Alessio,” Terry replied. She smiled. This was one phone call she didn’t mind answering. She stretched the cable until it was long enough for her to sit on the sofa and then said again, “What is the matter?”


“What are you doing?” Alessio asked.


“I was trying to study,” Terry answered.


“Oops, sorry if I disturbed you.”


Terry chuckled. “You’re not disturbing me.”


“But when I get home later, I just might disturb you. I miss you already now,” he said huskily.


Terry smiled. She played around with the cable. “So, Alessio, why did you call?”


“I just want to give you this news about Amanda.”


Terry was alert in an instant. She asked warily, “What happened to her?”


“Amanda is in the hospital right now. Remember the fight she had yesterday with Sandro? Well, it seemed that she was very upset about it and she went home to cry all night. She did cry all night until morning and now her eyes are irritated. Her lenses were broken inside her eyes.”


Terry gasped in horror. “WHAT?!”


“But don’t worry. She’s already had surgery and everything will be okay. Her eyes have been treated and she only needs to avoid contact lenses and crying for a few days.”


“Oh my God,” Terry gasped again. “How did you know about this?”


“Pippo told me. He was the one who found her this morning in her apartment with her pillows stained by blood. He took her to the hospital. After Amanda had been operated, he called me and said that he was going to wait for her and Stefania at the hospital. Tomorrow morning, Amanda’s parents and brother are going to come again here.”


“Does Sandro know?”


“I don’t think so. But Coco and Shez do. They were here when Pippo called me.”


“What is Shez doing there?” Terry asked curiously.


“Well, she acted as a messenger for Elena and Kayla, Amanda’s friends, who are in the Autumn Ball committee. They are inviting me personally to the Autumn Ball, Terry.”


Terry gasped again. “Oh my God! How could that be?”


Alessio chuckled. “You don’t seem to believe me!”


“I don’t!”


“Well, somehow, some of the people in the committee are great fans of Alessio Danizetti and Elena and Kayla asked Coco if it was a good idea to invite me. Shez said Coco persuaded the committee to invite the Ferrari drivers – D’Amico and I – to the party. After all, we are the university’s graduates.”


“Ah! I remember now… D’Amico just graduated last year, didn’t he?”


“Exactly. Well, that is all I want to tell you. I have to go back to work.”


“What time are you going to come home tonight?” Terry asked.


“Around seven. I have a late afternoon meeting. Will you wait for me?”


“Sure.”


“Study well, carina. Ciao. Baci.”


“Baci.”


They hung up. Terry smiled contentedly. At least Amanda was not that seriously ill and Alessio was going to go home to her and “disturb” her a little bit. Terry returned to her desk and back to her books. But she just couldn’t seem to concentrate. She kept thinking about Alessio. 


She just loved him very much. Ever since they became lovers, Alessio had never even once left her side. He was treating her like a princess and she loved every bit of attention that he gave her. He kept on saying that he wanted to have her by her side forever and how much he was in love with her. Terry was always flattered. Each time they made love to each other, Terry could just feel that Alessio was really serious with her. He never let himself sleep before she did so he could tell her the words “I love you” until she did fall asleep. 


Now Terry was thinking seriously of Alessio’s request for her to move in with him. Actually he didn’t have to ask her to do that because Terry was already practically living there anyway. She was always there and she could do anything she wanted there. Her father had already known that she would be there so he called Alessio’s number to speak to Terry. She hadn’t moved all of her stuff to Alessio’s place but she had most of it there, especially her books and clothes. Alessio liked to shop and then Terry cooked the dinner, Terry did his laundry while he drove her anywhere she wanted to go and they both did the cleaning together. They were already living together!


Suddenly, the telephone rang again and Terry answered it. “Hello?”


“It’s me, carina,” Alessio’s voice returned to the line.


“Oh! What do you want this time?”


“I just wanted to know if I left my journal there,” Alessio said. “Can you look it up for me? I think I left it in the bedroom.”


“Hold on a minute…” Terry then put the receiver on the table for a while. She ran to the bedroom and checked. There was nothing there but Alessio’s scattered clothes from last night which they hadn’t cleaned up because they left in a hurry this morning. Terry then returned to the telephone. “Sorry, Alessio. It’s not there.”


“Oh, perhaps it’s in my car. Thanks anyway, carina.”


“Ciao.”



They hung up once again. Terry then went back to Alessio’s room to clean up the clothes that were lying on the floor. She didn’t realize before that she hadn’t cleaned them up. Terry started picking up his jacket, his shirt and his trousers and brought them to the laundry basket in his bathroom. Once she was there, she dropped them in it for him to take to the laundry tomorrow. Yesterday he was wearing his favorite suit and he told Terry that for that particular suit he wanted it to be dry cleaned at the laundry.


Suddenly a piece of paper fell at Terry’s feet. Terry was surprised. It had fallen off Alessio’s jacket pocket. Terry picked it up, feeling curious, because it could be an important note that Alessio needed for his work. Alessio was usually like that. He liked to leave his things all over the place and not put them in a tidy order that made him have difficulties to find later. Luckily Terry was the opposite of him and she always arranged them for him. 


But Terry’s eyes were wide in shock when she read the thing that was written in that small piece of paper. It had the name Alessia on the top of the paper while underneath it there was a phone number and an address. As if it weren’t enough to shock Terry, there was a vague lipstick mark on it. 


Terry began to feel suspicious… was Alessia trying to make Alessio to turn to her?


“Terry, I’m home!” Alessio called out when he entered the apartment.


Terry walked out of his bedroom. She was carrying a pillow. Alessio smiled at her and joked, “Oh, so you’d rather hug the pillow than me now, huh?”


Terry gave him a little smile and then shrugged. “Hi, Alessio.”


Alessio approached her and hugged her from behind. He kissed her neck and then her cheeks. Then he led her to the bedroom. He pushed her to the bed and joined her there, lying down on his side and kissed her lips. Alessio was very ardent in kissing her but Terry didn’t respond as passionately, as she used to. It made Alessio stop and look at her awkwardly.


“What is it?” Alessio asked.


“What is what?” Terry replied.


“I can sense that something is troubling you. What is the matter?”


“Nothing.”


“Don’t give me that bullshit, Terry. I know about it. You’re not like usual. Tell me, what is the matter?”


Terry looked into his eyes and saw his worry. She decided to tell him straight away what was troubling her mind. “I found this in your pocket. Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked as she pulled out a piece of paper from her pocket and showed it to Alessio.


Alessio furrowed his eyebrows in confusion and grabbed it. He opened the small piece of paper and read what was written on it. His expression altered immediately. He looked genuinely surprised now. 


“Oh! I didn’t know it was still in my pocket. I thought I had thrown it away,” he said.


“Why did she leave that for you?” Terry asked. 


Alessio turned to look at Terry and he was smiling when their eyes met. She was jealous and he loved it. It proved that she really did care for him. He chuckled and kissed her. “Carina, there’s nothing to worry about. Alessia did give me this although I don’t know for what purpose. I didn’t even remember she ever gave her number to me.”


“Will you call her?” Terry asked jealously.


Alessio chuckled again. “Are you kidding or something? Of course I will!” he joked.


Terry frowned and Alessio laughed even louder. He kissed her again and said, “No, of course not!” He gathered her in his arms and hugged her tightly as he kissed her forehead. “I am not interested… not to Alessia, not to Laura, not even to Helen of Troy! I don’t want anyone but you.”


“Alessio, please don’t say that to me,” Terry said in a strained voice.


“And why not?”


“You are flattering me too much and I am afraid if this is not true, I would be hurt…”


Alessio lifted his weight slightly from her and then stared into her eyes as if accusing her. There was an odd light there in his eyes… he looked hurt. “How could you say that? I am not trying to flatter you… Terry, I am serious. Although I never knew this thing between us would ever happen but I am serious about it now that it is happening. I love you and it’s for real.” He paused. “Terry, if I wasn’t sure of my feelings for you, I wouldn’t have thought of making love to you for the first time and I wouldn’t have asked you to move in with me. But I am sure of my feelings and that is why I am doing all these things.”


He pierced her eyes with his. He looked at her earnestly and said without hesitation, “I love you and… I want to spend the rest of my life loving you.”


Terry now felt sorry. She shouldn’t have doubted him. Alessio was very sincere and she shouldn’t let her jealousy ruin the love that they were sharing right now.


“Oh, Alessio… I’m so sorry,” Terry breathed. “I was just… well, I was jealous. I don’t want to lose you after all these years of…”


“You won’t lose me.”


Terry wanted to ask, “How could you be sure of that?” But she held herself back. If she mentioned it to him, he would probably be offended. Terry just nodded and said, “I trust you.”


“Good. I need your trust.” He smiled and kissed her. “So, shall we have one ‘session’ before dinner?”


Terry never had the chance to answer the question because his lips were already all over hers and she knew there was no point in answering. They were going to do it anyway.


The morning sunlight lighted Terry’s face. She blinked a few times because it shone right on her eyes. She was awake instantly. Drowsily she sat up straight and stretched her body. After a while, she was able to open her eyes fully and saw that Alessio had already left the bed. Terry wrapped the blanket all around her body so that she wouldn’t be cold.


She wondered where Alessio could be. There was no sound of water coming down from the shower so Alessio couldn’t be there. Could he have left already?


She was about to leave the bed and try to look for him when the door opened and Alessio entered. He was already fully dressed in his business suit. Alessio gave her a naughty smile and his eyes were twinkling with amusement.


“You should really take off that blanket from your body. You look better without it,” he teased. Terry just made a face. Alessio then ordered her to sit down on the sofa. Terry obeyed him and he joined her there. He brought her coffee and gave it to her. “Here, have a drink. I must go to the office now, very quickly, because I have to attend a meeting which Pippo was supposed to attend. I’ve prepared the breakfast for you. Coco is going to be here in a moment with his car and he’s going to take me to the office. But I will leave the car for you to use to go to campus.”


Terry sipped the coffee. “Why do you have to attend this meeting? Why can’t Pippo go?”


“He’s taking care of his girlfriend and ward, remember?” Alessio said. He pressed a kiss on Terry’s forehead and then said, “I don’t want to do it either but I have to.”


“I understand,” Terry said. She kissed Alessio on the cheek. “So, what time do I pick you up?”


“I am not sure. I have a meeting of my own this afternoon with the managers. Just call me first. If I am still in the meeting room, ask Paola. Okay?”


Terry nodded. Alessio leaned forward to kiss her again but then he stopped. Terry was taken aback that he suddenly just pulled back. “What’s the matter?” Terry asked.


“I should really get going,” he said in an edgy tone. He rose from his seat and said, “No offense, Terry… but if I stay longer and kiss you, I’m going to be late for real.”


“Why?” Terry asked, not understanding what he meant.


“Well, you are turning me on again while I have to go immediately. I can’t stay long enough to make love to you all over again! So rather than I make myself late and have Pippo chastise me later, I might as well wait until tonight!” Alessio said.


Terry burst out laughing.   


Shez and Terry sat together for lunch that day. They were the only ones left with Fio missing and Amanda being hospitalized right now. They had been talking about Amanda, Fio and Sandro. Shez spent a few minutes cursing and reprimanding Sandro in her heart and now she was listening to Terry as her friend was telling her how she found a woman’s phone number in Alessio’s jacket pocket.


“Oh, I wouldn’t worry if I were you. It’s obvious that Alessio really does love you,” Shez said after Terry had finished her story. She added, “He’s asked you to move in with you and he hasn’t ditched you after making love to you so that should mean something…”


Terry sighed. “I don’t know. I am still dubious,” Terry said. “Not that I don’t want to trust him but it’s a little bit hard to do that… I mean, he’s been around with the most beautiful girls in this world and now he’s with me… who is, well, you know… I am not that attractive.”


“I don’t think you’re unattractive and certainly Alessio doesn’t think so either,” Shez said.


Terry shrugged. “It’s just that… I love him so much and I don’t want to lose him. Then Alessia came and it made me realize that it’s actually going to be tough for me to keep him for myself. He’s a famous person and females everywhere like him and…”


Shez laughed. “Terry, you are worrying needlessly! Alessio is in love with you and I don’t think he would turn to another girl right away just because they like him and try to make him pay attention to them.”


“Maybe you’re right. But why do I still feel uneasy?” Terry replied.


Her friend laughed again. She stroked Terry’s hand and said flippantly, “Terry, if it makes you feel better, then let me tell you that Coco told me that Alessio has told his mother about you and she wants to meet you right away. Now, when a guy has already let his girlfriend to be introduced to his mother then it means it’s very serious. Usually, it leads to an engagement.”


Terry was shocked to hear that. “Are you saying that Alessio’s mother, Mrs. Marisa Laurentiis, wants to meet me? Are you sure?”


“Coco himself told me! When he was away in Naples, their mother has mentioned a few times that she couldn’t wait to meet you after Alessio told her that he was dating you. He also said to me that their mother had said a few times that she hoped you to be a permanent stay in Alessio’s life. You’ve already got an approval from her!”


“But… engagement? What the…”


Shez raised one eyebrow and replied challengingly, “You don’t believe me?”


“No, I don’t believe you.”


“You’ll see… you’ll be introduced to her mother in no time and you’ll find yourself wearing an engagement ring from him right away,” Shez said with a laugh.


Terry decided to regard that as a joke. Shez couldn’t be right. Engagement? Not likely! Not in the near future! Alessio was probably still traumatized with what happened to him and Laura so Terry didn’t expect him to jump into that stage that quickly. 


“Well, seriously, Terry, I say, don’t worry about it. You’ll be all right with him.”


Terry replied slowly, “I hope so.”


“Trust me… you still have hope. Fio doesn’t seem to have hope anymore with Sandro.”


Terry smiled sadly. “I know.” She sighed. This problem about Fio wasn’t over yet. And she was still worried. Terry then asked, “How about you and Coco?”


Somehow Shez just blushed all of a sudden. Terry was a little bit startled seeing her reaction to her question. Shez usually didn’t like to blush like this. Terry then smiled smugly and persuaded her to tell something about Coco. “Oh, what is it, Shez? You look flushed!”


“I am!” Shez replied in horror. She whispered, “Can you believe it? My father and mother are already saying that he’d make a great husband for me! And we’re not even going steady!”


Terry burst out laughing. “Why so?”


“Well, my father is Turkish and he’s got this Asian attitude towards relationships between men and women. He thinks that every time a man likes a woman and start courting her to her house then it means it’s very, very serious and a marriage arrangement must be made soon. I think his Arabic side has got into him very badly!” Shez said.


Terry winked. “That means we’re the same… you have Coco courting you, and I have Alessio having me introduced to his mother!” She laughed again. “Perhaps in two years’ time, we’ll be wearing wedding gowns, Shez!”


Shez shot her a horrified look. She said, “I’d rather die first before marrying Coco in two years time! That man is impossible!”


Terry teased her, “But you agree he’s cute?”


Shez blushed again. Terry knew the answer right away. She did think Coco was cute. “Oh, Shez,” Terry teased, “You are also impossible! Perfect match for each other!”


Paola placed the cup of coffee on top of Alessio’s desk. Alessio thanked her with a sighing voice as he leaned back on his chair. He was absolutely tired and that cup of coffee might just help him to get over his tensed nerves. Paola gazed at her boss sympathetically. She knew how hard Alessio worked today, covering for Pippo and everything. She understood now why her bosses liked to be a little sensitive in the afternoon. No wonder! They were always working under pressure all the time!


“Is there anything else you need, sir?” Paola offered.


Alessio chuckled and replied lazily, “My girlfriend.”


Paola chuckled too. She decided to joke with him. “If I know where she is, maybe I can send a courier to collect her and bring her right away.”


Alessio smiled at her quip. Then he sighed and replied, “She’s probably in her campus right now, studying. I think she has an afternoon lecture today.”


“I particularly like this girlfriend of yours, sir. I am sorry if I appear to mind your business, sir, but honestly, Miss De Rossi is a very nice lady. She suits you very well,” Paola complimented. 


Alessio felt proud of Terry. Paola then continued, “I also think that your brother Coco has found someone very special too… that girl whom he brought here the other day, Shehnaz, is also a very nice person. Francesca thinks so too. I think Shez is Francesca’s favorite.”


Alessio chuckled and asked amusedly, “And who is Gloria’s favorite?”


“I think she’s fond of each and every one of the young girls who like to come here but Amanda seems to amaze her the most, especially because Gloria said the girl stuck out her tongue to the receptionist at the lobby… you’ve heard the story, haven’t you?” Paola said.


He had heard of it indeed and he thought it was very funny how Amanda came to the office and argued with the receptionist who didn’t believe her that she was an acquaintance of Pippo. He was also told by Gloria that Amanda loved to admire the office’s interior design and every time she was there she always made time to gaze around and each time she said “wow”. 


“Is she really Mr. Filippo’s ward?” Paola asked.


“More like his sister, actually,” Alessio said with a chuckle.


Suddenly the intercom buzzed. Paola answered it for Alessio. “Yes?”


Francesca’s voice came on to the line. “There is a guest for Mr. Alessio outside.”


Alessio furrowed his eyebrows. He wasn’t expecting a guest this afternoon. “Who is it, Francesca?” he asked.


“Alessia Mancini, sir,” Francesca answered.


Paola’s forehead creased. She didn’t know who it was and she didn’t know whether or not Alessio was going to be happy to receive this guest or not. She asked him, “Do you want me to tell her you’re busy, sir?”


Alessio sighed. He didn’t feel like meeting anyone right now but he decided to be polite and meet her briefly. He said to Francesca, “All right. I’ll meet her. Send her in, Francesca.” After Francesca had closed the intercom line, he told Paola, “After fifteen minutes, you should come back here again and remind me of my meeting so I’ll have an excuse to stop our talk.”


Paola nodded. At the same time, the door was opened and Francesca appeared with Alessia. Francesca showed Alessia in. When Alessia started to walk inside, Paola excused herself politely from Alessio and then left with Francesca who closed the door right after they both had cleared from the room.


Alessio rose from his seat and then approached Alessia to greet her. She was looking very beautiful, as usual. The clothes she wore were revealing her shapely figure, a feast for a man’s eye. But not for Alessio, of course, because all he loved to see right now was Terry’s body that regularly sleeps in his bed every night. Alessia deliberately swung her long hair back to emphasize the beauty of it. Alessio noticed that kind of gesture. Laura liked to do it to attract attention. These girls were very similar to each other.


“Ciao, Alessia! Welcome to my office!” Alessio greeted. He took Alessia’s hand and kissed the back of it politely.


“Ciao, Alessio. Nice office you have! Gerardo showed me the way here as he was on his way to see one of your secretaries and I decided to pay a visit. I hope you don’t mind,” Alessia said with a wink.


“Oh, no… I don’t mind at all,” Alessio said suavely. This was the way he talked to a business partner and he intended to treat Alessia like a business partner – impersonal. “But I am afraid I don’t have much time to talk. I have a meeting soon.”


Alessia nodded. “That’s fine with me. I just came to… well, adore your office. I still can’t believe you’re a racer and a wealthy businessman at the same time. I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it myself!” Alessia then approached his desk and trailed her long, lovely fingers on it. She turned to him, pouted prettily and asked him pleadingly, “Can I sit on your chair?”


Alessio smiled and nodded. “Why not?”


Alessia immediately sat on Alessio’s chair. She spun it around and squealed merrily. “Wow! This is fun! I feel like a big boss!”


“Haven’t you ever posed as an executive for the magazines?” Alessio asked.


Alessia pouted again and daintily shook her head. “No. I always get photo sessions where I have to pose in streets, parks and the great outdoors… but rarely in an office.”


“If you like being a big boss, why don’t you start a business?” Alessio suggested.


She laughed. “No… I’d rather be the big boss’ wife!” she replied with a seductive wink.


Boy, is she flirty! Alessio laughed. “Well, I could introduce you to some friends of mine who are big bosses. Interested?”


The woman in front of him didn’t answer him. Instead, she rose from the seat and then approached him. She came before him and then trailed her fingers on his cheek, making him stiffen. She said, “I wouldn’t want a big boss if he weren’t as good as you are.”


Alessio began to panic. Why was she acting like this? Perhaps Terry was right. Perhaps Alessia came to ruin their relationship… “I guarantee, they’ll be as good as me,” Alessio said, moving to the side to avoid her touch.


“Really? Can they be as good as you are? As far as I know, especially from what Laura told me, Alessio, you’re the best big boss around… with your brother, Pippo, of course,” Alessia replied huskily. She was closing on him again. Then suddenly she just wrapped her arms around his waist. “Can you show me how good you are so I can measure the others and compare them to you?”


Alessio laughed dryly. He grabbed Alessia’s hand and began to unleash them from his waist. Alessio said, “Alessia, please… I don’t think that is an appropriate request.”


She held on to his waist even though Alessio had tried to release himself from her. She said even more huskily, “Everything is appropriate for me.”



Suddenly Alessio’s cell phone rang. Alessio quickly took it from inside his jacket pocket. He pressed the answer button and greeted the caller, “Pronto?”


Terry’s voice came into line, “Ciao, Alessio! Sono io. Are you ready to go home?”


Alessio panicked. Answering a telephone from his girlfriend while he was actually in another woman’s arms was very uncomfortable. He was stammering when he answered her, “No… no… I am not ready yet, Terry. Can you come an hour later? I still have a meeting in a just a minute…”


Alessia giggled. She thought it was a very good trick to lie. But Terry heard it. She heard the giggle. Terry paused for a long while. Alessio also paused. He knew what Terry heard too and he began to panic even more.


“Carina, are you still there?” he asked calmly, trying to hide his panic.


“Alessio, is someone there?” Terry asked straightly.



“Uhm, no. It’s just… Paola,” Alessio answered. He grimaced. He just made a big mistake. Why would Paola be there and giggling around with him, especially with a husky voice? If Paola were there, Terry would still be as jealous.


“Oh,” Terry replied skeptically.


Alessio broke away from Alessia and then walked over to his desk to get away from her. He said to her, “On second thought, carina, why don’t you come straight away here? I’ll just cancel off the meeting. It’s not that important anyway and I can postpone it until tomorrow.”


Terry didn’t answer. But after a while she said, “Fine. Whatever.” And the phone was hung up in an instant. Alessio cursed, “Damn!” 


He turned to Alessia. She was still there, standing with a very alluring pose and smiling attractively at him. She asked, “Is that your girlfriend?”


“Yes, it was Terry,” Alessio answered with an exasperated sigh.


“Oh, in that case. I better leave,” she said. 


Alessio was relieved. But the next thing he knew, Alessia was already kissing him on the lips. She kissed him full of ardor, making him shocked and dizzy at the same time. It lasted forever, as it seemed to Alessio, but it finally ended. Alessia pulled herself away and then demurely smiled at him. 


She whispered seductively, “Call me.” With that, she walked away. 


Alessio knew he was in deep trouble.


 “Gloria, did you see the papers Paola left on her table? I have to take them to the file room at once,” Francesca said. 


Gloria shook her head. “Perhaps she has already taken them there by herself,” Gloria guessed.


Alessio walked out of his office. He seemed to be very distressed. His face was livid and he didn’t seem to be very spirited. When he spoke to the secretaries, he sounded very tedious. “When Terry has come tell her to wait for a while, will you? I must tell Lorenzo that the meeting is off and explain to him some things.”


He dragged himself to the elevator and disappeared behind its doors as the secretaries eyed him with sympathy. Francesca remarked dryly, “He must have had a fight with Terry. I wonder what he did.”


Gloria nodded. “Perhaps it’s because of that woman who came earlier, Alessia Mancini.”


“She’s a model,” Francesca said. “I saw her many times in the magazines. I heard that she’s actually engaged to someone before they finally broke up and I heard that now she’s very close with Gerardo Asta, the lawyer.”


“But from the way she said goodbye to Mr. Alessio I don’t think Gerardo was on her mind,” Gloria said matter-of-factly. She sneered, “I don’t know which one I dislike more – Laura Andretti or Alessia Mancini.”


Francesca chuckled. Gloria continued, “I am really glad that Mr. Alessio now is dating Terry. At least she’s…”


At the same time, the elevator door was opened and Paola appeared. She was wearing a puzzled expression on her face. Francesca and Gloria watched her as she approached them. She was bringing a case of files and a car key. Her friends wondered whose car key it was. They looked at her questioningly.


“Paola, what’s that?” Francesca asked.


“Why do you look so confused?” Gloria asked almost at the same time.


Paola stared at their friends and then she said, “I think Terry and Mr. Alessio are having a fight.”


“How did you know?” Francesca asked interestedly. 


Gloria frowned. “Oh God! I should’ve guessed!”


“Well, you know, Terry came here and I met her in the elevator coming up here. She saw me and then she threw me this car key that she said belonged to Mr. Alessio and told me to tell him that he can have his car back so he can screw himself with Alessia,” Paola reported confusedly. “I am so confused.”


Gloria snapped her fingers. “I knew it! That woman looked as if she could eat Alessio for dinner in her bed!”


“Uh-oh… they must have had a fight for real,” Francesca said.


Paola stared at the key on her palm. She imagined a problem was coming since she saw Alessia came to his room earlier today. She sighed and said, “Poor Terry. I wonder how she feels.”

Chapter 62


“Thanks for the ride, Co,” Shez said as Coco’s car stopped in front of Shez’s house.


Coco smiled. He tousled Shez’s hair and then said, “Come on, I’ll carry your books down and take you to the door.”


Shez nodded. They took Shez’s bag and books from the backseat and Coco carried them until they were in front of the door. Shez hadn’t even had the chance to knock on the door when suddenly it was opened with a great burst from the inside. Malik appeared instantly with a very big grin on his face.


“Ah, there you are!” he said to Shez. Then he turned to Coco and put on a very smug smile. “Hey, there, Coco! Nice to see you! Would you like to come in?”


Coco laughed. He winked at the younger boy and said, “I don’t think Shez would let me do that.”


Shez frowned. Malik was always very curious about her and Coco so he was always hovering around them whenever Coco came. Coco didn’t mind at all having Malik around them all the time because he found Malik as a very fun companion. He was funny and full of spirit. They were practically brothers! But Shez was annoyed most of the time because she didn’t like her brother to be that nosy.


“Listen, Malik, just go away, all right? I am not in the mood to punch you,” Shez said cynically.


“Touchy!” Malik retorted laughingly and then he disappeared before Shez could punch him for real. 



“I am sorry about him. He’s just so nosy,” Shez said to Coco. She took her books from him and thanked him. “Do you want to come in?”


Coco raised his eyebrows. He smiled. “Is that an invitation or do you need me badly to do your homework?” he teased.


Shez frowned again. “If you don’t want to come in, then don’t.”


Coco laughed. He leaned forward and kissed her cheeks. He whispered to her, “Shez, you’re too quick for your own good.” He tousled his hair again and said, “I’d love to come in and talk to you longer but I am afraid I can’t. I have to go home and help Alessio with his work. I think he needs my help badly. Not mentioning, he’s having this problem with Terry so he’s really down at the moment.”


Shez sighed. “Oh, well… I hope they reconcile as soon as possible. I just hope whoever that woman who was seducing him goes away really soon.”


Coco furrowed his eyebrows and asked her, “Why? What do you know about them?”


“Well, Terry told me the whole story. She told me about this woman named Alessia Mancini who is Laura’s friend who appeared and now is trying to seduce Alessia. Silly, no, their names? Alessio and Alessia!”


Coco smiled a little. He sighed then. “I hope so too, Shez.” He wouldn’t want to see any of his brothers in any kind of trouble anymore. Sandro had had his share and Alessio had one too a long time ago. He hoped Pippo was okay and himself was all right too. “Well, I have to go now, Shez. I’ll see you tomorrow. Ciao.”


He kissed her goodbye and then dashed to his car. A few minutes later, he drove away, waving his hand to her. Shez waved back and then walked inside the house. Once again, Malik appeared before her eyes and he was grinning like the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland.


“Oh, darling sister, you are serious with this one, aren’t you?” Malik teased. “You let him kiss you more than once! Amazing!”


Shez threw her with the cushion pillow, which Malik caught before it hit his face. He ran away laughing out loud and singing that silly song… “Shez and Coco sitting on a tree… K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”


Shez frowned as she walked to her room. She would like to throttle her prying little brother so he would keep quiet. But come to think of it, she could not deny what he said. She did let him kiss her twice. Not only that, she let him play around with her – tousling her hair and all – and even invited him in! She didn’t mind his insistence that they should go to campus and go back home together, with him doing the picking up. 

Whenever they were together, they were both very friendly with each other. Shez no longer felt the derision she had once for him. In fact, once she knew him better, she sort of admired him. She found it amazing that a man like Coco who was purported to be a very popular, party-crazy and easygoing guy had the same determination as she did when it comes to studying. He was even sometimes more inclined to do homework and assignments than Shez was. He never gave up on something and he always said to her to never say die.

Shez sighed as thoughts of Coco returned to her mind. She must admit this sooner or later: Francesco Laurentiis was adorable. The better she knew him, the more she understood why girls, and guys as well, all want to become his friend. Why shouldn’t they? He may be inconsistent and unsteady in love but he was a very fun person to be with. No matter how much Shez complained, he always took matters lightly and in the end always managed to calm her worries.

Perhaps she must give in to the fact that she was very afraid to admit… she was falling in love with the playboy. She was falling in love with Francesco Laurentiis.

Pippo opened the door to Amanda’s hospital chamber but didn’t come in. Instead he just popped his head in. Adriana, who had just been tucking Amanda in, turned around and smiled at the visitor. She smiled at him and told him to come in. Pippo shook his head and whispered to her that he didn’t want to wake Amanda up. Adriana persuaded him to come in once again and Pippo followed her order this time.

“How is she doing?” Pippo asked with a quietly.

“She’s better,” Adriana answered. “She actually wanted to eat something.”

“She didn’t throw it up again?” Pippo asked.

“Almost. But I figured she’s very hungry and she wants to eat something.”

Pippo nodded. He approached the sleeping Amanda and stared at her. She looked very pale but for Pippo she was still pretty. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. Then he rumpled her hair a little affectionately. 

“I wish I had a sister like her,” Pippo sighed.

“Isn’t she already?” Adriana teased.

“Yeah, well, that’s how I see her but I don’t think she sees me the same way,” Pippo said. He smiled at her and said, “She didn’t want me to do things for her anymore. I don’t think she would agree either when she finds out that Professore has pointed me out to become her guardian. She’s very stubborn.”

“She is,” Adriana agreed. She sighed. “Sometimes even I don’t understand her.”

Pippo smiled. “She just needs time to grow up, we might as well give her time and space to do that.”

Adriana gazed at him softly and gratefully. “Thank you very much, Pippo. We appreciate what you are doing for her.”

“Think nothing of it,” he said. He then looked at his watch and realized it was the time for him to go to the university for his lecture now. “I have to go now. I have to lecture in an hour. I will save Amanda a lecture note. Just tell her that I wish her to get well soon when she wakes up later.”

Adriana nodded as Pippo said goodbye and left the room. She decided that she should meet Paolo and Christian now who were waiting in the waiting room and let Amanda sleep alone in peace. So she kissed her daughter and then departed from the room. 

The moment the door was closed, Amanda opened her eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping. She listened to her mother’s conversation with her professor. 

The feeling of guilt was now filling her heart now. She felt like an ass right now. In fact, she had been feeling like an ass for the past few days because she had treated Pippo very badly and disrespectfully. After all he had done for her, she rejected him and did him harm… physically even. And even after that he still could stand her! He did so many things for her including taking her to the hospital and then accompanying her, even when she was not awake, until her parents came. Moreover, he had paid for the plane tickets her parents used to come to Rome from Milan, including the return tickets. 

Just now she heard that Pippo regarded her as a sister and that he wasn’t sure if she felt the same way. To be honest, Amanda saw him as a brother as well. She couldn’t see him as a mere teacher anymore because she was too close with him now to say that he was impersonally related to her. The only words Amanda could use to describe what he was to her were “guardian angel”. She really felt that way about him.

He had done so many things for her and they were all priceless. He always said that he was doing all the things he had done for Amanda because he owed her father for what he did to him when he was in university as his student. But Amanda now felt that she owed him more than he did to her father. She didn’t even know how to pay him back for all the good things he had done to him.

Perhaps Amanda could do something for Pippo but that would mean she was risking everything. She was risking her hope with Ethan, she was risking his and her reputation, she was risking her father’s love for the both of them… she was risking her heart… because she felt that there was nothing good enough to repay him with but her love.

“Terry, aren’t you going to pick up the telephone? It’s been ringing since this morning! Just give him a break, will you?” Irene said to her roommate in an exasperated tone.

“I don’t feel like talking to him!” Terry replied.

Irene sighed. “Come on! Everyone in this dorm is already annoyed having to answer the phone every single hour!” she said.

Terry shook her head. “I don’t want to talk to him right now and he can just shove the phone up to his mouth!”

“Terry! You haven’t even listened to his explanation! Come on!” 

Suddenly, Terry’s other dorm-mate, Giulia, appeared. She looked at Irene meaningfully and then approached Terry. She said cautiously to her, “Terry, there is a phone call from your boyfriend, Alessio. He wants to talk to you… again.”

“Come on, Terry… just answer the phone and get it over with! What’s so hard about doing that?” Irene persuaded.

Giulia already brought the cordless portable telephone and she gave it to Terry. She smiled a little at Terry and then pulled Irene’s hand so they could give Terry some space. Terry stared at the telephone and the first thing that came to her mind was to hang up on him. She hadn’t wanted to come near the phone before but now she had it in her hand. 

She sighed. Perhaps Irene was right. She should to talk to him and get it over with. Besides, she hadn’t heard the whole story and she thought Alessio did deserve a chance to explain everything. But she was determined to hang up the phone once again if she thought his explanation was not sufficient.

She raised the phone to her ears and said, “What is it, Alessio?”

She heard a sigh of relief from across the line. His voice came next after that sigh. “Oh, thank God! Terry, ascoltami, I am really, really sorry. I never asked her or invited her to come to my office. She just came up like that and started to seduce me. But I wasn’t even tempted! Terry, carina, please come back!” he said rapidly.

“Oh, please! You expect me to believe that! You lied to me! You said it was Paola while it was Alessia!”

“Terry! It doesn’t matter… whoever it was, I don’t care. I only care about you!”

“No, you don’t! You lied to me even about that!”

“What was I supposed to do, huh? Tell you that Alessia Mancini was in my office and was seducing me? Not likely!”

“I would’ve still killed Paola if she were the one in your office at that time!”

“Terry! Please! Isn’t it enough to you for me to say that I am not interested in anyone else but you. I only love you. And I love you for real!” Alessio shouted on the phone. There was a long silence after that. But when he spoke again, he sounded somehow like he was crying. “Terry, I beg you, please come back. Come back to my place, our place. I don’t want you to be away from me. Please… come to me.”

Terry sighed. Alessio sounded genuinely distressed this time. She had never seen or heard a male cry before. But she suspected Alessio was doing exactly that right now. She felt sorry now. Perhaps she shouldn’t be that hard on him. Perhaps she was excessively, overly and childishly jealous. After all, he was the man of her dreams and he was the first man she was ever serious with.

“Terry, are you there? Please answer me, carina. I need you here.”

“I…”

“Please? I am so sorry. I’ll make it up to you. I am sorry if I lied. I really am. I didn’t mean to.”

Terry sighed again. She wasn’t sure what to do or say. She was never this jealous before – not even when he was still with Laura! And this feeling was confusing her. She needed to think about this… alone. 

“Alessio, I can’t,” she decided finally.

“Terry!”

“What I mean is, I can’t answer you right now. I don’t know if I should come back to your place again or not. I have to think about it…”

“But…”

“Alessio, please. Listen to me. I am not used to of all this… I love you very much and I accept your apologies… but I don’t know whether or not I should come back to live with you. It’s too early. I can’t risk my heart at this early stage of a relationship, Al. I need to get to know you as a lover first and I don’t want to get hurt just because I don’t know enough about you.”

“What else do you need to know? We’ve known each other…”

“I know! But I’ve only known you then as a friend. Now you’re my boyfriend, a lover. I have to get to know you in another way. So, please give me time. We’ve only been together for a little over two weeks and I am already jealous like a wife is jealous about her husband’s mistress!” she said. She took a deep breath and released it heavily before continuing. “Alessio, I need time.”

There was another long silence. Alessio seemed to be thinking about what Terry had said to him. When he spoke again he sounded as if he were straining himself. “But, you’re not breaking up with me, are you?”

“No,” Terry answered. “But I need time.”

Alessio’s sigh was very clearly heard and it sounded glad. “Fine, I’ll give you time. But, please, don’t go away from my life. I’d rather die if that happens.”

Terry actually smiled. He sounded like one of those characters in romance novels or in soap operas that are usually very besotted with his lover. Perhaps he had been reading Amanda’s romance novels. 

“No, Alessio, I won’t. I just need time.”

“Time it is, carina. But, do you forgive me?”

“For now, yes.” Terry was now back to her teasing mood. “If you start flirting with another woman once again, or even the other way around, I’ll have you hanged!”

“If you’re the one who hangs me, I’ll die happily.”

Terry laughed. “You are crazy.”

“That’s why you love me, carina,” he said gladly. At least she was joking again with him.

And that was exactly the reason why she loved him in the first place.

Life seemed to be very dark and the future was very uncertain for her now. She didn’t know what to do or where to go now. She could only stay here, isolate herself from the outside world because she didn’t want to meet the monsters that had been ruining her life. She just spent her time in stillness and muteness because she had no options. She was without fortune and she was without security. 

She was really alone. Her friends these days was this distant friend who had come to her rescue in the lodging problem and this one laptop computer on top of the desk where she was sitting in front of.


And like usual, all she could do was to open the electronic mail on it and then started to write but never send it anyway.

I need help. I need someone to talk to. I think I am going to go crazy here. This is killing me slowly. But I cannot go anywhere. I don’t want to meet them. I don’t want them to hurt me anymore. 

I know my mother is probably crying right now. And my father is probably having a bad time with the police and investigators that are supposed to be looking for me. And my brother must be trying his best for them not to find me so he could keep me away from him – that man who has hurt me and treat me like I am trash. She must be worried sick or even curious, especially after I sent her that one e-mail. I don’t know about the others. I just can’t think of anything.

I think of dying. Even if I don’t kill myself, I know this will kill me soon anyway. I can’t live like this anymore. But I have to. Or should I give up now? 

I don’t want to be alone. Please come to me.

But I have to hide.

Or else they’re going to kill me. 

I have to hide.


The next minute she deleted everything she had just written and started to cry… again.

Chapter 62


“Eccola! Finally she’s back!” Luca exclaimed when he saw Amanda coming inside from the entrance door. 


Daniele grinned. “Wow… she’s really back!”


Elena and Kayla didn’t waste anymore time. They ran to her and hugged her immediately. Amanda was surprised to see her friends treating her like this but she was happy as well to be back among them. She missed them very much.


“Oh, I’ve been missing you very much!” Kayla said.


Elena kissed Amanda’s cheeks. “Oh! Nice you have you back!”


The three of them came over the place where Luca and Daniele were standing. Luca and Daniele did the same thing as what Elena and Kayla did to her. They hugged and kissed her. Luca then pushed her slightly and looked at her from head to toe. He furrowed his eyebrows.


“Amanda, I don’t like you looking like this… you look sick. What happen to your body? You look as if you haven’t eaten anything for three years!” he said.


Amanda smiled sheepishly. “I know. I’ve been throwing up since I had that eye operation,” she said. “I couldn’t eat anything. I’ve only started eating again a few days ago and I could only eat a little.”


Elena and Kayla had been told what happened by Coco, who heard it from Pippo. They knew how Pippo found Amanda in her apartment and in what condition until she had to be operated and hospitalized for a few days. The two of them had told Luca and Daniele as well so they all knew the real story. At first, they were all astounded to hear that their professor was Amanda’s guardian but after they heard it a couple of times from Coco, they were getting used to the idea that Amanda was Professor Laurentiis’ ward.


“You know, I am going to nominate Professor Laurentiis as the Autumn Ball’s King,” Kayla said then. “He is such a heroic person – taking you the hospital and all!”


“Hey, that’s a good idea! Let’s make him the nominee for the King,” Elena said.


“Hey, what about me?” Luca protested.


Daniele then told them to hush. “Amanda mustn’t know about this! She’s not in the committee, remember?” 


Amanda frowned pretentiously. “Why can’t I know anything?” she asked.


“It’s a secret, my friend. You’ll have to wait until the time comes!” Elena said.


“So, tell me, why were you hospitalized for so long? Four days is it? Or did you stay there for the whole week?” Daniele asked.


Luca interrupted before Amanda answered, “You are so lucky! Brano is back from his leave and he is meaner than ever! But when he found out that you were sick, Amanda, he was so compassionate. He asked us to tell you to get well soon! I wonder what he would do if it were me who was sick! Perhaps he would think I was pretending and then give me dozens of homework!”


Everyone laughed. Amanda nudged Luca on the ribs for implying that she was a teacher’s pet. Luca apologized soon after that and then kissed Amanda’s cheeks, asking him to go on with her story.


“Well, I stayed there for five days. As you have known, I had my eyes operated to get rid of the rash and the broken lenses. After that I didn’t wake up for two days because of the drug effect. I woke up the day after only to feel so terrible. I couldn’t eat anything and keep throwing up so they decided to keep me there for another two days!” Amanda told them.


Kayla grimaced. “Ick! In the hospital for five whole days! Yuck!”


“You don’t look pale anymore but you certainly have lost so much weight,” Daniele said. “How are you going to play football then?”


Amanda replied, “Who said anything about me playing football? I am not in any football team!”


Daniele winked. “I just found out that there are some people in the football team who like you very, very much, Amanda. I think they are going to ask you to go out to the Autumn Ball.”


Amanda went positively livid. Elena poked her. “Why do you look so frightened? I would be flattered if I were you!”


“How come?” Amanda asked.


“I have no idea, my friend. They just said that!” Daniele said. He told Luca to tell her what they heard in the football practice. “You tell her, Luca!”


“It’s true, Amanda! They were talking about how sweet you are and how you and Fio Costacurta are such a perfect friend couple because the two of you are so pretty. But because Fio seemed to have a boyfriend already they are aiming to get you as a date!” Luca told her.


Hearing Fio’s name made Amanda sad. Her face fell. Kayla and Elena noticed what was happening and they were all worried. Kayla initiated another topic of conversation so they wouldn’t continue talking about Fio. She brought up the Autumn Ball topic once more. She told Amanda that she would have to take the invitation today because it was only four days away. Then they started talking about the dresses and the boys made faces and started talking about football instead.


In the middle of their first class, suddenly Amanda received a note from Elena. Amanda turned to her friend who was sitting on her left with a confused look. She asked her quietly without voice what it was all about and Elena just told her to see the note. Amanda opened the folded piece of paper and then read it. It said:


We must meet to discuss our plan to find Fio. Tell Shez, Terry and Coco about this. Let’s meet somewhere. Kayla has important information.


Amanda refolded the paper and put it in her pocket. When she turned to her right, she saw Kayla winking at her. She had been watching Amanda as her friend was reading that note. Amanda smiled at her and then at Elena. She nodded. She was going to tell Coco, Terry and Shez later. But then she frowned. Sandro, that bastard, still didn’t want to help them.


Oh, whatever. Whatever he wants! But if I find Fio, I’ll make sure he never gets her!

Amanda crossed the yard to go to the library. She was told by Massimo Ambrosini that he saw Shez and Terry were at the library. When Amanda asked where Coco could be Massimo laughingly told her that it would be easier to find Shez first because whenever Shez was there, Coco was probably around there as well. Amanda thanked him and said goodbye to him. After that Amanda swore to God that she could hear Massimo’s friend ranting frantically at him for not introducing “the sweet girl” to them. Amanda just giggled and found the whole thing amusing.


Shez and Terry were indeed at the library. They were sitting together around a table, studying. And Massimo was once again correct because Amanda saw Coco standing near a bookshelf, holding a book in his hand and reading very intently. Amanda advanced towards them. Coco raised his eyes from the book he was reading as he sensed someone coming. He saw Amanda and his face broke into a delighted smile. Coco waved his hand at her and Amanda replied it. She smiled.


Suddenly, she was blocked by someone. Amanda stopped at once before she bumped into the person. Amanda took one step backward and then looked at the person in front of her. She looked at his face and thought that this person was unfamiliar. 


“Ciao!” he said. 


“Ciao,” Amanda replied uncertainly.


He smiled. He seemed very friendly to Amanda. Then he extended his hand for a shake. “You don’t know me but I know you. My name is Fabio. I am Fio’s friend. Nice to meet you.”


Amanda took his hand, clasped it and shook it gently. Then she released it, as she was still feeling very confused. She didn’t know what to say to him. So she just introduced herself to him, “Yes, I don’t know who you are. But thank for introducing yourself to me. My name is Amanda, but I think you already know that.”


Fabio laughed. His eyes twinkled. “Yes, I already know that. Fio told me a lot about you.”


Amanda tried not to feel devastated when he mentioned Fio’s name. But she didn’t even have the time to feel sad because what Fabio said next totally surprised her. He said, “Well, Amanda, I would just like to get to the point. I want to ask you to go with me to the Autumn Ball.”


Amanda’s eyes widened in shock. That was actually the first offer she had for the Autumn Ball! She looked at him as if he was crazy and he laughed. Somewhere from behind Amanda heard someone muffling a laugh. She was sure it was Coco! 


“Uhm, you want to go with me?” Amanda asked. 


“Because I have to say, from what Fio told me, you are one attractive girl and… I think I like you very much,” Fabio told her honestly.


Amanda blushed. She wasn’t used to of hearing that kind of compliment. She had been with a boyfriend for so many years and since her boyfriend made sure that they were an item everywhere they go, no one had ever dared to tell her compliments like that… or else Ethan would go ballistic.


“And you look very pretty when you blush,” Fabio joked. He laughed a little. Then he said, “I know this is really sudden. You don’t know me yet and we’ve never met before. So, I don’t need an answer now. It’s okay if you want to think about it.” 


Amanda sighed. She smiled then. She felt very good now. Someone actually liked him… someone besides Ethan and besides that demented Sandro. “All right, Fabio. I will think about it. Thank you for asking me anyway. Will we meet again for the answer?” 


Fabio nodded. “Sure, why not?” He winked at her and then left saying, “Ciao, Amanda. I’ll see you later!”


Amanda took a deep breath and held it for a while. She couldn’t believe what just happened. Someone actually liked him! And he was not bad… not bad at all! Fabio actually reminded her of someone… he had the same figure, posture and physical appearance that resembled someone. Amanda searched her brain to find out who was the person he resembled. After a few minutes, she realized whom he looked like. He looked like her favorite MTV Italia VJ! That sexy Andrea! Amanda grinned. 


“Someone actually likes me!” she whispered happily.


When she finally came to Coco’s spot, her friend was grinning like crazy. He fired straight away, “Nice going there, Amanda. You’ve got Fabio Orlandini smitten there.”


“You know Fabio?” Amanda asked.


“You’re in the theatre, you should know. He is Fio’s friend. He studies political science, one year above Terry,” Coco informed as he led her to Shez’s table.


They arrived at Shez and Terry’s table. The two girls looked up to her and smiled.


“Hey, you’re back!” Shez said. “How are you? Are you all right? Coco told us what happened and we were very worried.”


Terry nodded. “Alessio and I wanted to visit you but somehow we found out from Pippo that you weren’t allowed to be visited.”


“I was sleeping all the time, I couldn’t be visited!” Amanda said.


“But are you all right now?” 


“Yes, thankfully,” she said. Then she smiled happily. “My family is here so I am feeling so very all right now.”


Coco laughed. “Guess what, Terry! Fabio Orlandini just asked her to go out! He just came to her a few minutes ago, introduced himself and asked her out! Would you believe that? Our little Amanda is a diva now!” He tousled her hair.


“Fabio Orlandini asked you out? Wow! That’s great! He’s a very nice guy, Amanda. I think he knows Fio as well,” Terry said.


“That is exactly where he found out about me, from Fio,” Amanda said.


“So, are you going with him to the Autumn Ball? Where is Kayla or Elena anyway? I need to get my invitation,” Shez said.


Amanda cleared her throat. She began to inform them, “Actually, that is what I am here for. I came to tell you that Kayla and Elena have something very important to tell us. They want us to meet, today.”


“About Fio?” Coco asked whisperingly.


Amanda nodded. “About Fio.”


Terry agreed to meet. “Let’s meet, then. Today, at three?”


Everyone checked their schedules. Coco and Shez agreed immediately. But Amanda couldn’t at three. So Terry suggested four o’clock in the schoolyard. Amanda agreed then. Amanda had to go to class soon so she said goodbye to them afterwards. Before she left, Coco teased her.


“So, Amanda, are you going to the Autumn Ball with Fabio?” he teased. “Better not break the poor guy’s heart! He’s besotted!”


Amanda stuck out her tongue at him. “Mind your own business!” she replied jokingly and left. She was indeed feeling very good.


When the last class ended, Luca and Daniele immediately ran off for football practice. They never cared about anything else when it comes to football practice. They didn’t say goodbye to the girls, they shoved people around on their way out to the door and they bumped on everyone. When they met their teammates outside their class Luca and Daniele cheered and shouted and made a lot of noise.


There was only one thing Amanda, Elena and Kayla could say about that. “Boys!”


But this time Amanda, Elena and Kayla were glad the guys were out of their zone because they needed to get to the schoolyard quickly to meet Coco, Shez and Terry and they didn’t want the guys to be asking them where they were going and why did they want to meet people who were their seniors.


As they were crossing the yard to go to the bench where they could see Coco, Shez and Terry were stationed at, suddenly they heard a burst of loud laughter erupted from another part of the yard. Suddenly, they heard something very surprising. 


A large group of guys who were standing quite far from the place where they were suddenly shouted, “CIAO, AMANDA!”


Amanda went static then and there. She was surprised to hear her name being called. She found the source immediately, though, because that big group was very noticeable. Amanda saw them. There were about fifteen guys in that group and they were looking at her with big smiles on their faces. They waved their hand at her when they realized she was looking in their direction.


One of them shouted, “CIAO, DOLCEZZA!”


Amanda blushed again while Elena and Kayla started to giggle. Amanda then gave them a smile and quickly continued her journey before those guys started to do anything outrageous. The reaction was hilarious after she smiled at them. Some of them pretended to faint and the others just cheered. Amanda, Elena and Kayla burst out laughing.


Coco was laughing out loud too when the three of them finally got to his place. Shez and Terry were grinning. 


“Oh my God, Amanda! You are the new campus queen!” Terry said.


“No, I am not. Fio still is. They’re only doing that because Fio is not around!” Amanda said. “And speaking of whom, let’s get this matter done with.” She had been very impatient to know what Elena and Kayla had to say so she fired away with the issue. “Come on, Kayla, Elena! Tell me!”


“Okay, serious business is it now?” Shez asked.


“Yes, it is,” Kayla said. Her face turned serious. She continued, “I have just received a very valuable information last night. My father brought up this subject in the dinner table. He told my mother and I that he was probably going to be handling a very important case, which is the case of Fioraia Costacurta. Apparently, everyone from the other departments has started to give up because there is no clue at all where she is. A friend of my father’s who is a detective even said that if she were kidnapped it would make it so much easier because at least the kidnapper would give a clue or ask for ransom or something. But everything is so quiet with Fio’s case.


“So, then, I secretly told my father about our finding of her e-mail and told him about our idea with the internet identity search. He thought it was a great idea, the best clue they had. But my father needed to discuss it with his colleagues. Now, before I entered my last class he called me and he said that he had discussed it with his colleagues and they all agreed that they use our plan!”


Everyone was quiet to hear that. But the next moment everyone sighed gladly. “Oh, thank God!” Amanda said.


Coco cheered, “YES! Finally! A hint!”


“All right! What are we waiting for? Tell them to ask Telecom Italia Net now!” Shez said.


“It’s not that easy, Shez,” Elena said. “My uncle works in Telecom Italia Mobile and he’s closely acquainted with people from TIN and he said that it would be rather impossible to persuade the TIN people to give their user’s identity because that would mean breaking the privacy policy. The police have to negotiate first with TIN and TIN does not agree, we cannot do anything. Unless TIN agrees to cooperate and in the end give compensation to the user whose name is searched the police cannot do anything!”


Terry’s face fell. “Is it really unlikely to give the information?” 


“Highly unlikely,” Elena informed.


“Another dead end,” Coco mumbled.


“Hey! Don’t say that! Not yet! It’s not a dead end yet! We don’t know what the result of the negotiation is yet! We still have hope! We just have to be optimistic for now! I am sure this will work!” Amanda said. She turned to Kayla. “Hey, Kay, tell your father to do the negotiating with TIN! He’s really good at negotiating.”


Kayla smiled and nodded. “Yes, I think that’s a good idea. I think the police team is keeping him for last, if all else fails. I also have a feeling that this will work!”


“I wish I could be that optimistic!” Terry said.


“By the way, how did it go with Sandro Laurentiis?” Elena asked.


At the mention of his name, Amanda’s expression changed. She gave Elena a disgusted look. “I hate him,” Amanda announced.


“Uh-oh, what happened?” Kayla asked.


Amanda couldn’t answer that. Terry told them instead. “Something bad. He refused to help us. In fact he was the reason why Amanda was sick. She became very sick because of the sadness he caused by saying that he wouldn’t help us,” Terry explained.


“Oh, poor you, Amanda…” Kayla said.


“This Sandro guy likes to hurt girls’ feelings, doesn’t he?” Elena said cynically. She gave Coco an apologizing look but she just couldn’t stand the idea of someone hurting other people. Coco smiled understandingly and he didn’t seem to mind… because he was used to of hearing girls say that about him lately. Elena continued, “Wait ‘til I get my hands on him!”


Amanda laughed. “Who cares about him now? We’ve got a clue!”


“Yeah, and who cares about anyone when you have other guys falling at your feet now?” Shez teased Amanda.


Everyone laughed and for the second time that day she stuck her tongue out at her friends.

Chapter 63


“Ciao, Alessio!” Lorenzo told him.


“Ciao, Alessio!” Pippo also said to him.


“Ciao, Mr. Alessio,” the secretaries said to him.


Alessio smiled at them and waved them goodbye. He had had a great day at the office. Everything seemed to be so easy to do and because he had no real obligations to win the next race, he didn’t have to leave the office days earlier to get prepared. And thanks to some ‘great planning’, this season they had some three-week intervals, like now – the next race was next week, not this week as usually – so that meant Alessio could work without time deadline pressure. Work seemed to be more enjoyable because of that. 


Alessio drove away from his office feeling even happier because he was going to meet Terry. After their fight last week, Terry and Alessio had finally made up but Terry meant what she said about taking it slowly. She didn’t stay at his apartment all the time anymore. Besides, she needed to concentrate on schoolwork and assignments and she couldn’t do it if she were hanging out at Alessio’s all the time. They would end up doing something else rather than her studying.


But tonight, Terry had some spare time. She was finished with her current assignments and she could come to Alessio’s place to have dinner together. Alessio invited her to stay overnight and she gladly complied.


First Alessio went shopping. Like usual, he just bought the things he wanted to eat and then leave it to Terry for the cooking. It took him half an hour to get everything he wanted. He was now very accustomed to grocery shopping, thanks to Terry. And now he was going home.


Alessio parked his car and then entered his apartment building. He greeted the doorman and then the receptionist. He asked them if they had seen Terry and they all told him that they hadn’t seen her. Alessio told them if Terry came, they should tell her to go his apartment straight away because he was already home.


Alessio prepared himself for tonight’s date. He took a fresh shower and put on something that Terry would like. She told him once that she thought he would look good in one sweater that was actually made by his mother. So he put on that one and then put on Terry’s favorite jeans of Alessio’s. She said he looked very good in that pair of jeans. Alessio was only concerned with what Terry would think of him so he just put them on to make her happy.


Because it was already six, Alessio started to prepare the table as well. So when Terry arrived she could start cooking and didn’t have to worry about the table anymore. Then they could have dinner earlier and perhaps then they could go to bed earlier too. By the time he finisher arranging the table, he looked at the clock. It was quarter past six. Terry promised to come at six. Alessio just hoped she didn’t forget.


A few minutes later, the doorbell rang. Alessio cheered happily in his heart and dashed to get the door opened.


But when he saw that it was Alessia Mancini who was at his door, he was terribly shocked.


“Alessia?” he asked dubiously.


“Ciao, Alessio,” Alessia said alluringly. “May I come in?”


“Actually, this is not a good time, Alessia,” Alessio told her honestly. “Terry is coming over and we have a dinner date.”


“Oh, what a pity! I am not invited?” Alessia replied with a seductive smile. She just walked inside to his apartment without caring his glare. Alessio left the door open as he followed her in. He meant to get her out. “Wow! Nice apartment you have!”


“Alessia, please! I can’t have you in here right now,” he said sternly.


Alessia pouted. She opened her jacket and dropped it on the sofa. Alessio could just gag her. Her inner shirt was very transparent and it was giving Alessio free look of her bra and what it covered behind.


“How did you know this address anyway?” Alessio demanded.


“Oh, Alessio, don’t be so angry. Are you angry? You shouldn’t, actually, because I came here to make you happy,” Alessia said. She winked and then flung herself to him. Alessio quickly released himself from her. Alessia said, “Oh, what’s the matter? You really don’t want me?”


“Alessia, I told you so many times… I don’t want you here right now!” Alessio replied.


“But I want to be here with you,” she said.


Alessio turned away before she could catch him once again. “What is the matter with you? You suddenly just came into my life and started to be friendly while we weren’t even that close a friend when we met the last time! Please, leave me alone!”


Alessia just stared at him as he said that. Then she began laughing. “Oh, Alessio… I cannot believe you are doubting me! I can prove to you, darling, that I am very serious with you.”


“And I am more serious with you… get out of here!”


“I don’t want to!” she said coquettishly.


“Damn it!”


Alessia came back to flinging herself to him. Alessio pushed her away but this time he wasn’t successful. Alessia began kissing him. First she only kissed him on the lips but the more he struggled to get away the braver she gets. She then started kissing his neck and then slipping her hands inside his sweater. Alessio pushed her away but Alessia was stronger than he thought. She held on to him very tightly and she didn’t even flinch when Alessio tried to twist her hand so that he could get her away from him.


Alessia became bolder when Alessio seemed to dislike it even more. She pushed him to the sofa and then mounted on him. She stripped him down in no time and started to kiss his chest. Alessio freaked out. This girl was going to rape him! He tried to get up but Alessia pinched him underneath her. 


In the middle of his panic, he tried to put his mind together. He mustn’t let this girl do him them and there! He needed to get her away. So he concentrated. He avoided her kisses and now that he was fully concentrated, he pushed her away with a great shove until she fell on the carpet. Alessio rose immediately and then stood up straight. 


He was furious with what she had done. Alessio grabbed her on the wrist and then twisted it around. “Damn it, Alessia! What do you want from me?”


“I want you, Alessio. I want to have sex with you,” Alessia said. “I want to make you mine.”


“You are crazy!” Alessio said scathingly. He pushed her away from him.


But she hasn’t given up at all! Even with that rude treatment from Alessio, she returned to him and this time she was even more valiant. She began to open her skirt and to Alessio’s surprise she was wearing almost nothing behind it!


“Oh my God! I am calling the security to get you out of here!” Alessio furiously said.


Alessia laughed instead and then started to advance towards him once more. She jumped to Alessio and as Alessio tried to get her away from her, she started to do him for real. 


“Get the hell away from me!” Alessio shouted.


At that very moment, Terry appeared. She brought her books along with her and she dropped them as soon as she saw what was in front of her eyes. She could not believe it. Her eyes were wide open and her jaws dropped in front of that very sight. The next second her eyes felt hot and she wanted to cry. And she did cry this time. She cried in front of those two people. 


Nothing could be more shocking and heartbreaking than seeing your lover with someone else but for Alessio there could be nothing more heartbreaking than seeing his lover crying like that, in her position. She was standing only a few meters away from the door, looking very appalled and taken aback. There was nothing else Alessio wanted more to do than to take her in his arms and hug her and tell her that he was sorry for all this to happen.


When Alessio had gone completely static, Alessia sort of noticed what was going on. She found out that Terry was standing there. She laughed seeing Terry and then said to her, “Hey, there, Terry! I think I have a crush on your boyfriend. He’s just so sexy, isn’t he?”


“YOU BITCH!” Terry suddenly just screamed at her. 


Alessia was off guard so Alessio could just push her away. She fell down to the sofa and Alessio snatched his sweater and put it on quickly and approached Terry.


“Terry! I am so glad…”


“AND YOU! How could you do this to me? You said you only wanted me! But you lied again! What is it with you? You’re bored with me already?” Terry furiously asked.


Alessio quickled grabbed her arm and pulled her into his embrace. “Listen to me, Terry! It wasn’t my idea at all! I didn’t mean this to happen!”


Terry was very furious at the moment. Tears were dropping from her eyes madly. She pushed Alessio away. She felt disgusted with him right now. “Get away from me, Alessio! I don’t want you near me! I am disgusted!”


“Terry, please…” Alessio begged. “This wasn’t my fault!”


Alessia giggled then. She seemed to be enjoying this lovers’ fight very much. She said, “Alessio, she said you should get away from her. Why don’t you get away from her and come to me instead?”


Terry stared at Alessio with eyes full of tears. She looked at him for a very long time. The next thing she did was slap him. After that she ran away to the elevator and disappeared from Alessio’s side. Alessio went furious after that. He kicked the door until it cracked and made a rather large hole. He showed no mercy to Alessia either. He grabbed her hand and gripped it tightly until she yelped and then he shoved her outside. He took her clothes as well and dumped them to her arms. 


“You get the hell out of my life!”


Alessia wasn’t affected by his rage. She shrugged and replied, “Fine. I didn’t want to be here anyway. I’ve done what I have to do anyway.”


Alessio was about to slam the door to a close in front of her face but when he heard what she said, he stopped. He narrowed his eyes and shot her a speculative look. He asked her then, “What? What do you mean?”


Alessia smiled very cunningly and said, “Goodbye, Alessio. Laura and I wish you a very happy relationship with your little bitch Terry.” Then she walked away.


Alessio spent a few minutes pondering on her statement. Finally, it hit him then and there… the two of them must have planned all this! It was such a coincidence that Laura came to apologize and a few days later Alessia suddenly appeared. He should have known this… Laura must have schemed for this little plot to get Terry away from him.


Alessio was outraged. He clenched his jaws and fists. He kicked the door once again and then grabbed his car key. He was going to murder his ex-girlfriend with his own hand right now if he had to. She was going to pay.


Laura flushed the toilet again. She wiped her mouth with a small soft towel after that. She sighed. She had been vomiting for a couple of times today and she didn’t know if she could take it any longer. Being pregnant didn’t turn out to be something fun and she would do anything to get the baby out as soon as possible. But Steve seemed to be very happy about the baby so she said nothing.


She walked out of the bathroom and entered the bedroom. She lay down on the bed. A moment later, she opened the drawer on the table next to her bed. She took out a small box and opened the cover of it. From inside of it she took out a small portrait. It was a portrait of Alessio. He was smiling very widely to the camera. Laura remembered very well the time when that picture was taken. She was the one who took it when Alessio won his first Formula One race. That night after the race, Alessio had taken Laura to bed for the first time. Laura would never forget that.


A feeling of loss started to creep inside her. She couldn’t believe now Alessio wasn’t hers anymore. She used to believe that Alessio would never leave her no matter what. And she also believed that she was the only woman he could ever love because Alessio had often said that she was very beautiful and that she pleased him very much. But now she belonged to someone else. And Alessio did too. She belonged to Steve and now Alessio belonged to that little mouse Terry.


Of all the people in this world, Alessio just had to choose Terry and this was the thing that amazed and crushed Laura the most. When she first met the mechanic’s daughter, she had disliked her immensely. She was always looking at Alessio with bright eyes full of love and Laura was sure she was the only one who could see the look in her eyes. Laura was often jealous when Alessio treated Terry nicely because she was afraid Terry would take him away from her. Now it was the truth. That little slut got what she wanted. Laura felt as if she were defeated.


Laura stared at the picture one more time. She started to cry. She just wanted him back in her life.


Suddenly, she heard noises from outside. First she heard the doorbell ring and then she heard Steve’s footsteps walking to open the door. After that she heard the door being opened and Steve’s voice greeting the guest. But what she heard next was a fuming, angry voice. She recognized that voice immediately. It was Alessio’s!


“Alessio! What is wrong?” Steve asked.


“Where’s that bitch?” Alessio asked angrily.


“Who are you talking about?” Steve replied in displeasure. 


“I am talking about Laura, that’s who I’m talking about! Let me see her! I can kill her right now!” Alessio reproached him. Alessio was ready to search every room in the apartment to look for Laura.


Steve came in front of him to block him. He was defending Laura. “Son of a bitch! How dare you come here and say something like that about my fiancée?”


“You call that whore a fiancée? You’re in for a lifetime of hell!” Alessio reprimanded.


Laura appeared from the bedroom. She kept a neutral face although she could guess correctly why Alessio was there and angry. She cursed Alessia in her heart. That little bitch must have told him the truth! She could just kill her.


“What is going on here?” Laura asked.


Alessio moved forward to strike her but Steve held him back. Steve punched him on the face then. Alessio was much stronger than Steve. He held on to his ground although the punch almost made him lose his balance. Alessio then touched his bleeding nose, thanks to the punch. He stared dangerously at his opponent. Steve replied the stare with a challenging one. Alessio was not going to let himself lose to this other scum of the earth. So he gave him his hardest punch and Steve was practically thrown to the floor.


“Alessio!” Laura shouted. “Are you out of your mind?”


“NO! YOU are the one who is out of your mind!” Alessio yelled at her.


Steve was back on his feet. He was about to attack Alessio again with another punch but Alessio turned to him and shoved him away. He told him, “Listen, man, I didn’t come here to see you, but to see this bitch!” He turned to Laura and then scolded, “You are despicable! I am so glad now you are out of my life! You used your friend to ruin my relationship with the woman I love so much just because you couldn’t be bothered to do it yourself so that you can still keep Steve! You and Alessia are the most disgusting girls I’ve ever met in my life!”


Steve was confused. He didn’t understand what Alessio was talking about. He was even more confused when Alessio continued, “Go and have your baby with someone else! I am so glad my baby won’t have a mother like you! You are not even half the woman Terry is! You are nothing compared to her! She loved me undoubtedly! She loved me very much until she cried for me! And you! You never did that for me! You never cared about me!


“I’ve let you out of my life, Laura! I didn’t ask you to come back and leave the man you love! I didn’t ask you to leave Steve. I didn’t ask you to be my lover again! But you are just so selfish you couldn’t see me happy with someone I love. You are nothing but an egoistical, spoilt and materialistic girl with no heart and no mind! You are Satan!”


Laura’s tears were streaming down now. Her heart was breaking into pieces hearing what Alessio was saying to her. He knew all right what Alessia and her were doing. Laura was crying for two things – for the words he was saying to her and for the fact that she might not get him back after all.


“Alessio…” she whispered hoarsely.


Alessio was staring at her full of hatred. 


“Alessio, I’m sorry… I just couldn’t see you with Terry…” Laura admitted.


“It’s too late for apologies now, Laura. I will never forgive you for the rest of my life,” Alessio said derisively. He gritted his teeth and hissed, “I never ever want to see you in front of my eyes anymore. You can say goodbye also to our families’ relationship. If any of you ever crosses paths with me once more, I will make sure you pay more than this.”


Steve was already standing up straight again. He just grasped comprehension of the situation. He stared at Laura inquiringly. “Laura,” he said in a precarious tone, “what did you do?”


Laura stared at both men and then she realized now that she just made a very big mistake. She broke down and cried for real. She ran to the room and closed the door and locked it. She wept inside. 


Steve looked at Alessio. “Alessio, I…”


“Please, Steve, I don’t need anything from you. Just… take care of yourself. And please think about all this. I wouldn’t want to spend the rest of my life with a woman who is…” he paused for a while, trying to search the words. He couldn’t find a suitable one to say what Laura was like so he just said, “Like that. I wouldn’t want to spend the rest of my life with a woman who is like Laura Andretti. I’ve had enough.”


He walked away then leaving Steve alone, sighing. 

Chapter 64


Amanda tapped the end of her pencil on the table. She was waiting for her friends to come and join her for Professor Laurentiis’ lecture this afternoon. They had been missing from the previous class to prepare for the Autumn Ball this Saturday. Amanda was not in the committee so she was left alone.


Suddenly, a person popped his head from the door. It was Fabio Orlandini. Amanda was surprised to see him. Nonetheless she smiled at him.


“Ciao, Amanda!” Fabio greeted her.


“Ciao, Fabio,” Amanda replied.


Fabio entered the classroom then and Amanda could see him clearly now. She caught her breath and stared at him awestruck. He turned out to be very handsome. Not only he looked like her favorite VJ but also he looked even nicer. He was tall and had a perfectly shaped body, like an athlete, but not too buff. His hair was cropped and his strands were made spiky on the edges. The last time she saw him he wore the same jacket he was wearing now and perhaps that denim jacket of his was one of the things that made him look incredibly sexy. It was tight and shapely, showing the nice figure of his body. He had the bluest eyes Amanda had ever seen and one of the most attractive smiles in this world perhaps.


“What are you doing in this lecture room alone?” Fabio asked. “The class hasn’t even started, no? Why don’t you come out?”


“Oh, I like to be early,” Amanda answered. 


“Ooh, diligent girl, are you?” Fabio teased.


Amanda giggled. “Not really.”


Fabio approached Amanda and then sat in front of Amanda’s chair. “So, Amanda Fossa, what is your answer?”


“For the Autumn Ball?” Amanda clarified.


“No, actually, for my previous question whether or not you want sugar in your coffee,” Fabio joked. 


Amanda laughed. Fabio laughed too. He then said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be sarcastic. I was just…”


“Joking, yes I know,” Amanda finished off his sentence. She smiled sweetly at him. “To be honest, Fabio, I haven’t even thought about it. But I think I would like to go with you.”


Fabio frowned but it was a sweet, pompous one. “No one has offered you, hasn’t it?”


“No, actually.”


“Well… to tell you the truth, I may not be the only one who wants to take you to the Autumn Ball. Some of my friends are thinking of doing the same thing as well. I am asking you first so that you can have an early consideration,” Fabio confessed.


Amanda was amazed. He was always straight to the point and honest with her. She liked him for that. She smiled again. “Are they more handsome than you are?” Amanda teased.


Fabio burst out laughing. “Do you think I am handsome then? Or are you disappointed with how I look so that you would like know if there’s someone else better looking that you can go out with?” he retorted.


“Actually, I think you’re not bad. But, then again, I should have known that if you’re Fio’s friend, you must be very handsome,” Amanda said.


“So you assume all of Fio’s friends are handsome?” Fabio asked.


“Sort of,” Amanda answered.


“Well, since I am Fio’s friend, I might as well imply that I am handsome. Thanks for the compliment but beauty kills. Look at Helen of Troy and what she did because of her beauty! Trust me, you don’t want to be too beautiful,” Fabio said.


Amanda liked him very much now. He was witty as well as humorous. Should she just go out with him? He seemed to be a genuinely nice guy.


“Well, I am not going to force you, then, Amanda. You don’t even have to say yes if you don’t want to. But make sure you save one dance for me. OK?” he said with a wink.


Amanda was once again astonished. This man was an absolute gentleman. If only Sandro was like that… at least if not to her, to Fio. She wished all men in this world were like this man!


Suddenly, the door was opened and Pippo entered. He stopped for a while when he saw the occupants of the room. He noticed Amanda and Fabio. Then he smiled.



“Amanda, Fabio… what are you doing in this room, only the two of you? Nothing dangerous, no?” he joked.


“No, professor. I am just asking this princess here whether she would like to go to the Autumn Ball with me or not,” Fabio said.


Amanda blushed. Pippo smiled meaningfully. “Oh, I think the two of you should go together…”


“Yes, and the day after that the other guys are going to kill me for monopolizing the sweetest girl on campus,” Fabio teased.


He then smiled at Amanda and squeezed her hand. “I’ll see you later. Ciao!”


Amanda nodded. As he left, she gazed at him adoringly. Fabio was just the kind of guy she liked! Perhaps she would just say yes! After this lecture, she would give it a careful thought and then somehow she would tell him that she would love to go with him to the Autumn Ball.


“I see you’ve already found an answer,” Pippo said knowingly as he put on his eyeglasses.  


Amanda was surprised to hear him. Seeing the smug smile on his face, Amanda knew very well he was actually amused with the situation. Amanda then shrugged and gave him a little smile. But she said nothing else as she sat down again on her chair. Pippo tried to stifle his laughter seeing Amanda. She was probably in love and dreaming about Fabio right now.


The lecture didn’t change: it was still enjoyable and interesting as usual. Everyone was cheering and giving the professor yet another standing ovation. It happened in each of his lectures. Pippo could only smile amusedly every time it happened because he really didn’t know why his students should always give him applause for his lectures. 


“Come on! Not again!” he said to the front row students.


“Bravo, professore! Bravo! Ti amo!” said the students.


The girls started to laugh when the guys actually cheered his name. “PROFESSORE! PROFESSORE! PROFESSORE!” was what they were cheering. Pippo waved dismissively but the guys wouldn’t stop cheering his name.


“They are crazy,” Amanda told Kayla and Elena when she saw Daniele and Luca joining the rest of the male members of the class to cheer and applaud him.


“Well, what can we say? They are born that way,” Elena replied.


The girls laughed too. Amanda and her friends started to walk towards to door to exit the class. And at the very moment, all the cheering stop and so did the applause. The room was suddenly silent. Amanda, Elena and Kayla furrowed their eyebrows. Now what?


Suddenly, someone shouted, “Uh-oh! She’s leaving!”


And after that there was a great commotion in the room… some of the boys were rushing out of their chairs and they were jumping over chairs and tables to run forward. Many of the other girls and Pippo were taken aback at what they were doing. Luca and Daniele, who stayed put in their places, grimaced. They stared pitifully at Amanda.


“Amanda! Aspettami!” someone called for her.


Amanda was more than surprised because at the time the call for her name was heard, someone just jumped in front of her and stood there to prevent her from going out of the room. She stared at the guy who was doing that to her and recognized him immediately. He was Carlo, one of her regular classmates.


“Carlo?” Amanda asked.


Before Carlo had the time to say anything, suddenly he was pushed over to the side by someone. The one who pushed him over was Michele, another regular classmate of Amanda’s. He grinned at her and said hi. Then Vittorio, a guy who was in their philosophy class, came to join Carlo and Michele. 


“Ciao, Amanda! Sorry if we surprised you…” Vittorio said.


“Yes, you did,” Amanda said confusedly. “What’s going on here? Did you call my name, Vittorio?”


“That was Stefano, but pay no attention to him!” Carlo said.


Stefano then appeared before her eyes. Amanda stepped back a bit clumsily. Kayla and Elena held her so that she wouldn’t fall down. She was beginning to feel scared now. Why were these guys now all after her?


“Amanda, we were wondering if you have a partner already to go to the Autumn Ball,” Michele said.


“Actually…” she started to say.


But Stefano halted her. “If not, would you like to go with me to the Autumn Ball?”


“But I…” Amanda said.


“We know Fabio Orlandini has asked you to go out with him but… we like you too,” Carlo said.


“Ha?” Amanda asked, dumbfounded. 


“It’s going to be a healthy competition between us… we will accept any choice that you make… but please, consider this: I would love to go out with you, especially to the Autumn Ball,” Vittorio said.


“Yes, Amanda. Will you go with me?” Michele said.


Amanda was confused now. They were all chasing after her and she was not used to of having this kind of treatment. Kayla and Elena started to giggle behind her although they actually pity Amanda for having to face a situation like this. 


“Please, Amanda? Will you consider?” Vittorio asked.


“Uhm, I am not sure…” Amanda said dubiously.


“Amanda, we are serious. We are not playing around or merely flirting with you,” Michele added for reassurance.


Pippo, who had been standing behind the group of people and whose way out was blocked out by them, was smiling amusedly. Amanda was suddenly the campus princess and Pippo could see from her face that she was actually confused of what to do. Pippo figured out that perhaps because she had been with a boyfriend too long without flirtation from other guys Amanda was not used to of receiving date offers like this. He smiled inwardly, trying to guess how Amanda’s father would react if he found out that her daughter now was on the edge of having so many dates for a party. A man like Paolo Maldini would tend to freak out if he knew.


“Okay, boys, give her a break, will you? You don’t have to get an answer now, do you? Let her think about it!” Pippo said rather loudly from the back.


Carlo, Michele, Vittorio and Stefano grimaced. 


“Come on, out of the way, boys! Discuss this with her tomorrow! We can’t stay here all day long!” Pippo said.


Amanda sighed gladly. Hopefully the guys would follow Pippo’s suggestion and let her think about this the next day. Amanda then said to the guys sensibly, “I’d have to second the professor’s suggestion. Can I just think about your offers first and then give you the answers tomorrow?”


Stefano nodded. He then said, “If you want to consider… well, might as well consider the offers from our football team – senior and junior. They all want to ask you out, so you better think about it too. We’re telling you in advance so you’re not surprised.”


Amanda was again awestruck. Then she realized that all of this might just be a joke. She started laughing. “You guys are really crazy! You are just joking, right? Oh, well, whatever! See you tomorrow, boys.”


Amanda then pulled Elena and Kayla away to the door to get out. They walked away quickly before anyone disturbed her anymore. But not so long afterwards, Amanda heard a choir of male voices saying, “ARRIVEDERCI, AMANDA!”


Elena and Kayla burst into laughter and Amanda couldn’t help herself. This was all very funny and silly. She laughed too. 


Terry stared straight at the whole field ahead of hers. She was sitting on a bench at the front campus yard. The wind was blowing oppositely and it blew her hair, making it messy. It was also freezing the tears that were coming down from her eyes. Terry hoped at this moment it could freeze her heart as well. She hoped that she didn’t have to feel anything, since the day she was born. She wished that everything just stopped for her so she had a reason to die.


“Terry,” Shez whispered, calling her name from behind.


Terry didn’t turn around to look at her, she already knew she was there. And she didn’t feel she had the strength to continue. “What is it, Shez?”


Shez didn’t answer her right away. She sat down next to her instead and then sighed. After that she stared straight ahead of her just like Terry.


“I heard what happened, Terry. I am sorry for you,” Shez said sympathetically. “But, are you all right?”


“Thank you for your concern, Shez. But I don’t know how I am feeling right now and I don’t know what I feel… I feel hurt. And that seems to be it,” Terry said flatly.


Shez bit her lips. She turned to look at her and then said, “Terry… perhaps you don’t necessarily have to feel this way. Alessio… he wants to explain to you what happened. You see, it’s not his fault at all and…”


Terry raised her hand, halting her. She told her bitterly, “Please, Shez, I don’t want to hear it. Not now…”


“But, Terry, you must… it wasn’t his fault! He never intended to hurt you. Alessia just came to his apartment like that,” Shez said.


“Shez! Please!”


“No! Terry, please listen to me! I hate to see you suffer for something that you really don’t need to suffer for! Alessio and Coco has explained everything to me. And they want me to tell you that this is all a misunderstanding!” Shez insisted. Terry was once again about to protest but Shez jumped in front of her and held her shoulders back tightly as if telling her that she was serious in saying all this. “Terry, just give Alessio a chance to explain. He said that if you don’t want to come back to him after you hear the story from him, it’s okay. It’s your decision but he has to explain to you about this one.”


Terry wanted to block everything from her ears. She didn’t want to listen to Shez. She didn’t want to listen to anything she was saying about Alessio.


“Shez, I…”


“Please, Terry, please?” 


“Why should I?!”


“Because he loves you!” Shez shouted at her. “He loves you very much! He’s suffering without you! You must believe me! I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t seen it for myself. But he really does suffer from this!” Shez calmed herself down. She straightened up and sighed. “I am asking you, Terry, to consider all what he said. He really does love you very much. He wants to make you understand that he never meant to hurt you.” She pulled away. Then she said, “I’ll leave you to think about that. The Autumn Ball is tomorrow. He hopes to see you there and then explain to you everything.”


Shez looked at Terry, who was now staring at her. They stared at each other for a long while until finally Terry sighed and then looked away again. When she spoke, her voice was cold, “Leave me alone, Shez.”


Shez sighed. She stared at her disappointedly. But there was nothing else she could do. She had done her part and now it was all up to Terry. She said to her, “Goodbye, Terry. See you tomorrow at the ball.”


Terry didn’t answer and Shez didn’t expect one. Shez left her alone, sitting there, still against the wind. Shez just hoped her heart wasn’t already frozen.


When Coco saw Shez, he asked her immediately, “What did she say, Shez?”


Shez shrugged. “She doesn’t seem to want to hear about it. I think she’s really hurt.” She sighed then. “Well, who wouldn’t? If you see your boyfriend with another woman, almost making love, then you will feel just like that.”


Coco smiled sadly. He leaned forward and kissed Shez’s forehead. “Thank you for your help, Shez. I appreciate it very much.”


Shez returned his smile. Coco offered his hand and Shez accepted it. He pulled her close to her and they walked across the yard holding hands intimately. Somehow Shez now felt luckier and safer… because Coco was next to her. She hoped she would never have to feel something like Terry was feeling right now.


Coco realized Shez was feeling very distraught about this and he didn’t want to distress her with problems. Then he started to say, “Shez, I think it’s a good idea if you meet my cousin Licia while she’s in Rome.”


“And which one is Licia again?” Shez asked.


“My beautiful redhead cousin,” Coco answered.


Shez remembered her instantly. She was that woman whom Shez saw on TV, on the Formula1 coverage, who pinched Coco’s cheek affectionately as if they were lovers. Now that Shez knew Licia was not Coco’s girlfriend or a girl he was pursuing she somehow felt better and she didn’t resent her anymore.


“You really want me to meet her?” Shez asked.


“Why not? I want Licia to meet his beautiful girl I am…” Coco said but he stopped himself before he continued on to say “I am dating” because he wasn’t sure Shez would like it if he called her a girlfriend.


All these times, they were friendly with each other and it could be said that they were more than just friends. They were really best friends. But they also dated each other. Coco had gone out with her with that time to Romano’s birthday party and they often went to Primavera together, not only to study but also to chat. Coco picked her up and dropped her home everyday. She always helped him study and they did mostly everything together. Most important of all, she had allowed him to meet her family and she didn’t mind every time Coco did something to her affectionately like rumpling her hair or kissing her cheek or forehead.


“You are what?” Shez asked. She was hoping Coco would say it now that he regarded him as a girlfriend… or if she can’t hope too much, at least he could say that they were dating each other.


Coco decided not to tell her what he meant to say. He evaded, “I am befriending. I want her to meet my best friend.”


Shez’s heart fell. He wouldn’t say it. Perhaps he never did have any interest in her. Well, what could she expect? Just because Massimo once was attracted to her romantically didn’t mean Coco felt the same feeling.


“Hey, what time do you want me to pick you up for the Autumn Ball?” Coco asked.


“Anytime you feel is convenient,” Shez answered.


“The party starts at seven thirty. Why don’t you have dinner with me? I will invite Licia to come and then you can talk to her,” Coco suggested.


Shez just nodded. Coco sensed her sudden reluctance if not coldness. He shook her hand. “Shez, you’re not angry, are you? Why are you suddenly quiet?”


Shez shook her head. “No, I am not angry. I am just… tired.”


Coco let go of Shez’s hand and then encircled her waist with his arm. Coco then kissed her forehead. Shez didn’t pull back so Coco kissed her longer. He said, “Well, in case that I made you angry again, I apologize beforehand, okay?”


Shez wanted to cry. She just realized what a really lovely man Francesco Laurentiis is but she wasn’t sure if she should hope too much for him to feel the same way or not. Besides, after all these times, after her hard-to-get act, she wouldn’t stoop that low to admit that she wanted him badly right now.


Suddenly Coco stopped. In result Shez must stop as well. She asked him, “What is the matter?”


“What the hell…?” 


He was looking at something and Shez followed the direction of his gaze. And Shez finally found out what amazed Coco so much like that. She saw Amanda coming out of the campus building walking with a guy next to her and he was holding out a flower to be given to her. Amanda stopped and she faced the guy for real. The guy gave her the flower and then they stared at each other for a while. The next thing Coco and Shez saw was that the guy blushed and he said something to Amanda and then he kissed her. After that he ran away immediately. Kayla and Elena appeared from inside the building and they were giggling as they each took Amanda’s arms and pulled her away. 


Coco and Shez chuckled seeing that. “Aww, that was so sweet,” Shez said.


“You know, I never thought she was going to be this popular,” Coco said. “Maybe this is because Fio is not around… guys usually go crazy and practically drool when they see her. Now that she’s not here, they’re turning to Amanda.”


“I wonder if Amanda enjoys it or hates it,” Shez said.


“She’s gullible,” Coco said. “She’ll like it.”


Shez laughed. “How do you know she’s gullible?”


“She trusts Pippo and if that happens then… well, she’s gullible,” Coco joked. 


Shez nudged him. “He’s your brother for God’s sake! You trust him! You must be gullible too!” 


“Exactly,” Coco agreed with a very cheeky smile.  


Shez and Coco continued walking until they were quite near Amanda and her friends who were sitting on the park bench, talking very excitedly. No doubt they were speaking about the guy who just gave Amanda a flower and then kissed her cheek.


Coco called out for her, “Hey, Amanda!”


“Yes?” Amanda asked.


“You want more flowers? I can give them to you!” Coco teased.


Amanda frowned but she blushed. “Oh, please, Coco!”


Suddenly… “Amanda?” someone else called out for her.


Amanda turned to see who called for her. And she saw Andrea D’Amico standing in front her eyes. Amanda’s eyes widened in surprised delight. She rose from her seat and exclaimed, “Andrea!”


“Ciao, Amanda!” D’Amico greeted her. He approached Amanda and gave her a peck on the cheeks. “I knew I might see you here.”


“Well, I should be asking what are you doing here?” Amanda replied.


“I used to go college here, in this university, and I am invited to the Autumn Ball. So, I came to confirm and meet some of my old professors,” D’Amico explained. 


Amanda nodded. D’Amico then asked, “Where is Terry?”


“I haven’t seen her,” Amanda answered.


Coco stepped in with Shez and he answered that question for him instead. “Terry is not here. I think she didn’t come to college. We haven’t seen her all day.”


D’Amico nodded. “Oh, well, if you do see her, give her my regards,” he said. He noticed Shez and then he smiled at Coco. “Oh, so, is this the famous Shez you kept talking about, Co?”


Coco grinned. “Exactly.”


“Nice to meet you, Shez. My name is Andrea D’Amico. Coco has been telling me about you when he was at the race,” D’Amico said.


“Nice to meet you,” Shez replied. They shook hands. She then introduced him to Elena and Kayla. “Have you met Amanda’s friends, Elena and Kayla? They are the ones in the committee who invited you.”


D’Amico turned to Elena and Kayla. They introduced each other and D’Amico seemed to be amazed seeing Amanda’s two beautiful two friends. Amanda grinned when D’Amico seemed not be able to take his eyes off Kayla. Coco and Shez chuckled too. Elena just started to look away and whistled lowly.


Suddenly… “Amanda!” Luca called out from the other side of the yard.


“What is it, Luca?” Amanda replied shouting so that he could hear her.


“We need an eleventh player here! Can you play with us?” Luca asked.


“Come on, Amanda! We need you!” Daniele encouraged.


Then the other guys who were playing soccer with Luca and Daniele started to persuade her to join their team as well. “Come here, Amanda!”


“Oh, I don’t know, guys,” Amanda hesitated.



“Please, Amanda?” they begged.


Elena encouraged her, “Just do it, Amanda! You can do it!”


“Yeah, knock ‘em, Amanda!” Kayla said.


“Please, Amanda? We promise we’ll give you a present if you become our defender!” Vittorio said.


Fabio, who was on the opposite team, appeared. He smiled at Amanda and said, “Oh, so you can play, huh? Come on, dolcezza, show us what you got!”


Amanda smiled at Fabio. She felt confident then. She took off her backpack and her jacket and then tightened her shoelaces. She said goodbye to her friends and then ran to the field to join the guys. Amanda entered Luca and Daniele’s team who was going to face Fabio and a more senior team. The guys in her team cheered when she came and Carlo even hugged her. Some of the guys in the opposite team openly admired her as she received the ball from Luca and started to dribble it for warm-up. Finally, she told the guys that she was ready to play and the game began.


It turned out to be a very interesting football-in-the-park game. Most of the guys who were playing were from the university football team – senior and junior. They played superbly. But then there was a girl playing and she played just as well. Amanda ran around and moved with the guys wherever the ball went and seeing her play was quite an attraction.


Soon enough people started to stop walking and took time to watch them play. Elena, Kayla, Shez, Coco and D’Amico drew near to the field. They even cheered for Amanda’s team. Coco’s friends showed up and they asked him what was going on. Coco was too excited with cheering for the team that he couldn’t answer them. Shez told them instead what was happening and then Massimo and the gang stayed to watch the game with Coco and the others. 


“What’s going on?” a confused voice asked.


D’Amico turned around at the sound of that familiar voice. He saw Terry. Terry had wiped off her tears and she managed to appear normal as if nothing had happened before. When she saw D’Amico she looked very surprised but at the same time thrilled to see him there.


“Andrea! What are you doing here?” Terry asked. 


D’Amico answered her as he leaned down to give her a kiss on the cheek. “I went to confirm the invitation for the Autumn Ball as well as meeting some of my old professors. I looked for you but none of your friends had seen you all day long. But eccoti adesso!”


Terry smiled a little. She inquired, “So, what is going on here?”


“Sweet Amanda is playing football and it looks like her team is going to win,” D’Amico said.


Terry blinked. “Amanda? Playing football?”


“Come and see for yourself!”


At the same time, Amanda just swept the ball away from someone’s feet who were very close to the penalty area. She almost lost her balance but she stood her ground and then regained her initial position. She chased the ball who was about to come out of the field of play and managed to keep in. She then passed to Luca who was waiting for it. As Luca ran forward with the ball, Amanda followed him from the sidelines. Two defenders from the opposite team neared Luca and they were obviously trying to trap him. Luca saw them coming and in time he returned the ball to Amanda. Amanda caught the ball with her right foot and dribbled forward once again. She saw the left side of the field was not zone-marked so she motioned her teammates to get there. Daniele saw her gesture sign and then positioned himself on the left side of the penalty area. Amanda kicked the ball high to give him a high pass. Daniele jumped and headed the ball towards the net and… it was in!


“GOAL!” someone screamed and the crowd exploded into a loud cheer.


Daniele ran to the sidelines and did a somersault as he always did whenever he scored a goal. Amanda was hopping on and off the ground like a child and clapping her hands when that happened. Fabio, who was the central defender for the opposite team as well as the captain, smiled dryly but then he held two thumbs up to Amanda. 


“Brava, Amanda! Good job!” he said.


Daniele, Luca and the rest of her teammates approached her and then hugged her. “Great pass! You are a genius!” Daniele said.


“Brava, Amanda! Ti amo!” Luca said.


“Wow! You should really join us in the football team!”


“Go, Amanda!” someone from the crowd cheered and they started to sing her name. 


Amanda grinned. She waved her hand to her friends who were also clapping, applauding the goal and the pass.


Pippo didn’t know whether to kill her or kiss her. Didn’t the doctor say that she mustn’t be engaged in any activities that might cause harm to her eyes? Pippo scowled when he saw her there but there was nothing else he could do. She was already there, playing football, even helped to score a goal and she was so lovely that Pippo just couldn’t take his eyes off her although he had to see her through a glare.


Slowly he began walking along the pathway that led to the parking lot. He didn’t want to leave yet actually so that he could either congratulate that naughty girl or do the other thing he had in mind: chastise her for being so careless. But he forced himself not to stay and watch the game and do what he wanted to do later after she was off the field. He was trying not to care too much for her. Because he was scared the inevitable would come. He was afraid he would fall in love for her as a man if he did.


He didn’t know why and couldn’t explain why lately it was always Amanda who was on his mind. Since that day he brought her to the hospital he couldn’t help thinking about her and worrying about her so much. He had this urge to always come to her chamber and then wait for her until she woke up and tell her that everything was going to be all right. Sure he spent more time waiting for Stefania to wake up but his mind was always on Amanda. 


Sometimes he thought it was just a brotherly feeling because the girl did have the ability to ignite anyone into being protective to her. She could be so childish sometimes and she appeared to have this naïveté many times although he knew she wasn’t naïve at all! 



In fact, he thought she was very smart and very mature for a girl her age. But the way she sometimes looked at him with those big, curious eyes and the way she smiled at him could just burn his heart. Furthermore, to his scare, he sometimes found himself wanting to hug her and kiss her lips!


When he saw her coming to the football game to play before, he had been very static on his place. Not because he was worried that she might be injured or anything but he was amazed seeing her. She smiled brightly when she walked to the field of play and he adored that dazzling smile the most. He had to fight the urge to come to the field himself and then give her a kiss. Then he saw her running around with the ball skillfully and he thought she was a wonderful player, especially for a girl’s level. Other people would probably say girls shouldn’t play football because they wouldn’t look so good when they were running around and looking very exhausted but he thought Amanda looked very pretty because all the time she was with a ball her face looked spirited and he could see that she was very happy there.


“Hey, Pip! Where are you going?” Coco suddenly asked.


Pippo stopped to say goodbye to his brother. “Oh, hey there, Co. I am going home. Classes are over today.”


“Hey, did you know? Amanda is playing football here right now! Come and have a look,” Coco said. And before Pippo could refuse, his brother was already pulling him to join the crowd. Coco managed to make space for him. And there was Pippo, finally seeing from close range the game he didn’t want to see before.


Suddenly… “GOAL!” someone screamed again.


“Huh? Who scored?” Elena asked.


Pippo’s eyes were wide open in shock. He could not believe the stunt Amanda had just done to score the goal!


“It’s Amanda! It’s Amanda!” Shez excitedly said.


“Is it?” Massimo, Gennaro, Coco and D’Amico asked dubiously.


But Luca, Daniele and everyone else were running towards Amanda who was trying to get back on her feet after she made an overhead kick to score. People realized it was Amanda who had made that kick and they were cheering once again, this time louder, for her name and started to sing her a song again.


“Oh my God! Did you see that? I haven’t seen her do that for a very long time!” Kayla said.


“You’ve seen her do something like that before?” Shez asked.


“Oh, yes! Didn’t she ever tell you? She used to play indoor football back in high school,” Kayla said. “And she was also good whenever she was asked to play outdoor football. She loved to do a stunt like that.”


“Oh, no wonder she played so well. She was an athlete!” Coco said.


“I am going to kill her for real,” Pippo mumbled.


“Excuse me, professor?” Elena asked.


“How can she do that? She’s going to injure her eyes again! And doesn’t she know she’s not even supposed to be playing this game? She’s still under recovery process!” Pippo said exasperatedly.


Terry tried to calm him down, “Oh, don’t worry… she can take care of herself. I am sure she wouldn’t have agreed to play if she hadn’t felt physically all right.”


“Yeah, give her a break, Pip,” Coco said.


“I still can’t tolerate this,” Pippo said.


“Do you want her out of the field, professor?” Elena asked. Now she was sharing the same worries as her professor was. Although she thought Amanda played well, she didn’t want Amanda to become sick again just because of playing this game.


“The hell I do! Get her out of there!” Pippo said.


It was halftime anyway and the players stopped playing. Elena lost no time in calling Amanda. “AMANDA! COME HERE!”


Amanda heard it and she disbanded from her teammates to come answer her friend’s summon. “Yes, Ele?” Amanda asked.


Pippo was the one who answered her instead. He grimaced and then reached for Amanda’s left ear. He twisted it a little bit making her yelp.


“Ouch! Professore!” Amanda protested. “What did I do wrong?”


“What did you do wrong? Are you crazy or something, Amy? You are not supposed to be playing this game! You are still under recovery! Didn’t you hear what Dr. Conte said to you?” Pippo started with his tirade.


“I was just playing football… I didn’t think it’s one of those activities that could harm my eyes…” Amanda retaliated.


“Oh, good! You still remember his exact words… but, Amy, guess what? Football is harmful for your eyes! Dust and dirt are coming in to them!” Pippo said.


Amanda frowned. Pippo continued, “Come on, you’re going home right now. It’s almost five already and your father is going to be worried if you don’t come home soon. Didn’t your parents also say that they want you home soon so you can rest?” Amanda was quiet. He glared at her, forcing her mentally to give an answer. “Well, didn’t they?”


“Yes, they did,” Amanda mumbled. 


“Exactly. Now get your bags and let’s go home,” Pippo ordered.


Amanda sighed. She knew everything that he said was right. She shouldn’t have played football because there was a chance for her eyes to be infected once more and she shouldn’t have stayed so long on campus because she promised her parents that she would go home soon each day after school so that she could rest and then recover quickly.


“Amanda, where are you going?” Daniele asked her when he saw her moving away to get her bags.


“I have to go home, Dani. Someone just reminded me that football is harmful for my eyes and I could get them infected again. And I promised my parents to be back as soon as possible,” Amanda said.


“Oh…” was all he said. He sighed disappointedly but he couldn’t agree more actually. “Well, then… thank you for playing with us! You did one hell of a job there! Brava!” He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. 

He announced to the others that Amanda had to stop playing. Everyone started to protest her departure but then they saw Pippo summoning her again and telling her to hurry up. They didn’t say anything else then. Somehow they knew that it was Pippo who didn’t want her to play anymore and there was no way they were going to deny their favorite professor. The boys thanked Amanda and then said goodbye to her sweetly, once again saying, “CIAO, DOLCEZZA!”

“See you at the party!” someone said.

“Take me!” several of them said. 

Amanda laughed hearing that and she waved her hand goodbye at her friends and then following Pippo from behind. He was already walking again. Amanda then caught up with him and started to say to him that he was unfair.

From afar, Elena saw them and she couldn’t help thinking of something funny between the two of them.

“What is it, Ele?” Kayla asked.

“Kayla, have you ever noticed something?” Elena replied.

“What?” Kayla asked.

“Amanda and Professor Laurentiis look like a couple and they look good as a couple together,” Elena said.

Kayla looked as if she were about to faint. But then she laughed. “Are you kidding, Ele? Come on! We all know that once in every year she is a teacher’s pet and now she’s Professor Laurentiis’ pet. Besides he is her guardian! And Professor has known her family since a long time! No wonder they’re that close!”

“No, seriously, Kayla! I think they could make a very lovely couple,” Elena said.

“Yeah, right!” Kayla said dubiously and she started laughing again.

Meanwhile, behind them Coco was screaming in his heart. “EXACTLY! EXACTLY! They are the perfect couple! FINALLY, someone else but me noticed it!”

“Hey, Co!” Fabio called him from the field. Coco turned his attention to him then. 

“Yeah?” Coco replied.

“Want to play? We are short of one person here as the other team is!”

“Oh, well, I suppose I can but…” Coco replied. He turned to Shez. “Shez, do you mind if I play for a while?”

Shez pouted a little. She said, “Oh, but I am tired. I want to go home. But I can wait for a few minutes more.”

Coco sighed. He couldn’t let Shez wait for him that long. He had promised to take her home soon. So he decided not to play. He said to Fabio, “Hey, Fabio, can’t you play ten versus ten? I have to go home.”

Fabio thought about it and then he said, “Okay. I think we can do that!”

Coco then asked Shez, “Want to go home now?”

“Yes, please,” Shez answered.

Coco offered her his hand. Shez took it and she was once again in his arm by the waist. They said goodbye to the others who were still watching the recommencing football game. Massimo winked at Coco and when Shez wasn’t looking he gave him a thumb up. Coco smiled happily as he walked away with Shez. 

 
D’Amico saw them walk away and now he has come to the conclusion that each and every one of the Laurentiis brothers was unavailable anymore. He looked at Terry who had been standing near him all the time.


“Terry, are Coco and Shez really a couple?” he asked.


Terry watched Coco and Shez for a while and she thought indeed they looked like one but she knew they weren’t official yet because Shez probably wouldn’t admit that she liked Coco. So she said, “Yes and no.”


D’Amico chuckled. He understood very well what that answer meant and he replied, “I suppose so.”


Terry glanced at her watch and said, “Well, Amanda is gone. I better leave now.”


“Well, all right. See you at the party with Alessio, Terry!” D’Amico said.


Terry didn’t answer him. But she let him give her another peck on the cheeks. She said to him then, “Bye.”


“Bye, Terry.”


After she turned around and leave, Andrea swore he saw tears in her eyes. He sighed. Perhaps he wasn’t that correct after all. Perhaps one of the Laurentiis brothers was having trouble. He guessed it would be Alessio. He was actually correct.

Chapter 65


“Stand still, Amanda, you are not helping me with your eyes here,” Adriana told her daughter.


“I don’t like the mascara, Mama. They make my eyes itch!” Amanda said.


Adriana sighed. “All right. Perhaps you’re right. This mascara thing isn’t good for your eyes. They might be infected again.”


Martina smiled. “Oh, you look pretty already, darling,” she complimented.


“Thank you, Zia,” Amanda told Fio’s mother.


Martina then said, “If only Fio were here too… I could dress her up just like you!”


Amanda smiled sadly. She knew Martina was very sad of losing her daughter. But she couldn’t tell her yet about the plan that she had with her friends to find Fio. She was not too sure it would work therefore she didn’t want to give Martina false hope.


“She’ll be back, Martina. Don’t worry,” Adriana consoled her friend.


“I hope so,” Martina replied.


Amanda decided to change the topic before Martina cried. From her mother’s story, every time she met Martina – Adriana and Martina were always together lately – that friend of hers was always shedding tears. 


“So, do you think this is enough, the dress? Not too brazen, is it?” Amanda asked.


“You look pretty, darling,” Adriana answered.


Amanda’s dress was a white satin strapless tube gown with taffeta for the skirt that had a small flower adornment on the waist. A pair of long elbow-length gloves went with it to make it look more elegant. She was going to dance all night long so she chose a pair of not-so-high heeled shoes. It wouldn’t show anyway because the skirt of the gown was long.


She went for the no make-up look with very thin layer of make-up. She only made her eyes be glittered with glittery eye shadow and her lips glossy with a lip tint. Adriana insisted that she wore a bit of blush on to emphasize her cheekbones and she complied. Her hair was made wavy and was let loose. Adriana added a little bit hair glitter and now she had sparkling hair. 


“Beautiful indeed,” Martina complimented. She smiled and nipped Amanda’s cheek gently. “You should be Fio’s sister.”


Amanda smiled. She said, “But if I were put next to her I wouldn’t look beautiful anymore. She’s too beautiful to be matched.”


“You’re equally beautiful. Adriana said there were many guys who were chasing you and asking you to go this ball with them?” Martina said.


Amanda glared at her mother. “Mama! You told Zia Martina about it?”


“Sorry, darling, I was just so amused!” Adriana apologized. “So, whose offer did you take?”


“No one’s. I decided to go alone, by myself,” Amanda answered.


“But you said Fabio was the most adorable one,” Adriana said.


Amanda shrugged. “I don’t want to let down any of them so I chose no one. I promised them each a dance, though.”


“Wise choice, sweetheart,” Martina said.


Amanda smiled at them. Suddenly, Christian entered the room. He stopped on the doorway a moment or two to adore his sister’s appearance. He grinned at her, nodding his approval. Then he approached her and hugged her by the waist.


“Pretty,” he said.


“Why, thank you, Christian,” Amanda replied. She bent down and kissed his cheeks. 


“There is a letter for you,” Christian said. He issued an envelope from his jacket’s pocket. “Papa and I found it in your mailbox downstairs.”


“Really? From who?” Amanda asked.


“I don’t know. It has no stamp. I wanted to take the stamp for my collection but it has none,” Christian reported.


Amanda took the letter from Christian’s hand and opened it. She read the words inside and her curiosity mounted as she read the beautiful words written on it. It was very simple but eloquent. 

I will meet you at the party. I am looking forward to talk to you and dance with you. You are the sweetest girl I’ve ever met in my whole entire life. Thank you very much. 

Baci e abbraci.


Amanda creased her forehead reading the small message. Who could it be?  


Terry just stared at her closet. She really didn’t know what to wear. And she wasn’t sure she would like to go to this party now. She was not in the mood. Perhaps it would be better if she just skipped this one. 


Irene entered the room. She was all dressed up prettily in a cream colored gown and her long chestnut hair tied up in with a beautiful ribbon. She halted herself when she saw Terry was still sitting down on her bead wearing her bedroom robe.


“Terry, why aren’t you dressed up yet?” Irene asked.


Terry stared at her friend and sighed. She said, “I don’t think I want to go.”


“Why not?” Irene asked. She shook her head. “Oh, but you must! You are going with your boyfriend, aren’t you? Isn’t he Alessio Danizetti the racer, Terry? You must go with him! What would he say?”


Terry smiled dryly. Alessio was exactly the reason why she didn’t want to go. She didn’t feel like facing him tonight. She didn’t want to see him ever again perhaps. Every time she thought about him it was the vision of him and Alessia Mancini in his living room at that time that showed up. She was very sickened every time she thought about it and she always sensed a painful, heartbreaking feeling in her heart.


Irene noticed the look of sorrow in her friend’s face and then she asked worriedly, “Terry, did something happen to you and Alessio?”


Terry looked at Irene and she suddenly just remembered what happened that night once again. And she couldn’t hold the tears back. “I…”


Irene knew instantly that Terry must have been having a problem with her boyfriend. Irene hugged her immediately. “Oh, God, Terry… I am so sorry…”


Terry just cried in Irene’s arms. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She thought she could hold back the tears so she wouldn’t feel as hurt as she would if she cried, but it turned out to be that confining her tears had been a very bad idea because she couldn’t release her pent-up emotions and sentiments. She didn’t want to cry also because she convinced herself that this small matter didn’t deserve shedding a tear for. She had only been going out with Alessio for a very short while and he shouldn’t have mattered for her this much. She told herself that this was normal because she did think Alessio was that kind of person.


But the truth was she couldn’t take this as a light matter. Alessio meant so much for her. She had waited for him for two years and now that he was finally hers something bad happened and it involved him being with an almost naked woman in his living room while she was actually looking forward to meet him for a date. It was even worse than before when he was still dating Laura. At least with Laura, Terry knew Alessio and her were really going out together.


“Oh, Terry, please don’t cry like this… you’re going to make me going to cry too,” Irene said.


Terry laughed tearfully. “Don’t! You’ll ruin your make-up.”


Irene then pulled herself away from her and then squeezed her shoulders. “All right, if you’re not going, then I am not going either. I will stay here with you.”


Terry was surprised to hear that. “No! You must go!”


“Well, I will if you do too,” Irene said.


Terry sighed. “Irene, you’re all dressed up and made-up! What about your date? He would be disappointed?”


“Isn’t that what I said to you?” she challenged lightheartedly.


Terry sighed. She started to chuckle. Irene was right. She did say that to her. Terry finally surrendered, “Fine.”


“Good. Now, get dressed. I know you’re not in the mood but, trust me, after you dress up and put on a beautiful outfit, you will feel much better. You get to feel special,” Irene said.


Terry laughed. Sometimes Irene could be unreasonable but she could make anything unreasonable feel right. So Terry did what her friend suggested. She took her dark purple dress and put it on. Irene helped her with the make-up and when they both walked out of the room, Terry was feeling better than she did before.


“I swear to God, Shez, if I were a model scout I would make you a model!” Licia said to Shez.


Shez laughed. “But I’d have to be several meters taller than now to be a model!”


Licia shrugged. “Your height is fine with me.”


“Yeah, right,” Shez retorted.


“Seriously, I think your size is fine,” Licia said.


Shez laughed again. She couldn’t believe someone actually said she was of the fine size. She always believed that she was either too short or too skinny. Being five feet two didn’t help her at all in any sports, except karate, just because that was the sport she learned since little. And Shez couldn’t believe that the compliment of her height came from someone like Licia Laurentiis. 


As far as Shez was concerned, Licia Laurentiis was a very pleasant woman who was not only exotically beautiful but also intelligently exceptional. She was loud and fun-loving but Shez knew she had plenty of things to fill in her brain that made her smart. Shez needn’t to feel jealous after all. Even if Coco decided to go out with Licia, Shez would be very happy because she thought it was impossible for any guy not to love her.


Coco had brought Shez to his apartment so that she could meet Licia before they go the ballroom party and as soon as the two of them met they were friendly to each other as if they had met each other before and were old friends. Coco left the two of them to chat while he got properly dressed in his room. He deliberately spent a long time in his room to get changed so that Shez and Licia could talk. He wanted the two of them to be friends and he wanted Licia to like Shez very much (which he was sure would happen) so that if he had to bring Shez to his family he would have Licia’s support.


“What is taking Coco so long?” Shez asked.


“Exactly. I don’t know what. Guys usually just put on any clothes they see in front of their eyes the moment they open their closet. But I guess Coco is too dandy to do that,” Licia joked.


Shez chuckled. She nodded. “I agree.”


“I don’t,” Coco said as he walked out of his room. He looked terribly gorgeous now that he was already wearing a dark grayish suit. 


Licia smiled in amazement while Shez was a little surprise he would appear like that. Coco usually wore polo shirts and jeans and that was all. But now he looked very formal and professional. Anyone could have mistaken him for a 30-year-old business executive… with a baby face, of course.


“Ready, Shez?” Coco asked.


Shez nodded. She was too stunned to see Coco’s appearance that she couldn’t speak. Coco offered his hand and Shez took it.


“Oh, the two of you are so perfect together,” Licia said dreamily.


Coco glanced at Shez once again. He had adored the way she looked since the first time he picked her up at her house. She was wearing a dark blood red dress with a deep V collar and thin straps on the shoulders. It was very sexy and it fitted on her skin perfectly, shaping her body. She was petite and had a body any woman would kill for. She put on neutral colored make-up because she was already dark and she didn’t want to overdo her face with wrong colors. She only emphasized her lips with glossy lipstick of terracotta color so that they look more luscious. Coco almost couldn’t hold himself back from kissing her lips.


“You are very beautiful,” Coco breathed.


“Thank you. You look very handsome as well,” Shez returned the compliment.


“I will have the most sensual, most beautiful date at the party tonight,” Coco said.


Licia nodded. “I second that. And, Shez, you are going to have the most dashing date too.”


“Of course!” Shez replied proudly.


Coco was actually elated hearing the way Shez said ‘of course’. He kissed her on the cheeks. And to his surprise, Shez tightened her clasp on Coco’s hand. Coco grinned widely. This was going to be a perfect night for him. 


“Oh my God… is that Professor Laurentiis?”


“I can’t believe that it’s him!” 


“Huh? Oh wow… he’s actually that handsome…”


“Can I marry him instead?”


“Damn, he’s with a girl!”


The female students just couldn’t stop talking about their beloved Professor Laurentiis since the time he stepped inside the ballroom with Stefania. Everyone was amazed seeing him. Everyone already knew that behind the glasses he wore all the time whenever he was teaching or delivering a lecture he was an absolutely handsome man. But they didn’t know his handsomeness was also accompanied by a wonderful charm that could melt hearts.


The other professors in the university were present too in this large-scale ballroom party that was held in one of the largest, grandest and most luxurious hotels in Rome, the Imperial. But none of them looked as handsome as Professor Laurentiis. Even Professor Castellini who looked like a movie star couldn’t match the literature professor’s charm.


Elena and Kayla were sort of startled too seeing their professor. They were now envying Amanda a bit because she had a very good-looking, compelling guardian. Elena was saying to herself that she would love to take Amanda’s place and Kayla was openly admiring him… which made Luca and Daniele exasperated. Not only because they were jealous their dates were admiring someone else but also because the two of them seemed to forget that they were support to open the ballroom party right now.


“Hey! Come on! The committee must start off the dancing to open the party!” Daniele said.


“But everyone’s not here yet!” Kayla hesitated. 


“Ah! Don’t use that reason! We have more than enough here! We don’t need anyone else… come on!” Daniele replied, pointing at the already full ballroom. It seemed that the whole university was there while in truth not everyone was there yet.


“Oh, well,” Elena replied, “Let’s go.”


A few minutes later, the head of university opened the party after explaining that this party was made as a part of their anniversary celebration this year. The music started and the members of the committee from each faculty did the opening dance. After the first song, everyone else began to dance.


Terry came after the third song was finished with Irene and her date. Terry was very wary the moment she entered the room. She was trying to avoid meeting Alessio in this party. She hoped that he was not anywhere there, or else she could just go break down and cry once again in the middle of the revelry. But she was absolutely glad when she didn’t see him anywhere. 


The party used two grand ballrooms – the first for the dancing place and the second for the banquet. The two of them were equally full so it didn’t matter where Terry went first. Irene and her date wanted to see the dancing ballroom first so Terry followed them there. 


“Terry!” someone called.


Terry turned around. Andrea D’Amico appeared. Terry smiled. She was glad it was D’Amico whom she saw first. D’Amico approached her and then greeted her properly, giving her a kiss on the back of her hand and all. 


“Beautiful! You are beautiful! And I can’t believe you’re actually our mechanic!” D’Amico joked.


Terry indeed looked very beautiful in her dark purple dress. The dress was simply cut but it was a shimmering dress with minute diamond sparkles. It didn’t need anything else to be beautiful but Terry was wearing an equally elegant diamond necklace that used to belong to her mother. With her shiny black hair, she absolutely looked feminine this time. No one would ever believe she was actually a female mechanic for one of the best racing teams in the world.


“Wow! Terry! You are gorgeous!” someone said.


Terry and D’Amico turned around. They saw Coco and Shez coming together.


“Hey, Coco! Hello, Shez!” D’Amico greeted. He noticed how beautiful Shez looked, just as stunning as Terry was, and he began to envy Coco and Alessio. How could they have beautiful partners? And he was absolutely alone… single!


“Have you just arrived?” Coco asked D’Amico.


“Yes, only a few minutes before you did,” D’Amico replied.


“How are you, Terry?” Shez asked quietly. 


“I am… fine, I guess,” Terry answered.


Shez reached for her hand and then squeezed it. “Don’t worry, Terry. Everything is going to be all right.”


Terry just gave her a bitter smile and bent her head sadly. D’Amico offered his hand to her. He knew Terry must have had a problem with Alessio. He knew Alessio was probably not coming and he didn’t want Terry to be alone. 


“Would you accompany me for a while?” he asked mildly.


Terry just nodded. She wasn’t expecting Alessio so she decided that D’Amico would be her partner tonight. She held his hand and when Coco suggested they go inside, Terry followed D’Amico to the ballroom.


After they spent time in the banquet ballroom, they went to the other ballroom to check out the music and dancing. On the way, they met Elena and Kayla. Elena and Kayla stopped to chat with Coco, Shez, Terry and D’Amico, who seemed to be delighted to see Kayla once again. He was the first one to greet Kayla and then kissed her hand. Kayla seemed to be slightly abashed with that gentlemanly conduct and she blushed. Terry couldn’t help smiling. She struggled to keep her face straight. It looked like D’Amico had found someone he wanted to be with for at least the next few years ahead.


“Have you seen Amanda? Did she come with you, Terry, Shez?” Elena asked.


Shez shook her head. “I haven’t seen her.”


“Me neither,” Terry said.


“She hasn’t been seen!” Kayla complained. “I wonder what’s keeping her.”


Amanda stepped out of the car. She came late because in the last minutes she decided to take her father along so that he could meet his old colleagues in the university. Paolo wasn’t ready and he had to get ready first before they left. They were already fifteen minutes late when they left the house. Moreover, the taxi came late so they had to wait for another ten minutes. Finally, they arrived at the hotel and Amanda was feeling bad because she had missed the opening of the party. She had promised her friends who were in the committee to dance with them for the opening dance. 


“Come on, Papa!” Amanda said.


“Hold on a minute! I had to pay the driver first,” Paolo replied.


Amanda practically pulled her father’s hand. She dragged him passing the entrance and all the way through the lobby. She couldn’t wait to get to the ballroom. But as she started to ascend the staircase to the ballrooms, which were on the floor above the lobby, someone stopped her by touching her from behind.


Amanda was surprised. She spun herself around to face that person. And to her utter revelation, it was Sandro Laurentiis who was in front of her.


“Sandro…”


“Amanda. Ciao,” he saluted her politely. He saw Amanda’s father and then addressed her politely, “Good evening, sir.”


“Good evening. You are Sandro, Pippo’s brother, aren’t you?” Paolo replied.


“Yes, I am,” Sandro answered with a nod.


“Sandro… I didn’t expect to see you here,” Amanda said uneasily and awkwardly.


Paolo perceived that Sandro wanted to speak privately with Amanda so he excused himself, “Sweetheart, I am going to the toilet for a while. I will be back in a moment.” He then left immediately without waiting for his daughter’s reply.


After he was out of sight, Sandro asked, “Your father is here?”


“Pippo asked them to come here to take care of me because I fell sick… after that night we had a fight,” Amanda said quietly. 


Sandro gazed at her apologetically. He reached for her hand. “I am so sorry for what happened that evening. I was…” He paused, searching for the right words. “I was very rude. I acted like a bastard. I am a bastard. Please forgive me.”


Amanda couldn’t believe her ears. Sandro was apologizing? But then she remembered everything he had said and done to Fio. She was not going to fall for him this time. She was not going to tolerate anything else from him. She was going to be ruthless. Amanda shot him a cold look. 


“I don’t believe you, Sandro.”


Sandro jerked his head up. He stiffened. But the next moment he relaxed. He looked at her intently once more. “Amanda, I am serious this time. I’ve realized everything that I have done. I was very wrong. And… I…” He fell into silence for a very long time after trailing off his sentence. His eyes started to look away. Amanda held her breath. She wanted to know what other things he had to say. He then returned his gaze to her eyes. He finally said, “And I think you are absolutely right.”


That caught Amanda off guard. What did he mean by that?


Sandro continued on to explain, “I… have been thinking, Amanda.”


“About?”


“About what you said,” Sandro said. He heaved a sigh. “I am selfish, I am stupid and I am cruel. I am no different than Marco Di Vaio. I shouldn’t have hated Fio for what her brother did to me. I shouldn’t have used you as my escape or my tool. I shouldn’t have done everything I did to Fio. I should have been able to accept her the way she is… because I truly love her.” He held his breath for a while before he finally released it and said, “I want her back, Amanda.”


His eyes had sheen of tears on them. He repeated his last words emotionally, “I want her back and I want her to be a part of my life once again.”


Amanda cried then and there. She stared at Sandro with flooding tears from her eyes. Sandro pulled her close and then hugged her tightly. She was crying out of relief. She had been waiting for him to say something like that. This was all she wanted to hear from him. And Amanda was sure Fio would love to hear those words as well. She was also glad that she didn’t have to hate him anymore. She was so happy that her sobs began to become more violent than before.


“Amanda… don’t cry! Please! Did I say something wrong again?” Sandro asked.


Amanda released herself from him. She shook her head vehemently. “No, no! You didn’t! Oh, Sandro… I am so happy you’ve said all that!” She tiptoed on her feet and then reached for his cheeks. She kissed him gently. “Thank you… this means a lot to me.”


“Why?” Sandro asked curiously. “You are so passionate about this problem and it’s not even your problem.”


“Because there is nothing else that could make me happier than to see my friend happy. I want to see Fio be happy so that I can be happy too,” Amanda answered.


Sandro’s heart almost broke hearing that statement. She was truly the most amazing girl he had ever met besides Fio. The two of them were fit to be sisters because they were both lovely and amazing like that. In response, Sandro leaned forward to give her a kiss on her temple. At the same time Paolo returned. He smiled inwardly seeing what happened between Amanda and Sandro.


“Ready, kids?” Paolo asked.


Sandro and Amanda broke their contact immediately. They were embarrassed that her father caught them doing what they were doing. But Paolo didn’t seem to make a big deal out of it. Amanda reached for her father’s hand and each of her arms were now linked by Sandro and Paolo as they climbed the stairs.


“Did you get my message?” Sandro whispered on her ears.


“What message?” Amanda asked.


“That message that I signed only with baci e abbraci,” Sandro clarified.


Amanda’s eyes were wide open hearing that. “You sent that?”


“Of course. Couldn’t you guess?”


“Of course not!”


Sandro smiled. “Yes, well… I sent that. And I wanted to let you know that I want to be your partner tonight.”


Amanda smiled. “I am sorry but you have to wait in line for that.”


“Why?” Sandro asked. “Are you with a date?”


“No, but I was asked by around eight guys to come to this party. I don’t know why, suddenly everyone started to chase me. Yesterday, someone gave me a flower and the guys started to call me Dolcezza all of a sudden. I am so confused,” Amanda told him, wrinkling her nose. “Not that I don’t like it, but I think it’s just so weird to have so many guys chasing after you. I am not Fio enough to handle all those offers.”


“Who offered for you anyway?” Sandro laughingly asked.


“One of them is Fabio Orlandini and the others…”


Sandro actually widened his eyes. He then asked her in a choked voice as he was stifling his laughter, “He did? Fabio finally asked you out?”


“You know him?”


“Amanda, Fabio is a good friend of mine and he…” Sandro said. He didn’t continue because he wanted to laugh. He managed to just chuckle in front of her. “Fabio has liked you since the first time you came to the university but he was too shy to ask you out. Besides, there was Ethan and he was afraid Ethan would hit him if he had found out. So, finally he had the guts to actually ask you out.”


“He’s a perfectly adorable man. He’s so handsome and so witty,” Amanda commented.


“Of course. He is like me,” Sandro joked.


Amanda nudged him. Sandro then congratulated her, “Congratulations, Miss Maldini, you are now the queen of the campus.”


“Aww, can I just be the princess? I want Fio to be the queen!” Amanda said.


Sandro laughed. He agreed, “I agree… but we have to find her first.”


Amanda was even more ecstatic with that statement. Sandro was finally going to help her and the others to find Fio. This time Amanda felt very confident they could find her. 


“Oh my God…” Luca said.


“What?” Elena asked.


“Oh my God…” Coco said too.


“What is it?” Terry asked.


“Oh my God…” D’Amico joined in.


“Huh?” Kayla asked.


As they looked around now they could see most of the male eyes were fixed on the dancing ballroom entrance. Terry, Shez, Elena and Kayla were very curious. They turned around to see what was making them look like that. But when they found out what the reason was, they understood perfectly and they couldn’t quite agree more with the appreciative gazes these males were shooting at… they were meant for Amanda.


Amanda’s entrance wasn’t the only reason why everyone was staring fixedly at her. The professors and deans were also looking at her because they couldn’t believe the man whose hand she was holding on her right. It was Paolo Maldini and they were thrilled to see him back in Rome again. And the girls were all staggered to find out that Amanda was also accompanied by an Alessandro Laurentiis, one of the debonairly handsomest seniors in the university.   


“Oh my God… that is Sandro…” Pippo whispered to himself. “And Amanda…”


Soon enough, Paolo was called up to meet the other professors. He gladly joined his old colleagues and they were soon engaged in a serious conversation. Amanda smiled. She knew his father was going to have a great time with the other professors. He didn’t even say goodbye to her! 


“Your father is so enthusiastic,” Sandro commented.


“He is always like that when meeting old friends,” Amanda said then she recounted the time when he actually met Fio’s father. Sandro laughed hearing that story.


“Hey, look! There is Coco and the others! Let’s go to them!” Amanda said. She pulled Sandro’s hand and for the second time that night she dragged someone across the room.


Coco and the others were rather shocked to see Amanda and Sandro together, especially the ones who knew what had happened between them the last time. D’Amico was speechless because he couldn’t believe yet another one of those brothers was with yet another gorgeous girl. He was really, really jealous now. Luca and Daniele were just plain shocked.


“Hi, everyone. Elena, Kayla, sorry I am late. You see my father wanted to come and I waited for him first… wow, you all look very beautiful! Terry, Shez… wow!” Amanda said. She continued to blab while her friends were still assessing what was going on between Amanda and Sandro. After a long chatter, Amanda said, “And this is such a beautiful party!”


No one replied her. Amanda stared at them bemusedly. “Guys, what’s wrong?”


“I thought you and Sandro…” Elena started.


“Sandro, where have you been?” Coco asked at the same time.


“You are so beautiful,” Luca and Daniele said that very moment.


“Wow!” D’Amico finally expressed his opinion of Amanda.


“Are you sure you don’t want to be a model?” Shez repeated what Licia had repetitively asked her before.


“Amanda… is that you?” Terry said laughingly in disbelief.


“Where did you get that dress?” Kayla asked.


Amanda blinked. Her friends sounded crazy. None of them were asking or saying words of the same topic and she didn’t know how to answer them. Sandro chuckled seeing her perplexity. And he couldn’t help laughing when Amanda turned to him and asked, “What did they say again?”


A few hours later, they were approaching the end of the party and Pippo was the most relieved that it was going to be over soon. He somehow couldn’t stand being there. He felt suffocated. But he knew it wasn’t because of the crowd. He felt very uneasy, nervous and anxious that night. When he was young, he was quite neurotic. But as he grew up he never felt that way anymore. His neuroticism had lessened over the years and he rarely felt like that anymore unless something absolutely dangerous was happening.


But tonight, he had felt like that. The worst thing was he didn’t know why he was like that once again. When he came to this party, he felt perfectly fine. But now he was about to go crazy. He could feel his cold sweat. And everything that was happening around him annoyed him.


He waited impatiently for the committee to do the final thing… and that was to announce the King and Queen of the Autumn Ball. He felt like grabbing the announcement letter from the host’s hands and announcing it by himself so that they could just get it over with.


The host of the party, a senior named Nicola from the faculty of science, appeared on the stage and he was grinning very widely.


“Well, everyone, the party is about to end… but before that, we would like to announce who the King and Queen of the Autumn Ball is. The committee has been observing the party all night and they finally decided on who the winners are… this night, there will be two people who will take the title king and queen. But to announce the winners, let us get two of the most sensational people in this Autumn Ball. And why they are sensational?” Nicola winked. “Because they were the only ones who could make us all become static when they entered this ballroom!” He smiled and called out two names, “Amanda Fossa and Professor Laurentiis… would you do the honor of announcing the King and Queen of the Autumn Ball?”


Everyone cheered after that. Indeed everyone agreed to what Nicola had said. Amanda and Pippo both had made a sensational appearance. Amanda was also quite the star of the night. It was no secret that she had been pursued by so many guys and each and every one of them had literally lined up to dance with her tonight. 


Pippo had to hold back his smile because of what Nicola had said about him as he walked forward to the stage. Amanda came from another side and they met just a few meters away from the stage. When they did meet, Pippo stopped to offer her his hand.


“Ciao, Professore! I’ll bet you made quite an entrance tonight, huh?” Amanda teased.


“But you made more of an entrance than I did, Amy,” Pippo replied.


Amanda chuckled. “What did you do, Professore? Wore a lion mask?” Pippo laughed with her. 


Nicola greeted the two of them. He then teased the two of them, “Professore, Amanda, we noticed how astonishing your entrance and appearance tonight… too bad you two didn’t come together! If you had, we would have chosen you as the King and Queen.”


Amanda blushed slightly while Pippo laughed. Nicola continued, “All right… now, because everyone is waiting for it, will you announce the winners?”


Amanda replied, “Sure. Where is the announcement?”


Nicola handed her the envelope. Amanda naturally pulled Pippo closer to her and when she did that, Stefania’s eyes were blazing with jealousy. Somehow she could only see the way they were both standing close to each other like they were doing now as a very intimate pose. She almost broke the glass of drink she was holding in her hand.


Amanda had a little trouble opening the envelope. Pippo helped her at once. And come what may, Pippo just felt something very strange when he came into contact with Amanda. He paused for a while. So did Amanda. Apparently she felt that ‘something’ too. They then looked into each other’s eyes for a quick second and Pippo suddenly couldn’t take his eyes off hers. 


Sandro and Coco grimaced. They somehow noticed what was happening between their brother and Amanda. Elena, Kayla, Shez and Terry did too. They held their breath, impatient to see what would happen next.


Nicola’s voice broke their concentration on each other. “Right, we are about to find out who the winners are…” 


Amanda returned from her brief trance. She managed to open the envelope now. She then handed the content of it to Pippo. Pippo read it first and although he was surprised to see who the winners were, he managed to look calm and straight. He gave the paper to Amanda. When Amanda read the names, she gasped. Then a smile broke on her face. She inquired Pippo with her eyes if he was ready to say the names simultaneously. Pippo nodded.


Together they announced, “Francesco Laurentiis and Shehnaz Hakeem.”


The crowd broke into a great applause while Shez and Coco blinked, unmoving and still on their spots. Everyone cheered for them. The loud applause wouldn’t stop and everyone started to demand Coco and Shez to go up the stage together and receive their prizes. Terry smiled seeing Shez and Coco. She hugged Shez and then pushed her forward to go to the stage. Massimo, Gennaro and some other of Coco’s friends appeared and they pushed Coco forward too. 


Finally Coco regained his senses and he smiled at Shez. He led Shez to the stage. Nicola cheered, “Eccoli! Il re e la regina! Congratulazione! Bravi!”


Shez and Coco received their presents after Amanda, Pippo and Nicola congratulated them. Amanda hugged Shez tightly while Pippo and Coco shook hands laughingly. Everyone was given the pleasure to see the professor and his brother actually interacting with each other. Even though many of them knew that Coco and Pippo were brothers but they had never actually seen them together and talking to each other.


“All right! Good! Now, the King and Queen will close this party with a dance!” Nicola said. “Per favore, Shez, Coco, will you close the Autumn Ball with a dance?”


“Sure,” Coco answered casually. He took Shez’s hand and he escorted Shez down the stage and to the center of the room. Nicola asked the music to play. The serenade began and Coco and Shez danced together.


In the middle of the dim lights of the ballroom, Coco whispered to Shez, “See, I told you I was going to have the most beautiful date this evening and everyone approved of that.”


“I couldn’t agree more,” Shez replied.


Coco smiled and then he kissed her affectionately on her temples. Shez looked up to him and smiled back. She didn’t hesitate anymore after that. She leaned on Coco’s chest and pulled closer to him. Coco smiled. It was “finally…”


“Bye, Professor!” Amanda said to Pippo when they were at the lobby and Pippo was about to leave with Stefania.


“Bye, Amanda…” he replied. “Sandro, make sure you take her home safely, or else I am going to be the one to answer to her father.” Actually, he wasn’t that worried anymore because Amanda and Sandro had explained to him that they were genuinely friends again right now and they sincerely promised that they would try to be amiable to each other from now on. 


“Oh, don’t worry… I will,” Sandro said.


“Pippo, please, can we go now?” Stefania impatiently said.


“Oh, yes, Stefania. Let’s go,” Pippo said. 

Amanda smiled at Stefania cordially and said goodbye as well. “Bye, Stefania!”

Stefania nodded but didn’t say anything else or smile. Amanda was taken aback. She felt hurt. How could she be so cold? What was her problem with her anyway? 

Pippo suddenly felt displeased. Stefania was quite discourteous by doing that to Amanda. When he spoke again his voice was of a rigid tone, “See you later, everyone.” He then excused himself very curtly and then walked away. He didn’t take Stefania’s hand this time. Stefania frowned furiously. She couldn’t believe Pippo was not offering her his hand. She then followed her from behind with the same rigidity as Pippo was showing.


They were gone in moments and Sandro said to Amanda, “Don’t be too sad, Amanda. Stefania is like that. She’s so possessive.”


“She’s so cold,” Amanda commented shortly.


Coco and Shez appeared. “Hey, you two… ready to go home?” Coco asked.


“Let’s!” Amanda said.


Terry showed up. “Hey, can I hitch a ride with you?” she asked.


“What happened to D’Amico?” Sandro asked. He had heard from Shez and Coco what happened between her and Alessio. Amanda had been told as well and she was strictly told not to bring up the matter in front of Terry. So all night long, she had been straining herself not to say anything to Terry about the problem although actually she wanted to soothe her.


Terry giggled. “I think he’s agreed to take someone else home…”


“Let me guess… Kayla is it?” Amanda asked.


Elena came. She was hysterical. “Wow! Amanda! You won’t believe this! That driver guy, Andrea D’Amico, just offered Kayla to take her home!”


Amanda and Terry laughed and gave each other a knowing look. Sandro then said, “Right, let’s go home now!” He asked Elena, “Have you got a ride?”


Elena nodded. “I am going home with Luca… or Daniele… Oh, I don’t know! They are still fighting over it…”


Amanda giggled. “Oh my God… you have two guys fighting over who is going to take you home, Kayla has a famous race driver who is willing to take her home and I had to dance twenty times tonight with twenty different guys! This is lovely, isn’t it?”


“I love it when you are sarcastic, Amanda,” Shez replied laughingly. Amanda stuck out her tongue and laughed again.


Suddenly Kayla came running to them. She wasn’t at all concerned with ladylike manners in getting to meet her friends. She seemed hysterical as well. The others thought it was because D’Amico offered her a ride home. 


“Kayla, what’s the matter?” Elena asked.


“Hey, listen to this… I have big news!” she said.


“We heard about D’Amico,” Amanda joked.


“Andrea? No, it’s not about him!” Kayla said impatiently. She took a deep breath and then announced with a whisper, “It’s about Fio!”


Everyone became quiet after that. Sandro stiffened immediately. Amanda saw him looking very tense. Kayla looked at Sandro and she said as she kept staring at him, “It’s all been settled.”


“What has been settled?” Coco finally asked, breaking the nerve-wrecking silence.
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Chapter 66


After Kayla had told them the news about what the police were going to do for the investigation of Fio’s case, none of them could rest for a while. Everyone was very anxious. They didn’t want to go home after that. Elena reluctantly went home with Luca and Daniele (they couldn’t decide who should take her home so they both took her home), Kayla almost told D’Amico that she would rather wait for her parents to come and pick her up, Coco wanted to linger to discuss this with the others (Shez had to remind him three times that he had the task of taking her and Terry home) and Amanda and Sandro couldn’t help feeling nervous.


Today, they decided to meet again at Kayla’s house so they could find out what the result was immediately. So now Kayla, Elena, Amanda, Shez, Terry, Coco and Sandro were sitting in Kayla’s house’s living room. They were packed in the small, cosy living room – all of them were uneasy.


“Oh, God… I can’t keep on with the suspense anymore! Kay, call your father, will you?” Amanda said.


“I can’t. My father told me that he would tell me everything when he’s home. He promised to come home soon, though. He couldn’t show his colleagues that he’s doing us a favor – who are we? We’re just a bunch of young people who’s concerned with our friend,” Kayla said dryly.


“I am not used to of waiting!” Sandro complained.


Coco smiled amusedly and then teased his brother, “And that what makes you and Pippo so alike with each other… you two are never patient! So bossy, so hold-your-horses!”


Everyone laughed, including Kayla and Elena. Amanda had told her what she did to Pippo and her friends now knew that Amanda and their professor had a very close relationship so that she could ‘reprimand’ him like that.


Amanda blushed, though, when Coco teased Sandro like that. She nudged Coco. “Do you really have to remind me of that?”


“Oh, come on… trust me, Amy, Pippo needs to be treated that way! He’s so bossy… I wonder why you girls in the university adore him very much! You should see him outside the university!” Coco said.


Everyone laughed again. Elena then said, “Well, if he’s handsome, who cares if he’s bossy?”


“I would care,” Amanda said with a frown. “I hate bossy men.”


“By the way, Sandro, what changed your mind to help us find Fio? God woke you up?” Shez asked.


Sandro gave them a soft smile. Amanda smiled proudly at him. This was the Sandro she knew – the friendly, quiet and reserved Sandro who seemed incapable of hurting people.


“No, it wasn’t God. It was Amanda,” Sandro said.


“Oh!” everyone said except for Amanda, who grinned rather proudly.


But then, Terry furrowed her eyebrows and said, “Amanda? But I thought she failed to convince you…”


“Well, I didn’t comply immediately to her wish to help you find Fio but after I went home that night, after she had spoken to me, I felt this great urge to strangle myself… for being the person Amanda said I was and then I realized that perhaps she was right all along and I gave her wish a thought,” Sandro said. 


Coco laughed. He smirked and then asked his brother in a knowing tone, “Okay, Sandro… just spill it out… what did she say about you that made you change your mind?” 


Sandro smiled sheepishly. “Well, first she said that she hated me very much and she wanted me to die and lie in a cold grave for hurting her. Then she said I was an ass, a bastard and I was almost not human… and, finally, she said that I should have never been born so that I would have never met Fio at all. Oh, and then she likened me to Marco Di Vaio and I refuse to be likened to him so…”


Everyone burst out laughing. Kayla and Elena nudged Amanda. They could not believe Amanda dared to say those words. The Amanda they knew back from high school was so incapable of saying things like that so her two friends were amazed. But, then again, in her situation – having had to face such a stubborn person like Sandro – words like those might just be very, very effective. Well, it was effective. Sandro’s presence with them there was proof.


“But what really hit me was that my mother confirmed everything that Amanda said about me and she told me that I should be ashamed of myself for treating Fio like I did,” Sandro added.


“You met Mama? When? Where?” Coco asked.


“Well, I went home to Naples,” Sandro answered.


Terry and Shez laughed. So, that’s where the Laurentiis brothers like to escape to when they have a problem!


“Like Coco, like Sandro – you brothers!” Amanda mocked.


“Your mother confirmed everything that Amanda said? Wow!” Kayla said.


“Exactly,” Sandro said, “She said that Amanda was very sensible and accurate. Whatever that means!”


Everyone laughed again. Suddenly, the doorbell rang. Kayla’s mother appeared from the kitchen and she dashed to the door.


“I’ll get it, Kayla! I am waiting for a friend of mine to come!” she said as she passed by the living room.


Kayla made face. She whispered to her friends, “Oh, I hope she doesn’t bring her friend inside… all of my mother friends are chatterboxes!”


The next minute Kayla’s mother appeared. She said, “Kayla, dear, I am sorry… my friends are coming. I need the living room. Can you move somewhere with your friends?”


Kayla shot her friends an I-told-you-so look and then she said, “Come on, let’s hang out in my front garden. It’s so much better there.”


Five minutes later, they were all sitting down under a big tree in front of Kayla’s house, in the garden. Kayla’s house was not too big but the front and backyards were spacious and comfortable for afternoon lounging. Coco took the lounging part seriously, he lied down on the grass with his head on Shez’s lap while Shez and Terry sat back and leaned on the tree trunk. Amanda, Kayla and Elena sat down across them and Sandro was standing, also leaning to the tree, next to Terry.


“This is a heavenly spot,” Coco said. “It reminds me of the tree back home in Naples.”


“Ah! You used to fall off that tree!” Sandro remarked.


“I am curious now… just how does your house look like?” Amanda asked inquisitively.


“It’s like Kayla’s house but bigger. The house is bigger, it has two wings – west and east – and the yards are like these but also bigger,” Coco explained. 


“Why such a big house?” Kayla asked. “I always prefer small houses.”


“Come on! There are four of them brothers in that family… can you imagine what a small house would look like with them running around?” Shez replied.


Kayla laughed. Elena nodded. Amanda snapped her fingers and said, “Good point!”


Suddenly a black car pulled up in front of the house, on the driveway. As soon as the engine stopped, a man came out of it. Kayla’s eyes suddenly brightened. It was her father who came. Amanda and Elena straightened up at once. Sandro, Coco, Shez and Terry were looking very curious. Kayla’s father saw his daughter and her friends and then he smiled looking at them. He entered the gates and then approached Kayla and her friends.


“Ciao, tutti!” he greeted. He looked around to her friends and then introduced himself, “You must be Kayla’s friends. I am her father. My name is Bruno Mazza. How do you do?”


“Papa, how did it go? Did you find the address? Where is Fio right now?” Kayla asked immediately without even letting her friends answer his greeting.


“Calm down, Kayla,” Bruno said.


“We’re all dying to find out here! Just tell us!” Kayla said.


Everyone was looking at Bruno very intently, all eyes were wide with hope, and they were waiting for him to tell them where Fio was.


Bruno sighed. “Unfortunately, we couldn’t find her.”


“WHAT?!” everyone shouted. “Why not?! How can it be?”


They started to complain all at once and Bruno covered his ears from the noise. He raised his hands, halting them and asking them to wait for his explanation. Amanda hushed the others and they were all quiet once again.


“Sir, why couldn’t they find her? Did you get the address?” Sandro asked exasperatedly. 


“Yes, couldn’t they just find the person who had that address?” Amanda asked.


“Well, this person… this Ferrante_A@tin.it person had registered using an address that was located in Salerno. When we contacted the house, no one answered it. Even when we asked the Salerno police to come there, there was no one. The house was empty,” Bruno explained.


Sandro became positively livid in one second. He stared blankly and disbelievingly at Kayla’s father. He gulped and then asked, “Ferrante? The first initial was “A”? What’s his full name?”


“They didn’t give us the first name. Just A. Ferrante and the address was in Salerno,” Bruno said. He gave Sandro the complete address.


“Oh my God…” Sandro whispered.


“What? What is the matter?” Amanda asked. She had a feeling Sandro knew something. 


Sandro then turned to the others. “She is very close to us all along!” he said.


“WHAT? How come?” Terry asked.


“Sandro, do you know something? If you do, spill it out already!” Shez said.


“Do you know something about this?” Bruno asked.


He looked at his friends and announced, “A Ferrante is actually… Antonio Ferrante.”


“Who’s Antonio?” Coco asked, dumbfounded.


“Antonio?” Elena repeated the name. She had no clue who the name reminded her of.


But Amanda caught the meaning immediately. She grabbed Sandro’s jacket and strangled it. “You mean… Antonio? Antonio as in the waiter that works in Primavera?”


Everyone gasped. Moreover when Sandro nodded the confirmation. He said, “Yes, Antonio’s surname is Antonio Ferrante. I know that Antonio comes from Salerno – that is his hometown. His parents still live there, in that address!”


“Oh my God…” everyone gasped again.


“Quick! We have to find him!” Amanda said. She turned to Bruno. “Mr. Mazza! Let’s go!” She didn’t wait any longer for any reply from Kayla’s father. She quickly said to her friends, “We have to go and find Antonio quickly! NOW!”


No one stayed glued to their places more than one second. Everyone dashed off to find Fio. They got her!


Amanda and Sandro went to La Primavera. Kayla and Elena went to the police station with Mr. Mazza while Coco, Shez and Terry went to Fio’s house to tell Fio’s parents about their finding. Amanda said her mother was with Martina today in Martina’s house so she said that if they could not get to see Martina, they should ask for Adriana and tell the message to her.


“Hurry, Sandro!” Amanda said, practically jumping on her seat in Sandro’s car.


“We can’t go any faster… this traffic sucks!” Sandro replied.


They arrived at Primavera an eternity later. After the car stopped, Amanda jumped out first and she dashed inside the restaurant, asking the first waiter she saw where Antonio was. A few moments after, Sandro entered the restaurant and he grabbed that waiter’s collar and demanded him to tell them where Antonio was. At the same time, Antonio appeared from the kitchen door. He was startled to see what was going on there.


“Sandro! What is the matter here?” Antonio asked.


Sandro released the waiter’s collar and then he advanced towards Antonio. He couldn’t help it any longer. He must know where Fio was.  


“What is this? Amanda, what’s the problem?” Antonio asked.


Sandro hissed, “Tell me where Fio is, damn it!”


The change in Antonio’s face was obvious. Amanda and Sandro knew right away Antonio had been keeping Fio all along. Antonio then stonily said, “What do you mean where Fio is? I don’t understand what you’re talking about!” 


Amanda clutched his sleeves. “Antonio, please, tell me… where is Fio? We need to know? Please?”


Antonio drew back. “I don’t know what you mean with all this!”


“Damn, Antonio! Just tell us! We know everything already!” Sandro said.


Amanda begged him, “Antonio, please… we know that you are hiding Fio somewhere… please tell us where she is. Her parents are very sad! We are also very sad! We need to find her!”


Antonio then ran off to the kitchen. Amanda and Sandro chased him. Antonio headed straight to the back door. They followed him there too. Amanda managed to catch Antonio’s hand. She grabbed his arm and then forced him to face her.


“Antonio! I beg you! I just want to see my friend,” Amanda pleaded even more gravely.


Sandro tiredly said, “Antonio… just give her what she wants.”


Antonio suddenly turned around and then he poked Sandro. “Damn it! I can’t tell you where she is! You are just going to hurt her even more! You’ve done enough to make her like that, Sandro!”


Sandro replied immediately, “Don’t think I know about that, Antonio? I know what I’ve done! That’s why I must find her… I want to make it up to her and apologize!”


His friend was resistant. “I am not going to tell you where she is!”


“Antonio! This is no time to play around… we mean it. And I don’t want to find her just for my personal reasons. Do you have any idea how her mother is suffering?”


“Oh, then you’re going to send her back to her house, huh? With that bastard, scum of the earth, brother of hers near her is just going to make her situation worse!” Antonio yelled heatedly.


“We’re going to tell her parents about this… they’re going to protect her from Marco!” Sandro reasoned.


Antonio clenched his fists and jaws. He told them with dead finality, “No.”


Amanda couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted to kick Antonio but at the same time she couldn’t because she knew Antonio’s reasons were logical. She clenched her fists and then turned to Sandro. Tears were already streaming down from her eyes.


“Oh, no, Amanda! You are not going to waste anymore tears for this!” Sandro warned.


But Amanda just stared at him with glistening eyes. Her lips were trembling because she was struggling the tears. Sandro looked at her warningly and said, “Amanda… you can’t cry anymore. Remember your eyes!”


“Sandro,” she said slowly with a raw voice, “Just take me to her, please… I need to see her.”


Sandro sighed. He turned to Antonio and asked him once again, this time he was pleading for real, “Antonio, I beg you… we need to find her. Please tell us where she is.”


Antonio was still standing there defiantly. He shook his had and said quietly, “I can’t. I am not going to. I promised her.”


Amanda had had enough. She tugged on Sandro’s sleeve and then said, “Sandro, you know where he lives. Let’s go look for her there! Please, let’s go now.”


Sandro stared at Antonio disappointedly. He gave him a sincerely apologetic look. Then he faced Amanda and said to her, “All right. Let’s go.”


Amanda pulled Sandro’s hand immediately and dragged her to the parking lot. Antonio cursed and kicked a small rock next to him. He could not afford them finding Fio! Fio would go ballistic! Antonio then sighed. Amanda was so determined and he could see that it was affecting her very much, emotionally. He couldn’t help pitying Amanda… he had heard from Fio that Amanda had done too much already for her. 


He didn’t know what he could do now. 


Or perhaps…


I can get there first before they do… I must warn her!


The telephone rang almost furiously. Fio jumped from her seat because of surprise. She quickly reached the telephone and answered it.


“Pronto?” she asked.


“Fio? It’s me, Antonio. Listen, move out of there as soon as possible! I’ll meet you at the station,” Antonio said hurriedly.


“What, why?” Fio replied.


“Just do what I say! Just do it!” Antonio ordered.


Fio knew something must have happened. “Antonio,” she asked worriedly, “Did something happen?”


“Yes, damn it!” Antonio said furiously. “Somehow, Amanda and Sandro found out where you are… and they’re coming there as soon as possible!”


Fio froze on spot. What she feared happened – someone found out where she was. What was worse… it was Sandro Laurentiis. She became extremely scared now. The memory of what he confronted her that day in the toilet came back to her mind and she was shaking now because of it. Fio replaced the phone on its receiver immediately, hanging up on Antonio. She stayed away from the phone as if it were a poisonous snake.


Then, in the speed of lightning, she dashed to the room she had been occupying to get her things. She must get out of there as soon as possible. Five minutes later, she managed to pack her bags and then dragged them out from Antonio’s apartment. She descended the stairs in a hurry. Twice she tripped but she didn’t think of the pain. All she cared about was getting herself out of there before anyone comes to take her… take her back to the world she belonged to… the world she loathed because her brother and Sandro was in it.


Once she was outside, she headed towards the bus stop immediately. She was going to take the first bus to go to the bus station so she could get out of town immediately.


But to her utter terror, suddenly someone shouted, “FIO!”


Fio stopped dead. She went pale in less than a second. She was dead now – they had found her. Sandro was going to hurt her once more.


The next thing she knew, someone spun her around abruptly and then hugged her tightly as if she would never be released anymore. It took her a few moments long to find out who it was. It was Amanda. Amanda was holding her in her arms and that friend of hers was crying and sobbing very violently that Fio could feel her own heart breaking. 


“How could you have left me alone!” Amanda furiously said in between tears. She sobbed. “You didn’t… didn’t leave me any messages! You only gave me one message… and you said you were not coming back! How dare you? I needed you! I needed you to be there for me!” Amanda wept even more. “Damn it! And now you’re running away again… from ME! I am your friend! I want to be with you but you ran away!”


Amanda was crying so vehemently that Fio couldn’t help it anymore. She started crying too. Amanda hugged her more tightly. Amanda didn’t feel like letting her go. She wasn’t going to ever again!


People started swarming all over the place. First, the police squad came. Then, Fio’s father and his assistants and guards arrived. Next, the other friends arrived with Fio’s and Amanda’s mothers. Finally, Antonio arrived.


Sandro told everyone to stay back for a while because Amanda and Fio were still very emotionally sensitive right now. He said that if anyone wanted to come near them, they might as well do it very carefully.


Meanwhile, Amanda and Fio had reduced their crying and they were now staring at each other. Both of their eyes were still very, very wet with tears.


“How did you find me?” Fio asked finally. Her voice was hoarse because of crying.


“The police asked Telecom Italia Net to give them Antonio’s address from the username of his e-mail,” Amanda said.


“I was hoping that you didn’t have to find me,” Fio confessed.


Amanda became angry hearing that. “Damn it! How could you? I was worried! Of course I want to find you…”


“But, I can’t go back…” Fio said nervously. Then she caught a glimpse of Sandro. “I can’t, Amanda… Sandro would hurt me. My brother would kill me.”


Amanda was so tired of hearing about Sandro and Marco. She’d like to kick those two guys – although she knew Sandro was not being a menace anymore – because they were giving Fio so much trouble.


Amanda held Fio’s shoulders tightly and she said determinedly, “I am not going to let them touch you at all! I will protect you from them! They will never be able to hurt you! They have to get over my dead body first! You hear me? They are not going to touch you at all! But you must promise me you will come back!”


Amanda turned around and she saw how impatient Billy and Martina were. She then also saw Marco behind his father. It looked like Marco had managed to come. Sandro was standing next to Coco and the two adversaries were giving each other sharp looks from their eyes. Amanda frowned. She wasn’t going to let anyone hurt Fio.


“Fio,” she said, returning to her friend, “Listen to me… your family wants to meet you… badly! They’ve missed you…”


Fio began to shake again. She tried to get away once more. “No, no, no! Marco is there!”


Amanda held her arms tightly. “No, Marco is not going to do anything to you… I guarantee… I’ll keep him away. But you must come with me together to meet your parents. Okay?”


Fio looked extremely and genuinely scared. Amanda sighed. She must force her to face her parents. Then Amanda took her hand and started to pull her ahead, towards her parents. Fio struggled but Amanda’s grip was strong enough to keep her follow her. Slowly, they moved ahead. Everyone watched them intently. 


Amanda succeeded in bringing her to her family. She stopped a few steps away from Fio’s parents, still holding Fio’s hand. She looked at her friend’s parents and then said, “Eccola. Fio is here.”


“Oh, Fio…” Martina said. She broke down and cried and she ran to hug her daughter. And once again Fio cried but this time it was in her mother’s arms. Billy joined them and they all cried together.


After a long while, finally Billy stopped hugging his daughter. He kissed her on the forehead and then paid attention to Bruno Mazza who was inquiring for some details from him. Martina still hugged Fio. But then, Marco came forward to join his mother and sister and the most outrageous thing happened. 


Fio saw Marco and she just went ballistic. She started to scream and shout. She struggled to break free from her mother’s embrace. Martina was startled to see her daughter like that. Fio began to stammer next. She was mumbling things, begging Marco not to hurt her. Everyone was staggered. Marco didn’t understand what her problem was so he just came forward even closer. Fio panicked. The look of horror showed in her face.


Antonio then came rushing forward. He pulled Fio back and then hugged her protectively. “Fio, Fio… it’s okay! Don’t worry! He’s not going to hurt you!”


Amanda sensed that Fio was purely terrified with her brother now. And Marco seemed very dangerous now. He was looking at Antonio as if he could strangle him. Amanda moved forward again. 


“Marco, stay away from her!” Amanda said loudly.


Marco turned to her. He stared at her precariously. Then he scathingly told her, “Get away! You are of no business here.”


Sandro heard what his enemy was saying to Amanda and he was heated immediately. He started to move towards Marco to get a piece of him. Coco sensed what Sandro was up to and he held his brother back immediately.


“Sandro! NO!” Coco warned. 


Shez and Terry also tried to hold him back. Amanda was not intimidated, though. She stared at Marco defiantly with her chin raised up. She retorted just as scathingly, “I am of business here. You are the one who is not. You are just one stupid bastard who is heartless and callous. You don’t deserve to be Fio’s brother at all.”


Marco was angry enough to move in front of her. The two of them looked as if they were about to fight. And seeing the clenched fists of the two people, it might just happen. Amanda and Marco looked into each other’s eyes sharply.


“What? You want to hit me? Go ahead and show me what you’re made of, Marco! I am not afraid of you! I don’t mind dying as long as that means Fio will be safe from you!” Amanda said.


“Why, you…”


Sandro came in time to cover Amanda before Marco had a chance to lay his hands on her. A fight looked about to happen. Bruno, Billy and several policemen ran to break Sandro and Marco before they even made contact.


“What is going on here?” Billy demanded. Since Sandro and Marco were both eyeing each other dagger-like and dangerously, Billy repeated his question but with a softer tone to Amanda. “Amanda, what is going on?”


“Zio, if there is anyone guilty for Fio’s escape and her behavior just then, that person is Marco!” Amanda said. She shot him a sharp look as she continued to tell Billy, who was startled, “Marco has been locking Fio up and guarding her ever since he found out that Sandro,” she pointed her finger to Sandro, showing Billy who he was, “and Fio like each other. You see, Marco and Sandro were enemies. They once almost killed each other!”


While Martina and some other people who listened to that statement gasped, Amanda continued with the truth, “Since then, they loathe, despise and hate each other to death and they continue to threaten each other. Fio happens to like Sandro and because of this stupid fight that Marco started with Sandro, Sandro hates her too. The reason Fio escaped was because that every time she was near Sandro, Marco threatened to harm the two of them and every time Marco tries to harm Sandro, Sandro always blames it on Fio!”


Billy gazed incredulously at his son and his son’s adversary. He looked extremely dazed. Amanda went on to say, “Zio, for Fio’s well-being, I suggest that Fio is kept in a secure place where Marco, and Sandro too, cannot do her harm… at least for now!”


“Amanda!” Sandro protested.


But she cut him, “Sandro! You know very well that Fio is in no condition to meet you… she’s still shocked and traumatized. Please be patient!”


When Marco looked at Sandro with a satisfied look on his face upon her jibe, Amanda turned him and chided him all the same, “That goes for you too! And don’t you dare deny that this is not all your fault!”


It took a while for Fio’s parents to understand the real situation. Her father was first to recover. Billy then gritted his teeth as he said to his son, “You, Marco, come with me! We are going to have a very long talk.”


He practically dragged his son away from the spot and took him to the car. Before he entered the car, he said to Martina, “Martina, bring Fio to Amanda’s apartment. I will come and pick her up there.”


Martina then told Antonio and Fio to follow her. With a couple of policemen they approached Adriana, who had been watching in amazement all along. Martina asked Adriana if Fio could be taken away to Amanda’s apartment for a while, before she went home, and Adriana immediately agreed. The party then drove off with the police squad.


Amanda stayed there with Sandro, who watched the cars go away. Coco, Shez, Kayla, Elena and Terry approached them. Kayla and Elena hugged Amanda.


“Oh, you are so very brave!” Kayla said.


“You did a very good thing, Amanda,” Elena said.


“I am so tired,” Amanda sighed. Amanda then turned to Sandro and gazed into his eyes. She asked him cautiously, “Sandro, you don’t mind if I tell you to stay away from her for a while, do you? You know in what kind of condition she is and she needs a bit of peace now…”


Sandro sighed. He nodded in agreement. “I suppose so. I mind, of course… but what else can I do?”


Coco stroked his brother’s back. He then said, “Very nice, Sandro. You’re doing the right thing.”


“You know,” Terry said, “I think we’ve all had a very exhausting day. We should all go home and rest.”


Everyone agreed and so they went home after a very long day, which continued to promise to be a long night.


When Amanda arrived at her apartment – Coco, Sandro, Terry and Shez dropped her off there and they went straight because Terry and Shez had to go back to their dorm and home respectively as soon as possible – she felt like all the energy she had was all drained away from her body and she didn’t have any strength left to even push the bell button to her apartment. 


She didn’t need to anyway. The door was opened as though the opener could already guess that she was standing in front of there. As if she hadn’t had enough trials and tribulations in one day, the appearance of Professor Laurentiis opening her door was something even more shocking.


“Professore! What are you doing here?” Amanda asked weakly.


“I came here to meet your father…” Pippo started to explain. He stopped abruptly seeing the pale look on her face. “Are you all right?”


Amanda felt faint. She almost dropped herself to the floor. Fortunately, Pippo was there and ready to catch her. Her father appeared the next moment. Seeing her daughter looking faint, he was very worried.


“Amanda! Come in quickly! Lie down!” he ordered.


Pippo pulled Amanda inside and then led her to the sofa. She didn’t tussle when Pippo and her father pushed her to lie down on the sofa. Paolo then rushed to the kitchen to get her something to drink while Pippo started to prop up pillows on her cushion so she could feel more comfortable.


“Thanks, professore,” Amanda mumbled. “Where’s Fio? Where’s Antonio?”


“Fio is being examined by the doctor in your room right now. When she arrived here she fainted. Your father called me, asking if I could send him a doctor and so I did,” Pippo explained. “And some people from TIN came to meet Antonio. They want to compensate him before he sues them for giving away information.”


“Oh, thank God,” Amanda said. She sighed and then closed her eyes. She was so tired. What she would like to do right now was just get some sleep so she could forget about what happened today.


Paolo returned. He brought a cup of hot chocolate for her. Paolo forced her to drink it first so she wouldn’t have complications later on because Paolo knew Amanda hadn’t eaten anything since this morning. He just knew.


“Fio’s father called, Amanda. He wants to meet you when he comes here,” Paolo informed.


Amanda just gave him a blank look. Pippo told Paolo, “Professore, maybe we should let Amanda sleep for a while and we can wake her up when Fio’s father has arrived.”


“Good idea… come on, Amanda, let’s go to the bedroom…” Paolo said.


At that moment Adriana walked out of Amanda’s bedroom with Christian. She was so relieved to see Amanda there. She immediately hugged Amanda and then kissed her daughter’s cheeks.


“Are you all right, darling?” Adriana asked.


“I’m all right, Mama. I am just so tired,” Amanda answered her.


“We should let her rest first before she meets Billy,” Paolo told his wife.


“Do you want to use the bedroom, darling?” Adriana asked.


“No, I think I’ll just stay here. It’s more comfortable here,” Amanda said. Since she put it that way, everyone complied and they let her rest.


An hour later, Billy arrived. He was greeted by Christian at the door and then escorted inside. First he met Pippo and then Paolo. After that Adriana showed up. He asked about Martina and the next minute his wife appeared. When he was told Fio was still sleeping under tranquilizer effects, Billy then asked to meet Amanda.


Amanda appeared from the kitchen with a plate full of cake and cookies. “Oh, ciao, Zio Billy!” she greeted him.


“Ciao, Amanda, nice to meet you… again. I hope you’re feeling better already now,” Billy said.


“Oh, yes, I am all right,” Amanda replied with a smile. She went over to her father’s friend and planted a kiss on his cheek affectionately. “Have a seat, Zio.”


Pippo smiled amusedly. “Playing hostess, are you?” he remarked cheekily.


Amanda nodded with an equally cheeky smile. “Yes, I am.”


Everyone sat down on the sofa in the living room. Amanda then stared at Billy, wondering what he wanted to say. In fact, everyone was wondering the same thing too. Finally, he said, “This is so difficult… I cannot believe… my own son is treating my own daughter like that!”


“So, what Amanda said was true?” Martina asked.


Billy nodded sadly. “Yes, it was,” Billy confirmed. “Marco finally confessed everything…” He seemed utterly distressed with his son’s conduct. “I cannot believe what he said… he said that it was worth it, to have planned murder of…” his voice sounded choked, “Sandro Laurentiis.”


Pippo gasped. He stared at Billy disbelievingly. “So it was the truth?” 


“Yes, and Sandro… the reason why Marco hated him even more was because Sandro threatened him back and even humiliated him, by pointing Marco’s gun to himself. Marco felt that Sandro was unforgivable…” Billy said, struggling to finish his story.


Martina was obviously shocked. She hugged her husband in an instant, seeking for comfort and protection. Paolo and Adriana were stunned. Pippo looked nonplussed. He didn’t know what to do or to say. It was too outrageous to be true.


Amanda was the only one who could speak up. “Well, it mustn’t be let to continue like this! If Sandro and Marco don’t start making up and accepting each other, Fio is never going to be happy.”


Everyone turned to her. Amanda continued, “Listen, Fio is terribly frustrated… she’s almost crazy! You must isolate Marco and Sandro from her until the two of them learn to forget about that stupid fight of theirs… Huh! And it was only because of a girl! There are too many girls in this world who are damn bitches!”


“Amanda! Watch your language, young lady!” Paolo warned sternly.


“No, I won’t watch it. Look what that Gabriela someone did to Sandro and Marco and now she’s run off with someone else!” Amanda said furiously. “I don’t want to know how you do it but Sandro and Marco have to know that their fight is very stupid and childish and if they want everything to come back to normal, they better find out a way to be friends!”


“I think she’s right, Paolo,” Martina suddenly said.


Now everyone turned to her. Martina paused for a while to wipe off her tears and then continued, “Do you know frustrating it is for Fio to live in a world with two guys like Sandro and Marco? They both love her in a wrong way and causing all these troubles for her. And because she was troubled, she involved Amanda… and Amanda involved many other people… everyone has suffered from this. So, it must be solved very quickly and it must begin from mending the relationship between Sandro and Marco!”


“But, how, Martina? Those two boys obviously do not have a plan to become friends even in a million years!” Adriana said.


“Pippo, you know Sandro best… he’s your brother… what do you think?” Billy asked.


“I also think it’s going to be difficult. But I imagine it would be harder from Marco’s part than Sandro’s. Sandro will listen to our parents, to us – his brothers – and to Amanda. He’s learned a lot lately and I think it will be easy to persuade him to accept Marco. But Marco…” Pippo said, trailing off.


“Marco is a problem,” Billy said wryly. He sighed. “We need to think about this.”


Martina then brought up another matter to Billy. “Billy, Fio doesn’t want to come back home. She said that she would rather stay away from the house if Marco were there. Then Adriana suggested that Fio stay here for a few days until she’s ready. Paolo and Adriana are going home the day after tomorrow and she can use the guest bedroom.”


Billy turned to Amanda and her parents. “But… Amanda, are you sure you don’t mind? This will only be causing you more trouble. You have already done too much for Fio… you went all through those…”


“No, it’s okay, Zio. I don’t feel burdened. In fact, I would be happy if Fio could stay here for a while. Mama, Papa and Christian are going back to Milan and they wouldn’t be back again soon. I usually feel very lonely when they are not around so I could use Fio’s company. I’ll take care of her, of course,” Amanda said readily. 


“And, you don’t need to worry, Billy, I’ve already asked Pippo to help Amanda and Fio if there’s anything wrong,” Adriana added.


Pippo nodded in agreement. “I’ve already had plans to move nearer to Amanda’s apartment. So, if the girls need anything, I can come quickly.”


“You can visit her anytime you want during the day too, Zio. I will tell the guard that you are to be let in freely,” Amanda said. 


Billy sighed again. Everything seemed to be well planned. Fio must have begged her mother to let her stay here so she didn’t have to go back home. Martina must have asked Adriana and the two of them seemed to have sorted everything out with the others as well. So, there seemed to be no problem. He felt very disappointed, of course, that his daughter didn’t want to come home after leaving home for such a long time. But at least now he knew where she was.


“All right,” Billy finally said. “Fio will stay here, then.”


“Don’t worry, Zio… we’ll take good care of her,” Amanda said. I must.
Chapter 67


“Hey, Terry, a phone call for you!” Irene said, popping up her head on the doorway. 


Terry jumped up in surprise because of that sudden announcement. She dropped the book and pen she was holding in her hand. Irene laughed seeing her friend’s reaction. Irene said, “Come on, Ters. You don’t want to let Shez wait.”


“Oh, is it Shez?” Terry asked.


“Yes,” Irene answered. She smiled. “I think she’s with Francesco Laurentiis now… I can hear a male voice behind her when I answered the phone.”


Terry smiled. Coco and Shez’s being King and Queen of the Autumn Ball was such big news. Everyone was saying how lucky Shez was to get a guy like Coco. Many girls were jealous too, of course. But the majority of opinion was that Coco and Shez made a cute couple. Unfortunately the two of them still regarded each other only as friends.


Terry picked up the receiver as soon as she arrived at the telephone table. “Pronto?” she asked.


“Terry, ciao. It’s me, Shez,” Shez said.


“Hello, Shez. What’s the matter?” Terry asked.


“I want to ask you, what time do you finish your classes tomorrow?” Shez asked.


“At two, actually,” Terry answered.


“Well, then, Amanda wants to ask us for a favor. She was wondering if we could come to her place tomorrow to accompany Fio while she stays late in the campus. She has a theatre rehearsal and can’t go home until five thirty. Fio would be accompanied by her mother from morning to the afternoon but after that Amanda would like us to accompany her,” Shez explained.


“Oh, that’s quite a good idea! I don’t mind!” Terry said.


“Great! I will wait for you tomorrow in the front yard at two!” Shez said.


“Of course! See you tomorrow!” Terry replied. 


As soon as she hung up, the telephone rang again. Terry sighed in exasperation and picked it up again. “Pronto?”


“Good afternoon, may I speak to…” the voice across the line started to say but it stopped abruptly then. Then it said, “Terry?”


“Yes, who is this?” Terry asked in amazement. This was one strange phone call.


Then the voice continued tenderly, “Ah, it’s you! I almost didn’t recognize your voice!”


Terry recognized that voice immediately. “Papa?!”


“Yes, it’s me,” Beppe clarified. “Sorry if I confused you.”


“What is it, Papa? Is there something wrong?” Terry asked.


Beppe sighed audibly. “Yes, there is.”


Terry began to panic. She was worried that her father might be sick again. “Oh, tell me quickly… what is it? Are you all right? You’re not sick again, are you? Have you been to Seville again without my knowing?” 


Beppe chuckled. He said, “Terry, please! It’s not about me.”


“Phew!”


“But it’s about you.”


Terry frowned. “What do you mean?” 


Her father fell into silence for quite a while before he continued, “Darling, are you having problems with Alessio?”


Terry stiffened. “How did you know?”


He said mildly. “Alessio told me what happened, Terry. He explained everything that happened. Darling, why haven’t you spoken to him? He’s desperate. He needs to speak to you.”


She couldn’t believe her ears. Her father didn’t seem to be annoyed knowing what happened. She felt rather furious. How could her father not feel irate about what he had done to her? How come she felt like he was taking his side instead of hers?


“Papa, I don’t want to talk about this…”


“Listen, Terry, sooner or later, you must talk about this… with me or with him. More importantly, you need to listen to his explanation. You would understand what the real situation was when you talk to him and let him explain to you. I know you are very upset about what happened. Seeing your boyfriend with a half naked woman in his apartment is not an easy thing to take, but Alessio didn’t mean it to happen!” 


“Please!” Terry burst out contemptuously. “Don’t tell me he didn’t like it! He always liked having many women in his life! I’ve seen him looking very pleased whenever a woman…”


“Terry, you are making up reasons! You are in denial! You know that’s not true… you know how very loyal he is to whoever his girlfriend is!” Beppe replied.


“Loyal? You think a man who stood me up is loyal?” Terry said furiously.


“Stood you up? Terry, he came to pick you up for that Autumn Ball…”


“No, he didn’t!” Terry shouted at her father. She was boiling angry now. “Listen, Papa, I am not going to listen to anymore of this! You’re supposed to take my side and not his. But you just love him too much than you love me, don’t you? Fine, do whatever you like!”


Beppe’s voice became very clipped after that, “Terry, I am warning you…”


“Warn me for all I care! This is enough for me,” Terry replied and she slammed the receiver back to where it belonged to end the conversation. 


Terry felt absolutely miserable all day long since the time she talked to her father on the phone yesterday. But for everyone’s sake – Amanda and Fio, especially – she tried to keep her composure and not show her true feelings, the fury that she was feeling inside. She even managed to give Shez a bright smile when that friend of hers approached her in front of the campus building. 


“Ciao! Are you ready to go?” Shez asked.


“Yes, sure!” Terry answered. “How are we going to get inside Amanda’s apartment when she’s not in there?”


“Fio will let us in,” Shez said. “Amanda said she’s quite excited to know we’re coming. Poor girl… she’s been cooped up so long that she feels very constrained right now.”


Terry and Shez departed immediately to Amanda’s apartment. The traffic was very heavy and it took them quite a long time to get to Amanda’s place. But in the end they were finally there. Terry and Shez reported to the reception desk and the receptionist informed Fio about Shez and Terry’s arrival. Fio curtly told the receptionist to allow them to go upstairs. Shez and Terry thanked the receptionist and then went up to Amanda’s apartment.


Fio certainly didn’t let Shez and Fio wait for long in front of the door. She opened the door while Terry was still ringing the bell.


“Ciao! Come on in,” Fio said, seemingly anxious.


Terry and Shez stepped inside, feeling very taken aback by Fio’s strange behavior. They looked at Fio and they were quite surprised to see how their friend appeared. The Fio who was in front of them looked very different from the old Fio they used to know. She was thin and pale. The slack pajamas she wore didn’t show her figure at all and it made her look even scrawnier. Her hair was disheveled. She seemed to be very jumpy and her body was slightly rocking. 


“Ciao, Fi. How are you?” Shez asked as she pressed a kiss on Fio’s cheek as a greeting sign.


“I am fine, fine, thank you,” she said nervously.


Terry was deeply concerned. She was sure there was something wrong with Fio. “Maybe you should lie down, Fi. You look weak,” Terry said.


“No, I don’t want to. I’ve been lying down all day,” Fio said. But she went to the couch instead and sat down. Shez and Terry followed her.


“Where are Amanda’s parents and brother?” Terry asked.


“They went with my parents to my house so they could give us space and time to talk privately,” Fio answered, still with the same nervous tone.


Now Shez was the one who was really worried. She asked her in a grave tone, “Fio, please tell us… do you feel all right? You don’t look all right to me.”


“Oh, I don’t know what I am feeling right now. I feel so numb. I feel so… so…bleak,” Fio said. She sighed. “I am so nervous,” she whispered then.


“Why is that?” Shez asked, moving closer to Fio.


Fio’s eyes showed great fear. She whispered even more inaudibly, “I am still scared of Marco and Sandro…”


“Oh, Fio…” Terry said brokenly. She went to Fio’s other side and held her hand. “You don’t need to be scared of them. Your parents aren’t going to let them hurt you… they will put Marco away from you for a while and Amanda and Pippo are going keep Sandro away from you.”


“But I am still scared they will burst inside from the door and then… then… hurt me,” she said desperately. She continued in a shattered voice, “I’ve felt that way since the time I left my house… even when Antonio assured me that there wasn’t going to be anything wrong with me as long as he kept his eyes open, I still feel very afraid.”


Shez asked her, “You had been staying with him all along, hadn’t you?” She smiled gently but amusedly, “And to think that everyone had thought you went out of town!”


“They did?” Fio asked.


“Coco said Pippo and Alessio ordered their investigators to search the databases of the bus and train stations and airports in case you bought a ticket to go out of the city! They were panicked!” Shez reported.


“Pippo and Alessio were involved too?” Fio asked. This was the first time she forgot about her anxiety and fear. She was too amazed to think about them when she heard about this new fact. Her professor and his brother were panicked because of her? “Why? What for?” Fio asked amazedly.


Terry explained despite her reluctance for speaking of Alessio, “Amanda asked Pippo to help her find you. In fact, your parents asked for her help in the first place to find you. Knowing that she needed help, Amanda went to Pippo.”


“And Pippo complied?” Fio asked.


“Of course he does!” Shez answered with a little laugh. “I think every man complies to her.”


Fio furrowed her eyebrows. “Really?”


“Haven’t you heard? Amanda is the most sought-after girl on campus right now… there was this grand ballroom party that the freshmen and sophomores organized for the whole university last weekend called the Autumn Ball and a lot of guys asked Amanda to go with them to this party. Your friend Fabio Orlandini asked her first, then it was some other guys… some guys even made the offers simultaneously!” Shez reported.


Terry noticed a change of attitude from Fio. Fio didn’t seem so nervous anymore since Shez started telling her stories about Amanda and the campus life. She realized that the best way might be to keep Fio interested in stories like those so that she wouldn’t be thinking about what was going on between them anymore. At the same time, Shez arrived at the same conclusions and she shot Terry a meaningful look. Terry nodded.


“Oh, Fio, did you know? Alessio is the F1 World Champion!” Shez reported.


Fio’s eyes brightened immediately. “He is?”


“You didn’t hear about it?” Shez asked.


Terry endured the uneasiness inside her heart when Shez mentioned Alessio. For a while Shez turned to Terry and gave her an apologetic look but Shez continued on then, “Alessio made it as a World Champion and he has a new girlfriend now!”


“Alessio does? He has a new girlfriend?” Fio asked excitedly. “Who?”


“She is right next to you,” Shez said, indicating Fio to Terry.


Fio turned to Terry and then it hit her then and there. She squealed in joy. “Terry! Oh my God! It’s you!”


“Yes,” Terry replied, trying not to sound too poignant when she answered her question.


“But how come?” Fio asked confusedly.


“Well, in case you don’t know, Fio, Terry is Ferrari’s helping mechanic and she has known Alessio for a long time,” Shez said.


Fio nodded. “I know that one. Amanda told me somehow… I think she also said that Terry works for Alessio as his assistant… or was it your father, Terry, that works as his assistant?”


“My father is Ferrari’s mechanic and I am helping my father as well as Alessio. Alessio usually asks me to organize his schedules and take care of engine orders for his training car,” Terry answered with a forced smile.


“Oh, that is so romantic,” Fio said dreamily. “You and Alessio…” 


“Yeah, of course,” Terry said almost sadly. She couldn’t bear it any longer. She was very sad now.


Fio might be anxious and worried of Sandro and Marco until she was almost demented but it seemed that her feminine instincts hadn’t left her yet. She noticed that desperate tone immediately after Terry spoke that last sentence of hers.


“Is something wrong?” Fio asked, noticing the look of misery in her friend’s eyes. “You and Alessio are fine, aren’t you? You’re not having problems?” When Terry didn’t answer, Fio knew about it right away. “You are having problems with him, aren’t you?”


Terry lifted her gaze into her eyes. Fio saw the same sadness she had often seen in her own eyes for the past few weeks in Terry’s eyes. She felt sympathy immediately. “Oh, Terry, don’t be sad. Whatever your problem is, I am sure it would be fine in the end.”


“Let’s not talk about this,” Terry said in a strained voice. “Let’s change the subject.”


“All right. Let’s talk about something else,” Fio agreed.


Shez was glad Fio was beginning to return to a normal state once more. But she was surprised by Terry’s next words. Terry said, “I am not the only one who has a new boyfriend. Shez here is also intimate with someone.”


Fio suddenly smiled. In fact, that was the first smile she showed in the past weeks. The last time she smiled genuinely was before she escaped from her house. She turned to Shez and then said, “Okay, spill the details… who’s the man, Shez?”


Shez almost blushed but she refused to acknowledge the fact that Coco and her was intimate, as Terry had said. “I am not intimate with Coco,” Shez denied.


“AH! So, it’s Coco, huh?” Fio teased.


“Exactly,” Terry teased. This was her turn to speak of Shez and Coco. “Coco and Shez won the King and Queen title in the Autumn Ball. The committee arranged this award thing for King and Queen and they were announced as the winners at the end of the show. Amanda and Pippo were chosen to be the announcers. Then they danced the closing dance in the middle of the ballroom and they looked so perfect together.”


Fio clapped her hands excitedly. “Wow! That’s amazing! Cool!” She then asked curiously, “Amanda and Professor Laurentiis announced it together? Why them?”


“The host said that it was because the two of them caused a great stir when they appeared at the Ball. Amanda was very pretty and she had a lot of attention from the males, as we have told you, while Pippo made quite an appearance when he showed up with Stefania Lippi, his fiancée.”


Fio wrinkled her nose. “Professor Laurentiis is engaged now?”


“Unbelievable, no? Many girls were broken hearted,” Shez said.


“Extremely!” Fio replied. Then she asked excitedly again, “So, what did you guys wear to the Ball and who were your partners? Who else came and with who? Tell me more about Amanda and Fabio! She didn’t tell me Fabio finally had the guts to ask her out! Come on!”


When Amanda arrived home from the campus later in the afternoon, Fio, Shez and Terry were actually discussing about Amanda’s “suitors” with a glass of cappuccino in each of their hands. Amanda entered the apartment and she heard the sound of laughter from the living room. Amanda smiled knowing that Fio was well accompanied. She decided to join them there.


“Hi, everyone!” Amanda greeted.


“There she is! Hi, Amanda! We’ve just been talking about you!” Fio said enthusiastically.


Amanda almost cried in happiness then and there. She didn’t know what Shez and Terry had done but it seemed that they had succeeded in making Fio happy again. She was even surprised when Fio eagerly pulled her hand so that she could sit with them on the carpet. The other girls were lazing on the carpet. The table on the center of the carpet had been pushed away so they had more room. The whole living room seemed to be very cozy and warm now. 


Amanda smiled and joined them there. She took off her shoes and put aside her bag and books first before she did so. Terry offered her cappuccino and when she answered yes, Terry poured some into an empty cup and then gave it to Amanda.


“So, you’ve been talking about me, huh? What about?” Amanda asked.


“You didn’t tell me Fabio actually asked you out! Do you know how much he’s been in love with you before this? Since the day he found out that you and I know each other and are quite close as friends he’s been badgering me to introduce him to you! But then he always backed off because he was very shy,” Fio said.


Amanda grinned. “Fabio is a very nice man. He’s such a gentleman. I met him today and he offered to give me a ride home but then his friends came and told him that it wasn’t fair if only him who took me home so I decided to run away from them before they start a fight in front of me,” Amanda said.


“You should go out with him, Amanda,” Terry suggested.


Amanda laughed. She blushed a little. “I might,” she said.


“You SHOULD!” the other three girls replied in unison.


Giggles erupted constantly after that as they discussed Amanda’s latest suitors. 


During the time they chatted, the phone rang twice. First it was from Martina who wanted to make sure if Fio were okay. Amanda told her that Fio was already laughing again and Martina was very happy. Adriana then called an hour later, reminding the girls about dinner and asked if the parents should come to Amanda’s apartment to prepare dinner. But Amanda insisted that they were going to cook the dinner together. Adriana agreed and said that the other girls may stay until late if they wished to and the parents would come back later.


So the four girls cooked their own dinner and then ate their cooking in front of the TV, watching the rerun of the first series of Lui e Lei, a detective series, in RAI 2. They kept commenting on how handsome the actor who played the lawyer in the film and sometimes they laughed when there was a funny remark this lawyer said.


After dinner, the girls cleaned the plates and everything they used to cook their dinner while continuing their chat. Finally, after they finished cleaning, they returned to the carpet with each a cup of coffee and started to converse again.


“Are you going to come to college again tomorrow, Fio?” Terry asked.


“The doctor said I should rest until Wednesday, but I think I might go to college on Wednesday. I can be bored if I stay here all the time during the day,” Fio answered. Then she grimaced. “But I don’t know what I’ll do if I see Marco or Sandro again…”


“Don’t worry,” Amanda said, “Marco and Sandro wouldn’t bother you. If they dare to try, I’ll sue them for good…” She then said, “But, Sandro won’t hurt you anymore, I think. He helped us find you and he’s changed his attitude towards the fact that you are Marco Di Vaio’s sister.” Amanda’s eyes gleamed. “I think he’s back into loving you again.”


All eyes stared at her at once. Amanda saw the dubious looks in her friends’ eyes. She fiercely reassured them, “Trust me! I am telling you the truth!”


“You cannot trust men!” Terry replied suddenly.


“Exactly! They can betray you and hurt you!” Fio agreed without hesitation.


“They’re the most indecisive beings on earth!” Shez said.


Amanda blinked. It seemed to her that each of her friends was having problems with men… and unless she guessed it incorrectly, they were all related to the Laurentiis brothers. Amanda then said with a knowing smile, “Oh, come on! Not all men are like that! Perhaps, what you mean is not men but the Laurentiis ones.”


“EXACTLY!” the other three replied in unison.


Amanda burst out laughing. She smiled at the three of them and said, “Okay, whatever… I can’t say anything about that… I am in good terms with all of them so… I have no idea what to say…”


“How can you be in good terms with Sandro? You let him… after all he did to you?” Fio asked in fury.


“Fio, calm down. I told you, Sandro has changed. I used to hate him as much too, but there were times when he was nice to me and there were also times when I know that he’s concerned about you but just don’t want to admit it because of his so-called male ego and pride. He told me that he has realized that actually he still loves you very much and hating you just because you’re someone’s sister is very stupid,” Amanda explained.


Fio frowned. “I hate him now.”


“Oh, so running away has changed your feelings?” Shez asked.


“Yes,” Fio answered. “I was miserable because of him and I refuse to let him hurt me like that again. I’ve learned something now… if you guard yourself from everything, nothing would hurt you.”


How true! Terry actually agreed. If she didn’t let herself fall in love too deeply with Alessio and trust him that quickly she wouldn’t feel this hurt right now. 


“Oh, come on! It’s not all that bad… I know you’re still hurt right now, Fio… but you’ll learn to love him again,” Amanda said hopefully.


Fio shrugged. Then Amanda turned to Terry, “And you, Terry! What is your problem? You have one of the most gorgeous boyfriends in the whole world!” She then turned to Shez, “Don’t you dare say Coco is not a good guy, Shez! He likes you a lot! You and Coco are the most compatible persons in the whole wide world!”


“Thanks for the compliment, Amanda, but, please… I don’t want to talk about Alessio right now,” Terry said bitterly. 


Shez mumbled, “Indecisive.”


Amanda sighed. She raised her hands up in the air and shrugged dismissively. “Whatever! I still believe you should give them a chance.”


“What about you, huh?” Shez challenged. She winked, “You think Pippo is a truly nice man? Of course, he loves you very much.”


Terry teased her, “Teacher’s pet.”


Amanda pouted this time. “No, I am not…”


Terry nudged her and Shez started to laugh. Fio winked too. She said, “You know, perhaps one of the reasons why I didn’t like you too much during your first days in the university was because you are such a teacher’s pet!”


Amanda started to whine and the other three girls laughed out loud. While Amanda was trying to tell her friends that she too actually didn’t like being too close with Professor Laurentiis because she didn’t want to be called a teacher’s pet, the telephone rang. Amanda paused her complaints and reached for the phone. Before she picked it up she told her friends, “We are not finished with this discussion yet!”


The girls laughed again while Amanda spoke on the phone.


“Pronto?” Amanda asked.


“Ciao, Amy. It’s me, Pippo,” Pippo greeted.


“Oh, ciao, professore,” Amanda answered. Hearing the mention of the professor’s name, the other three laughed even louder. Amanda shot them a dagger look. 


Pippo’s amused voice asked, “Ah, you are still with your friends, no?”


“Yes,” Amanda answered exasperatedly when the girls started mouthing ‘teacher’s pet’. “What can I do to help you, professore?”


“Amy, what did I tell you about calling each other? We use first names – nicknames!” Pippo said.


“Well, all right… but my nickname isn’t Amy,” Amanda replied.


“Then what is it?” Pippo asked curiously.


She didn’t want to tell him. “Never mind, Pippo. What is the matter? Is it important that you call me?” Amanda asked. 


“Well, I just want to check if you’re all right… you, Fio, Shez and Terry. Your parents are wondering when your little gathering is going to be over so they can come back. And Coco wants to know if Shez would need a ride home. He can also take Terry back to the dorm. That is, unless Terry wants Alessio to do it,” Pippo reported.


“We’re all fine here, thank you,” Amanda said. Then she excused herself for a minute from the phone. She turned to Shez and Terry, “Pippo asked if he should tell Coco and, uhm, Alessio to pick you up…”


Terry fiercely shook her head. Amanda sighed seeing that. Shez seemed uncertain but then she said, “If he doesn’t mind picking me up so late, why not?”


Amanda returned to Pippo on the line with the answers. When she mentioned about Terry not wanting to go home with Alessio, she could hear Pippo breathed heavily. Nonetheless, Pippo replied, “All right. I will call Coco right now. If Shez is planning to go home, tell her to call me first. My telephone numbers are on your telephone book, Amy. Look it up from there.”


Amanda furrowed her eyebrows. Why should Pippo leave all his numbers in her telephone book? She already knew his office and home number. Did he move somewhere else? Amanda shrugged. Whatever. 


“Okay. Thanks,” Amanda said.


“Have fun, take care and don’t go running into a problem in the near future, okay?” Pippo said laughingly.


Amanda wanted to slap that professor of hers for just once in a lifetime but at the same time she felt like kissing him. That man really knew how to be funny and sarcastic at the same time, didn’t he? 


“I can guarantee you the first two but not the third! But, don’t worry, we’re too tired and our stomachs are full of food so maybe a problem can wait until tomorrow,” Amanda replied dryly.


Pippo chuckled. He said goodbye then. Amanda hung up and went back to her friends. 


“I wonder, Amanda, since when does Professor Laurentiis become your guardian like that?” Terry said.


“And why do you need one?” Fio asked too.


“Oh, he’s only doing my father a favor. I haven’t heard the full story from either of them but it seems that Professor owed my father something and now he’s repaying it. I think my father’s relationship with Professor Laurentiis is a lot closer than I thought it was,” Amanda said, shrugging. 

She was beginning to wonder, too, since when did the professor agree to become her guardian. And was he a legal guardian? Her parents seemed to take this matter very seriously. Perhaps they were worried that Amanda would get into trouble that they felt a warden was in need. Whatever the reason was, she intended to find out.

Terry glanced at the clock. It was already quite late for her and Shez to stay there. She decided to go home now.


“You know what, I think it’s already late. We should let you rest, Fio, so we’re going home now,” Terry said.


Shez agreed completely. “If you want to come to college on Wednesday, you might as well rest as much as possible.”


Fio frowned. She had such a great time with her friends and she didn’t want to let them go home. On the other hand, they were right. She did need rest because she really wanted to come back to college so that she could have something to do. Finally, she said okay.


Shez called Coco in his apartment and she caught him in time before he left to Pippo’s apartment. Coco said that he had planned to wait for Shez there. Shez didn’t even need to ask him to pick her up because he even already knew what the purpose of her call was. Then Coco asked if he should call Alessio to pick Terry up. Shez quietly said that Terry didn’t want to and Coco sounded morose when he sighed as a reaction to Terry’s statement. But he didn’t argue further. He told Shez and Terry to wait for fifteen minutes. He would take Terry home as well.


“Terry, Coco is going to take us both home,” Shez informed.


“Oh, all right,” Terry replied.


“Terry, I don’t mean to pry, but what is your problem with Alessio that makes you look very sad like this?” Amanda asked.


“It’s a long story, Amanda, and I am not sure I’m ready to tell you about it. It hurts me every time I think about it,” Terry answered.


Amanda understood. She hugged Terry and told her not to worry. But there was nothing else Terry could do besides worrying.


Fifteen minutes later, Coco came, as promised. He wasn’t quite sure if Fio would like to see him or not so he waited downstairs while the receptionist told the girls that he was already downstairs. It turned out to be that Amanda and Fio wanted to say goodbye to Shez and Terry as well so they all went downstairs. 


Coco was surprised to see all of them coming downstairs. He was surprised to see how messy Fio looked. But he didn’t say anything until Fio approached him and said hi. Coco was surprised again. He returned the greeting and asked how Fio was doing. Again, she surprised him. She said that she had never felt better, thanks to the other girls. Coco looked at each of the girls and he just realized that the four of them must have been having a girl gathering and they looked very content. 


“Ah, you girls just had one of those girl gatherings, huh?” Coco asked patronizingly. 


“What? You want to join us the next time?” Shez replied with a smirk.


“Maybe we could break the rules and let him join. But, he would do all the cooking and cleaning, of course,” Terry said, chuckling.


Fio laughed. She added, “Maybe we can play darts the next time and he could be the dart board! Oh, and, whenever there’s a phone call, he’s the one who should answer it.”


Amanda giggled. “What a great idea! What do you think, Co?”


Coco made face but actually he was very pleased. He didn’t see any look of sadness in Fio’s or Terry’s faces. They seemed to be able to forget about their problems whenever they were with each other. He then told the girls that while they have a girl gathering, he’d be out with the guys drinking beer and playing pool in the bar. The girls replied in unison, “Whatever!” They laughed again.


Coco, Shez and Terry left soon afterwards. Amanda and Fio went back inside. But when they were about to enter the building door, someone called their names.


“Amanda! Fio!” 


The two of them turned around and saw Antonio came running.  


“Antonio?” 


Antonio arrived in front of them. He was wearing the shirt and the trousers of La Primavera’s uniform. He must have been from there. 


“Ciao, ragazze!” he greeted. 


“Ciao,” Amanda replied.


Fio drew nearer to him and hugged him as he planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “What are you doing here?” Fio asked.


“I wanted to see how you are, Fi,” Antonio said.


“I will wait for you inside, Fi,” Amanda said. She smiled at Antonio and went inside, giving the two of them privacy.


When Amanda was out of vision, Antonio said to Fio, “She’s going to stay with you here, isn’t she? She’s not going to let you be alone?”


“Amanda is taking care of me very well, just like you did,” Fio answered.


Antonio sighed full of relief. He then said, “Listen, Fi, I have a rather bad news for you.”


“What? Don’t tell me Marc…”


“No, it’s not about Marco. It’s about Nadia,” Antonio said.


“What about her?” Fio asked nervously. Since they argued in the campus yard that day, they hadn’t spoken to each other anymore. 


“She knew about you running away so I told her that you have returned, she said nothing and just turned away without commenting even a bit. Then she said that you’re not friends anymore. What’s that all about?” 


Fio shrugged. “I don’t know. Nadia and I had an argument once and since then she never spoke to me anymore. The problem was never sorted out because not so long after that I ran away. That was it.”


“She and Valentina are also never together anymore. In fact, I haven’t seen Valentina around these days. I tried asking Nadia where she was but Nadia never answered my questions. Nadia had turned very… how should I say it, cold lately. I feel very uneasy about this,” Antonio said.


Fio was wondering about that too now. Perhaps the first thing she should when she returned to college was to find out where Valentina was and then perhaps she could sort things out with Nadia.


“Are you all right?” Antonio asked. He noticed that Fio wasn’t wearing a jacket, just a sweater. “Aren’t you cold?”


“A little bit, but that’s all right,” Fio answered.


Antonio took off his jacket and then wrapped it around Fio’s body. “Maybe you should get inside.”


“Antonio, are you riding your motorcycle?” Fio asked.


“What else?” Antonio replied with a grin.


“Then you will be needing this jacket. I am perfectly fine. I will be getting back inside soon,” Fio said. She took off the jacket once more. She gave it back to Antonio the same way he gave it to her. “You’ve done too much already. I don’t know how to repay you.”


Antonio smiled. “Just make sure you always visit Primavera and bring your friends there so the café will have more revenue… therefore, I might get a pay rise!”


Fio laughed. “Fine!”


Antonio then kissed Fio on the cheeks again. “I must go now,” he said. “I should let you rest. Hang in there, okay?”


Fio nodded. Antonio said goodbye and then he walked to the motorcycle he parked on the driveway. Antonio put his helmet on and mounted on the motorbike. Fio waved her hand at him at the same time as he did. He drove away. 


As Fio turned around and started to walk inside the building, she felt new hope in her. Although Marco and Sandro were still making her feel troubled but at least she knew she had her friends with her. 

Chapter 68


“Fio! There you are! Where have you been, lovely?” Fabio greeted her as she dismounted her car.


Fio turned around to the side and saw Fabio Orlandini just stepping out his car. Fio smiled. It had been a long time since she last saw Fabio and she was happy to see him again. Fabio didn’t change at all, according to Fio’s memory. She wondered if she had changed.


“Ciao, Fabio! Come stai?” Fio greeted him as she locked the car.


Fabio approached her and then gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Where have you been, bella? We were all wondering where you were… you suddenly disappeared and you missed the Autumn Ball… what a pity!”


Fio smiled. “I, uh, was ill so… I had to be quarantined for quite a while. My parents didn’t want anyone to disturb me so no one knew about this.”


“Ah… well, now you’re back!” Fabio said.


Suddenly, Fio heard a knock on the window of her car. She gasped. “Oh, Amanda!” she gasped.


Amanda made face at Fio from inside the car. Fio hadn’t let her out of the car yet and she had already locked the doors. Fabio was surprised to see Amanda inside Fio’s locked car. Fio unlocked it and Amanda came out.


“Very nice, Fio,” Amanda said dryly, “Yes, how lovely you are! Lock me up! Very good!”


Fio smiled sheepishly and apologized to her friend while Fabio couldn’t help laughing. It was only then did Amanda realize that Fabio Orlandini was there with Fio. Amanda smiled at Fabio and greeted him. Fabio returned the greeting and when Amanda approached them, he also gave her a kiss.


“So, the two of you are really friends, aren’t you?” Fabio asked. He then grinned like a horse and teased Fio, “Didn’t you used to dislike her when she first came?”


“Come on! That’s old story!” Fio said. “Amanda and I are like sisters now.”


Amanda nodded in agreement. “Yes, she loves me so much that she locked me in the car!” Fio nudged her while Amanda chuckled.


“Well, it’s so nice to have you back again, Fio. And nice to see you this morning, Amanda! I’d love to walk you to your classes but I promised to meet my friends here and they would be coming in a minute,” Fabio said. He gave Amanda an apologetic look.


“Oh, that’s all right,” Amanda said. “Come on, Fi, let’s go!”


Fio nodded. They said goodbye to Fabio and left. Not so long afterwards they could hear Fabio actually exclaim, “YES!” Amanda and Fio erupted into giggles. Fabio was out of his mind!


They stopped in front of Amanda’s classroom. Then Amanda and Fio said goodbye to each other because they had different classes. At that time, Kayla and Elena came with Luca and Daniele.


“Ciao!” Kayla greeted them enthusiastically. She smiled at Fio and said, “You’re back! Good! How are you?”


“I’m fine, thank you,” Fio said. She had met Kayla’s father when he was asking her for details. “And you?”


“Oh, we’re all very fine,” Elena said. She winked at Amanda and Fio. “Kayla just got a phone call from someone last night.”


“Really? Who?” Amanda asked excitedly. “D’Amico?”


“You guessed it!” Luca and Daniele exclaimed at the same time.


“D’Amico? Who’s D’Amico?” Fio asked.


“Ah, you’ve been away for too long to know any gossips, Fi,” Amanda said.  Fio nudged her. Amanda laughed seeing her exasperation. “I’ll give you the lowdown later.”


“Okay, well, I have to hurry to my class now. I’ll see you all later. Bye, everyone!” Fio said.


“Bye, Fio!” the other said.


Fio rushed to her class. She hoped Valentina was there. She had called her last night but no one answered the phone. She tried calling her boyfriend, Luigi, as well, but Luigi wasn’t home either. So, she didn’t know where else to find Valentina. She was very annoyed with her friends now. Valentina was missing and Nadia wouldn’t speak to her!


When she entered the lecture hall, she found a surprise. She saw Nadia there. Nadia was sitting alone. Valentina wasn’t there, though. Fio sighed. She considered going to Nadia and greet her first before she found Valentina. But as she was about to do so, some girls came to sit near Nadia and Nadia seemed to be very friendly with them. Fio stopped herself from moving to her place. It looked like Nadia had found new friends. Fio couldn’t help feeling angry and disappointed.


Suddenly… “Fio?” a familiar voice asked.


Fio turned around. To her utter surprise, and relief, she found Valentina standing before her. “Valentina!”


“Oh, God! Fio, it is you! Where have you been?” Valentina asked. Before Fio could answer, she hugged her friend first. Fio was stunned. Valentina then said gladly, “You don’t know how glad I am to see you… you were suddenly… missing! And I had no friend at all!”


“But…”


Valentina glanced derisively at Nadia and said, “Look at her! She didn’t even want to speak to me because she thought we’re conspiring behind her! What is her problem anyway?”


Valentina then pulled Fio to sit down in the corner of the class. Fio followed her there silently. Her friend burst into a tirade, “Can you believe it? Antonio said that she said we’re not friends anymore. I have no idea what Nadia has in her mind. Suddenly she’s just changed! I tried talking to her but she never wants to be in the same place as I am anymore! Then you were gone and she doesn’t seem to care while I sicken myself worried thinking about you. Oh, and it seems that she has a new boyfriend now that she doesn’t want to tell anyone who and because she’s being mysterious she managed to get attention from everyone and doesn’t care about any of us anymore! HUH!”


“Valentina, calm down!” Fio said. “I can’t follow.”


“Where have you been anyway?” Valentina asked.


Fio sighed. She didn’t know whether to tell her the truth or not. But her uncertainty was guessed right away by Valentina. Valentina shot her an exasperated look. “Oh, come on! Don’t tell me you’re also keeping secrets from me too!”


“All right… I will tell you… but this is rather, uhm, confidential,” Fio said.


Valentina gave her a “per favore” look on her face. “Come on… have I ever given away any of your secrets?”


Fio smiled. “No, you’ve never done that.” Fio took a deep breath and started telling Valentina all that happened with her since the last time they met. Valentina gasped and gaped. Fio’s long story continued even when the professor had entered the class and ordered everyone to pay attention. Valentina urged Fio to write the story down in a piece of paper. As Valentina read what Fio wrote, she continued gasping in surprise.


Finally, in the end of class, after Fio concluded the story, Valentina stared at her in disbelief and was utterly speechless. She couldn’t say anything after a while. Fio waited for her to say something.


“Oh, God…” was Valentina’s first words in reaction to Fio’s story. She shook her head in amazement. “I can’t believe it… you had to go through all that? Just because of Marco? And Sandro Laurentiis? I didn’t know they would drive you to do something that far out!”


Fio nodded sadly. “I didn’t know it either. I felt so vulnerable at that time… I didn’t know what to do or who to go to. Running away was the only thing that I had in mind.”


Valentina stared at Fio longer and suddenly she hugged her tightly. Fio was surprised but she didn’t pull away. When Valentina drew away from her, Fio saw tears in her eyes. Valentina then said brokenly, “Oh, thank God you’re all right! Thank God Amanda found you! What if she didn’t? Oh, Fio, I would miss you very much!”


“Oh, come on, Valentina, I’m back now,” Fio said.


Valentina nodded and then hugged Fio again. “Fi, promise me!” she ordered sternly. “Next time you have a problem, please tell me so I can help you and figure out a way to solve your problem!”


Fio smiled apologetically. “All right, I will.”


“If not me, I suggest you go straight to Amanda. That girl seems to have more sense than you do!” Valentina said dryly, making Fio laugh. 


Talking to Valentina made Fio feel even better. Yesterday, she was able to forget about her problems thanks to Amanda, Shez and Terry. But today, she felt like she could find a way to solve them as well. First, she was determined to find out what was wrong with Nadia. So, during lunchtime, she sat with Valentina and planned the words she wanted to say to Nadia.


“You said Nadia had a new boyfriend, who is he?” Fio asked.


“I have no idea. I asked Luigi if he knew anyone who was dating Nadia but Luigi said he didn’t know either. Nadia is being very secretive about this,” Valentina said.


“Oh, whatever! This isn’t at all like the Nadia I know! Do you remember how she used to be very excited even when she found a new crush? She talks about guys all the time! Now, what is she trying to pull?” Fio asked.


“Yeah, and this is why we’re all worried about her, no?” Valentina said.


“Fine, today I will go to Primavera and confront her,” Fio said determinedly.


“Alone?” Valentina asked.


“No, perhaps with Amanda. I am staying at her place right now, remember? She goes home with me,” Fio answered. “But, you might as well come, Val. I need all the support I can get!”


“I’d be happy to,” Valentina said. “I’d like to get to the bottom of this and find out what is Nadia really trying to do!”


Fio sighed. “Ah, my life is really a mess!”


“But, Fi, do you still like Sandro?” Valentina asked.


Fio shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose not. I can’t. He’s hurt me. I should really hurt him back.”


Valentina smiled a little. “Well, I know, if I were you, I wouldn’t trust my heart with a man like that anymore. I’d find someone new!”   


“I don’t know… I am not sure… what I do know is, right now, I have to pull myself together and put the pieces of my life back into one beautiful, complete picture,” Fio said.


Valentina laughed. “How poetic!”


“By the way, did you go to the Autumn Ball?” Fio asked.


Her friend nodded as she sipped the orange juice in her glass. “I came with Nicola, though, a medical student who was the host of the show. Luigi was sick. In fact he’s still sick right now.”


“What happened to him?”


“Flu plus bronchitis,” Valentina said sadly.


“Oh, I am so sorry for him,” Fio said.


“Anyway, back to the Autumn Ball… did you know about Sandro’s brother, Coco, and his date, Shez, who became…”


“King and Queen of the Autumn Ball?” Fio finished off. Fio nodded. “Yes, I know. Shez and Terry told me.”


“Oh, they did? And what about Amanda? Did she tell you that she was the most sought after girl before the Autumn Ball? Now that everyone had seen who she came with to the Ball, they are backing off… except for Fabio Orlandini, that is,” Valentina reported.


“Huh? They’re backing off? Why? Who did she come with? I thought she came with no one…” Fio said.


Valentina stared at her. “Well, she didn’t come with anyone who asked her out before the Ball… she came with…” Valentina paused for a while, deliberating for a while. She continued cautiously, “She came with Sandro.”


“What?” Fio asked in surprise. 

Amanda never told her that she went with Sandro to the Autumn Ball. And Fio didn’t know what to make of the news – a part of her felt a bit hurt because while Fio was somewhere else in this world, feeling frightened and upset of Sandro, Amanda came a party with him and another part of her felt amazed because she had the feeling Sandro had a special sentiment for Amanda and perhaps it was true. Perhaps, another teeny weenie little part of her heart felt slightly – only slightly! – jealous…


“Yes, they did. They made quite an entrance. Everyone just stared at them. But I saw Professor Laurentiis… I think he was a bit furious seeing Sandro with Amanda. I don’t know why…” 


Fio shrugged. “Maybe he was concerned Sandro would hurt Amanda the way he hurt me,” she speculated. 


Suddenly… “Ciao, Val, Fi!” Amanda greeted. She appeared with a big smile on her face.


“Hey, Amanda… aren’t you supposed to have a lecture now?” Valentina asked, “With Professor Laurentiis?”


“No, that’s for tomorrow…” Amanda said. “Actually, I have a lecture with Professor Brano in ten minutes but I intend to come late so I can have the seat at the back… he always picks on me and my friends.”


“Where are your friends?” Fio asked.


“I have to get away from them for a while – Luca and Daniele are talking about football endlessly and Kayla and Elena about Andrea D’Amico!” Amanda said.


“The racer? Why?” Valentina asked.


“Did you see him at the Autumn Ball?” Amanda asked her back. Valentina nodded. Amanda grinned and said in a low voice, “Well, he met Kayla there and I think he’s smitten!”


Valentina and Fio burst out laughing. They didn’t know a racer like Andrea D’Amico would find love in their campus… moreover, a freshman! But, then again, Alessio Danizetti was also dating someone from their campus!


“Amanda, do you…” Fio started to say, wanting to ask her to go to Primavera after college to see Nadia, but then she halted. She stared straight behind Amanda and there was a look of horror in her eyes. Amanda became wary immediately when she noticed Fio’s suspicious pause. Amanda turned around to see who was Fio looking at. She understood immediately when she found out who… it was Sandro.


Amanda turned to Fio and then calmed her down. “Don’t worry… he’s not going to hurt you,” Amanda said.


Still, Fio felt very nervous all of a sudden. Sandro approached Fio’s table. Valentina thought, if Fio were still in love with him, she would go out of her mind seeing how handsome Sandro was right now. But now that she didn’t, Valentina figured that Fio must be feeling very anxious. Actually, she didn’t have to guess. Fear was written all over Fio’s face.


“Ciao,” Sandro said gently. He nodded courteously at Valentina and then stared at Fio, who tried to look away to avoid his looks. “Fio. Ciao.”


“Ciao,” Fio replied weakly.


“What is it, Sandro?” Amanda asked.


“I need to speak with you, Amanda,” Sandro said.


Amanda excused herself from Fio and Valentina. She pulled him aside so they were out of Fio’s hearing. Amanda didn’t want distress Fio. 


“What is it? You’re not supposed to show up in front of Fio, Sandro! You’ll vex her!” Amanda hissed.


Sandro’s eyes widened in impetuous anger. “What am I supposed to do? I must speak to her! I have to tell her that I am sorry! Do you know how guilty I feel right now? It’s haunting me! It’s not easy living while you know that you’ve done something cruel to someone else! I can lose my sanity here! I must speak to her right away!”


“This isn’t the right time!” Amanda argued. “She’s only been back for a few days. She needs more time! I’ve tried to persuade her, but…”


Sandro couldn’t take it anymore. He couldn’t wait any longer to apologize to Fio. Since the time he realized that he had done many malicious things to Fio, he felt restless and anxious. He felt guilty… very remorseful. He couldn’t sleep at night thinking how bad Fio must have suffered. And he felt even worse knowing that Fio didn’t want to speak to him.


But now, he was on his way to Fio to apologize. Perhaps she couldn’t or wouldn’t love him once again but he must apologize.


Sandro’s sudden appearance surprised Fio. In matter of seconds, Sandro was already sitting near Fio. Fio practically shivered. 


“Fio, I must talk to you!” Sandro said.


“Go away from me!” Fio said.


Amanda chased Sandro. “Sandro!”


“Fio, please, I can’t take it anymore… I need to…” Sandro said.


Fio was shaking even worse. Valentina panicked. She called for Amanda, “Amanda! Help! Come!”


Sandro grabbed Fio’s hand and said softly, “Look, I am not trying to hurt you. I just want to speak to you.”


Fio struggled to break free from him. Actually getting away from him wasn’t that difficult because he didn’t even hold her tightly. But she was absolutely frightened and it frightened her very much. Amanda could see how Fio was beginning to shake from fear and anxiety.


“Get away from her!” 


Amanda paused. She wasn’t the one who said it. Who did?


“Get your hands off from her, you filth!” Marco said coldly. 


Fio, Valentina, Amanda and Sandro turned around to look at him. Amanda frowned. She couldn’t believe it. Not him again!


“What do you want, bastard? You’re not wanted here!” Sandro replied.


“Oh, you dare call me bastard, huh? Well, look who’s talking… it’s the poor orphan boy from the so-called famous Laurentiis family,” Marco replied mockingly.


Sandro rose from his seat. Valentina pulled Fio away from them. She also motioned Amanda to stand back but Amanda ignored her. She was going to protect Fio straightforwardly from Marco… even if that meant she had to brawl against him. Her fists were already clenched on her sides. She was ready to strike.


Marco glared at Sandro. He then gave him a cynical smile before he said derisively to Amanda, “Oh, you are here too, Amanda! You and Sandro make a perfect couple! Rather than see my sister stoop so low dating this bag of trash Sandro, I prefer seeing you with him.”


Fio felt so angry. How could Marco say that about Amanda? 


“Leave her out of this, Marco… or are your standards degrading? You only fight females lately, huh?” Sandro jeered.


Marco’s jaws tightened. He then said, “Come on, Sandro. Stop it with the verbal attack… are you going to be a man and fight me with your fist or are you going to be a cowardly smart ass, attacking me with your mouth?”


Sandro moved forward. His fists were already lifted up. Amanda clutched Sandro’s shirtsleeve from behind. “Sandro! Hold it!”


Marco mimicked daintily and derisively, “Oh, Sandro, hold it! I’m scared!”


“You know, Marco… you are going to make yourself in a very bad situation if you don’t stop with it,” Sandro said full of hatred.


“I am not scared of you. You’re the one who’s going to make it worse… I told you not to touch my sister, but you did it anyway. It’s your fault she went away, orphan boy!” Marco said.


“Why, you…”


Sandro’s fist flew to Marco’s face. Soon enough, the two of them were brawling. Everyone started to scream of panic. Fights like this rarely happened on campus grounds and everyone was worried about it now. Fio shrieked. Valentina pulled her further away. Amanda tried to pull Sandro away from Marco so he wouldn’t get hit but Marco saw her and he shoved her aside. Amanda fell down, hitting the table on her back. She yelped in pain.


Some people came to her direction, including a running panic Coco. He snatched her up and pulled her away from the scene of the fight. Coco’s friends also came along. Fabio also appeared. They tried to separate Sandro and Marco from each other. But, like beasts, Sandro and Marco shoved them all away and continued hitting each other brutally. 

Fio’s face went pale and she suddenly felt very weak. She could feel the world spinning around her. But she didn’t faint. She couldn’t. She mustn’t. She must stop them. She had to stop the noises. When she reopened her eyes, she saw blood on both Marco and Sandro’s faces. She raised her hand in the air, as if wanting to say something but she felt her throat clogged and her feet nailed to the ground.

“Stop,” she said weakly.

“Fio… hang on,” Valentina said.

Fio shook her head. She must stop them. She didn’t want to see them fight. She didn’t want to see violence.


“Coco! Fio is going to faint! Do something!” Amanda shouted.


But Fio didn’t faint. She gathered her strength and courage and finally she let out the loudest and most frustrated scream anyone ever heard, “STOP IT!”


Everyone went static. The anguished scream seemed to scorch everyone’s ears and slashed everyone’s pulse. It sounded so agonized that it was as if it had come from a slave who was being beaten by his or her master’s whip. 


“STOP IT! YOU FOOLS! YOU ARE HURTING YOURSELVES!” Fio yelled. “DAMN YOU! STOP!” 


Sandro and Marco were actually frightened hearing Fio’s scream. They didn’t know Fio’s reaction would be that massive. The two of them now looked pale and their faces were made even worse with blood running down from their eyes, noses and mouths. Their shirts were torn bits here and there. They looked awful.


“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?” an authoritative voice roared.


Everyone once again was surprised. They turned around and saw Professor Brano standing angrily behind the crowd. It wasn’t only Professor Brano who was there but many other professors, as well as the dean.


“What the hell are you doing?” Professor Brano asked furiously. His anger was almost as scary as Fio’s scream was. He saw Sandro and Marco and he scowled even darker. “You! The two of you should be ashamed!”


“Sandro!” a professor from his faculty scolded. His name was Professor Lombardo. “You, of all people! A member of the Senate! You should know better than to be involved in a brawl… on campus grounds!” He paused and then turned to Marco. “And, you… Di Vaio! Do you really want us to expel you? You’ve made enough trouble already around here,” Professor Lombardo said darkly.


The dean was also very irate. He didn’t say anything but these words in a clipped voice, “Bring them to my office… now.”


“Come on! You go with us to meet the dean!” Professor Lombardo said. He grabbed them both by the collar and shoved them forward to move ahead. “MOVE!”


Sandro and Marco walked away reluctantly, following Professor Brano and Professor Lombardo. The dean turned to the others and then announced, “All right, don’t just stay there… attend your classes if you have them now!” At that he turned around and left.


Professor Castellini stayed put, though. He meant to inquire how it happened. But when he saw the look on Pippo’s face, he felt sorry for him. He knew Sandro was Pippo’s brother and there must be nothing more shameful than having his brother involved in a publicly seen riot.


“Pippo, are you all right?” Professor Castellini asked his colleague.


“I am not sure,” Pippo said flatly. He felt numb. He really didn’t know what to feel. He found Coco looking at him in the middle of the crowd. He didn’t dare look at his brother’s eyes. He turned around and walked away immediately in anger. Professor Castellini followed him.


Coco started to move towards him but Amanda held him back. “Coco, please don’t leave! He needs to be alone right now. Please stay… I need you here to help Fio!”


Coco halted. He turned around and saw how pale Fio looked and the shaking grew even more violent. It was as if she was about to have a nervous breakdown. He decided to stay and help Amanda with Fio.


“Massimo, Gennaro, support Fio,” Coco said.


Massimo and Gennaro readily helped him. They supported Fio’s stance and took her over from Valentina. Coco ordered Amanda, “Amanda, you know her doctor. Call the doctor and say that Fio is nearly having a breakdown. I don’t trust the campus clinic in this situation. We’ll bring her to your place right now. I will get my car.” 


Amanda nodded. But as she tried to walk, she felt her back hurt a lot. She yelped again. Coco caught her right in time. He knew exactly what was going on. “Oh, great… you too! Stay here, Amanda! You need to see the doctor as well!” He left to get the car. 


Suddenly Nadia appeared. She was alone and she looked panicked. Valentina was surprised to see her. “Nadia!” Valentina exclaimed. Fio’s eyes flickered. Nadia turned around and saw her friends. She was shocked to see Fio like that. Then she noticed how angrily Valentina was looking at her.


“What happened?” she asked nervously.


“There was a fight – between Marco and Sandro,” Valentina answered.


“What?” Nadia asked. She actually looked panicked. “Where is Marco now?”


“Why do you ask about him? You should be worried about Fio first!” Valentina said exasperatedly.


“I have to find Marco!” Nadia said, ignoring Valentina’s words.


 “Damn you, Nadia! Your friend is in trouble and you’re concerning the person who made her like that!” Valentina scolded her. “What is it with you? What, are you Marco’s slave or something?”


Nadia frowned and stared at Valentina sharply. Then she left the scene. Valentina was terribly enraged by Nadia’s behavior. “What a bitch!” Valentina said.


“I reckon she’s angry because you said that about her boyfriend,” Massimo said all of a sudden. 


Everyone went static. They all stared him in disbelief. Massimo was taken aback the other didn’t know that fact. “What? Why are you looking me like that? You don’t believe me? It’s the truth! That girl, Nadia, is dating Marco Di Vaio. They have been going out for about a month.”


At that moment, Fio just collapsed. Nothing else could stagger her that much anymore. This was the top.

Chapter 69


“Come on, Amanda, it’s all right,” Terry tried to calm Amanda down. “Guys are stupid… they fight, they brawl… they do things like that. That’s why… that’s why they are called males.” 


Amanda was sitting in front of Terry in La Primavera now. She had just finished telling her friend what had happened at the campus a few hours before. She decided to call Terry and ask her to come there because she didn’t know who else to talk to. Her parents were busy calming down the enraged Billy Costacurta and the distressed Martina while Professor Laurentiis was attempting to bail Sandro out of detention for behaving so badly. She needed someone to whom she could spill all her pent up emotions.


“Li odio!” Amanda said in frustration. “I told Sandro to stay away but, no, he wouldn’t listen! And that Marco guy… what did Nadia see in him anyway? He’s like a radical separatist! I can just sentence them both with death penalty!”


Terry had to smile hearing that. Amanda always managed to make witty analogies such as that even in situations like this. It was amazing to see that Amanda seemed to be the more frustrated one than anyone else. Perhaps because she was the most involved.


“Listen, Amanda, I’ve had worse situations than that… trust me, brawling males aren’t as bad as seeing your boyfriend with a half-naked woman in his apartment and ready to bang each other when the time comes,” Terry said contemptuously. 


Amanda was surprised. Her eyes flickered. She raised her eyes to her friend’s and stared at her meaningfully. From the way Terry said it, she could guess right away that she was speaking from personal experience… wasn’t she? 


“Terry, are you talking about Alessio?” Amanda asked suddenly.


Terry sighed. “Yes, I am,” Terry finally admitted.


Amanda gulped. She couldn’t believe her ears. “Is that what happened… for real? You saw Alessio in his apartment with another woman who was half naked and they were ready to have sex?”


Terry shut her eyes in pain as the memory flooded her brain back at once. But the next moment she opened them again. She refused to surrender herself to self pity and she wasn’t going to let a simple, stupid memory to haunt her and distress her. Frustration was the last thing she needed at the moment. She must be strong, she determined.


“Yes, it was the situation,” Terry confessed. “That is why I am not speaking to Alessio at the moment. I don’t know whether it was intentional, since we were planning a dinner date at his place at the moment and he was expecting me to come, or not, since the girl is a bitch… but I am very hurt right now and I don’t want to see him because if I see him I might get hurt once more,” Terry said, trying to sound reasonable. 


Amanda gave her a look of disbelief. “I don’t believe you… Alessio would never do something like that… would he?”


“Amanda, you better believe me. It happened and I saw it with my own eyes!”


“Well, what was Alessio’s defense?”


“Well, I don’t know because I haven’t spoken to him since the last time it happened!”


“Terry, you must see him and speak to him! If not, how are you going to find out about it? You deserve to know the truth!” Amanda urged.


Terry shook her head. “Oh, I don’t know…”


Amanda asked her cautiously then, “Are you going to come to the race tomorrow?”


Terry shrugged. “My father wanted me to come because this is the last race and everyone expects the team to be complete for the season closing… but I’d rather stay here and not go so I can accompany you and Fio.”


Amanda sighed. She was actually hoping Terry and Shez could be there for her as well… but, also to her opinion, Terry should sort out things with Alessio first.


“Well, it’s up to you, Terry,” Amanda finally said. “I’d be happy if you could stay here with Fio and I but… you also must go there because it’s your obligation. It’s your duty to be there. Besides, you need to solve this problem with Alessio. At least,” she emphasized on her last two words when Terry was about to protest, “At least, give Alessio a chance to explain. That’s what you both deserve: explanation.”


Terry could only nod sadly.


“Listen,” Amanda said, “I have to go back now or else my parents are really going to be worried. Do you want to come?”


“No, I think I’ll stay around here for a while… then, perhaps, I’ll call my dad to see if he wants me to come,” Terry said.


Amanda nodded. She rose from her seat and got ready to go home. Suddenly Antonio came to her. He looked panicked.


“Amanda, Valentina just called me. They took Fio to the hospital,” Antonio said.


“What? Why? When?” Amanda asked in shock.


“Oh God… what happened?” Terry asked, equally shocked. 


“Valentina said that Fio had a difficulty breathing or something. Well, whatever it is, we must hurry… NOW!” Antonio said.


The next minute the three of them dashed out of the café and sped their way to the hospital.


Terry thought she couldn’t have any worse situation than her problem with Alessio – but she was proven wrong. Seeing Martina Costacurta was like seeing a ghost of her past coming back to life.


She had come with Amanda and Antonio to the hospital. There were a few people there. Fio’s parents were present, of course, and Amanda’s family accompanied them. Coco was there with Valentina on one corner, speaking quietly to each other. When Amanda and Antonio arrived, Coco and Valentina talked to them. Terry would have joined them but she was too chagrined to see Martina.


The woman looked ten years older than the last time Terry saw her in front of Antonio’s apartment. She was quite beautiful then. Now, she had a somber look on her face – hollow, gloomy and depressed – emphasized by the red eyes and dark circles under them. Her overall complexion was pale. The position she held as she was sitting down, leaning to Adriana, showed that she was actually weak physically as well as mentally. There could be no more depressing view than that.


But Terry had seen it once. She had seen it before, some nine or ten years ago… that was when her mother had just passed away. Her father then looked very much like Martina now. It was as if the death of his wife meant the world had stopped revolving and fallen off into pieces. He didn’t have the strength to live or any spirit. He was just plain miserable. Terry was the one who suffered the outcome. At ten she had to grow up without a mother and a father. Only about four years later did her father realize that he was the one who was supposed to be taking care of her daughter and not the other way around.


“Terry, what’s the matter? You look rather pale… are you all right? Maybe you are sick too,” Coco suddenly said.


“No, I am not… thank you for asking, though,” Terry replied in a choked voice.


Coco shot her a dubious look. “Are you sure you’re all right, Terry?” he asked again.


Terry nodded. “Yes, I am fine.”


“In that case, I will leave you here now. I must go and meet Pippo,” Coco said. Terry nodded and said goodbye to him. Coco left. 


At that moment, Adriana turned her head and she saw Terry. Adriana knew Terry quite well since Amanda was a good friend of hers. She excused herself from Maritina, Billy and Paolo to greet Terry. In no time she was already in front of her.


“Ciao, Terry… nice for you to have come! I hope Amanda didn’t frustrate you… she was rather frantic when she left the hospital a few hours before,” Adriana said with a smile.


“Oh, no, she didn’t. She was just telling me how annoyed she is with Marco and Sandro… since I share the same feelings, I couldn’t help agreeing with her,” Terry replied.


“But you look a bit shaky yourself,” Adriana said.


“Oh, no… I am just a bit… well, I am a little bit shaky seeing Fio’s mother,” Terry finally confessed.


Adriana’s eyes grew dark. “I know. It’s pretty sorrowful to see Martina like that. I hope I never have to be like that.”


Terry stared at her and said, “Don’t… neither you or Amanda should suffer like that.” Her voice was filled with pain. It was so distinct that Adriana couldn’t help wondering why. 


“You speak as if you’ve been in that situation before,” Adriana said.


“When my mother died, my father used to look like that all the day… every single day for about four years. I felt sorry for him. He loved my mother so much. Since then I promised myself that whatever happens, even though I am sad and in trouble, I won’t disappoint other people around me,” Terry said.


Adriana was touched. She hugged Terry warmly and said, “I am sorry too for you, darling.”


Terry smiled as Adriana released her. She said, “I hope this whole deal will get better, Mrs. Maldini… I really hope so, for everyone’s sake. If there’s anything I can do, please tell me and I will do my best to help.”


After talking to Adriana, she felt slightly better. That was actually the first time she ever managed to talk to anyone about her depressing past. Usually, she didn’t want to tell anyone. But perhaps talking about your problems, and crying at times, can make things better. That was why when she left the hospital an hour later to go back to the dorm, after making sure Fio was all right, she felt more optimism than she did when she arrived at the hospital.


“Hey, Terry… where have you been? The phone has been ringing all the time and all the phone calls were for you,” Irene reported as Terry walked inside the room she shared with her. From the way Irene announced it, the matter seemed to be urgent.


“Oh, sorry… I had something to do,” Terry replied. She took off her jacket. “Who was it from?”


“People from Ferrari have been trying to reach you, saying that the flight to Malaysia is tonight at eight! Your father and the rest of the mechanic team have gone first there… but you, Alessio and D’Amico are expected to fly together tonight!” Irene said. 


Terry was perplexed. “WHAT?”


Irene explained, “They have been trying to reach you all morning. There were about 50 calls made for you! You have to pack now! You must leave now if you want to catch the plane!” 


Terry was about to argue but what could she argue to Irene? She was simply a messenger and Terry had no reason to object to her. She sighed. “Are you sure, Irene?”


“How can I not be sure if I were the one who kept answering the last twenty calls from your father, from the team manager and from this mechanic named Vano?” Irene replied exasperatedly. She was already taking out Terry’s travel bag.


Terry sighed again, this time heavily. She started to snatch some of the clothes she had in the closet and dumped them inside the travel bag. She only took the ones she could think of. Ten minutes later, her packing was completed although Irene thought Terry would run out of clothes in three days. But Terry didn’t care. If she had to leave now, there wasn’t going to be any time to do more proper packing.


“All right! I’ll call the taxi,” Irene said.


“Wait! What about the tickets?” Terry asked. “Did they say what flight it was for me and all?”


“They only said that Alessio and D’Amico would meet you there and they would be bringing you the tickets,” Irene said.


Before Terry could answer, Irene was already gone from her sight. In the short time she had before the taxi arrived, she decided to call someone to tell that she wasn’t going to be in Rome for the next few days. Her first choice would be Amanda but Amanda was at the hospital. She also thought about Coco but she didn’t know the number of Coco’s cell phone by heart. Finally, she decided to tell Shez.


Shez wasn’t surprised to hear it. She just wished her luck and have a safe journey. Before they hung up, Shez cautiously reminded Terry to try to settle things with Alessio because they would be meeting each other again after quite a while. Terry wasn’t sure about that last one. She just knew everything was going to be a mess. And that was why she was reluctant to enter the taxi that Irene had called to go to the airport. 


Alessio waited for Terry in silence and isolation. He stood quietly on one corner where he could see incoming people from the outside. But he didn’t know whether to expect to see Terry or not. He absolutely didn’t know if Terry was going to come or not. Their fight might cause her to decide to stay behind from the rest of the team although he knew Beppe was going to try to make her come with the team. He could only guess… and hope that she would come.


They hadn’t spoken for a week long… even more than that. He was sure Terry was still angry with him, although it wasn’t entirely his fault. But if Terry could be angry with him, he could be too. 


Alessio was terribly hurt when he realized Terry didn’t try to call him to ask for explanation. Then he waited for her to call him about the Autumn Ball. He had hoped they could talk then, before the Autumn Ball. But Alessio never received a phone call. Even when he tried to call, Terry didn’t want to answer it. When he came to her dorm to pick her up, thinking that she might be there and not going to the Ball, he found out that she had already left. He went to the Ball and to his utter disgust Terry was having such a good time with D’Amico. 


Alessio thought Terry could easily forget about the problem by having fun on her own at the Autumn Ball. He also thought that since Alessio made her jealous with Alessia then she should the same thing by going out with his partner, someone he considered a best friend. And Terry was smiling most of the time and there was no trace of sadness when he saw her at the Ball. She was dancing around with several guys and talking to many of them… particularly with D’Amico, she was very intimate.


Alessio was jealous. He was so jealous that he knew if he had stayed longer at the Ball to see Terry with those other guys, he would start to kill each and every one of them who touched his girlfriend. So he went home in anger and never wanted to look back. Since then, he had to endure this pain in his heart – the same pain Terry was probably feeling right now.


“Alessio,” called a familiar voice.


Alessio sobered up instantly. He looked at the person who greeted him: Terry. 


“Terry,” he replied flatly.


“I am here. What are we waiting for? Shouldn’t we leave now?” she asked straightforwardly without any other greeting.


“We must wait for D’Amico first,” Alessio said.


“I saw him pulling up in the front,” Terry informed.


Another surge of jealousy flooded Alessio’s mind and heart. He didn’t like the idea of Terry noticing another man’s activity, even if it was as simple as pulling up at the front. His face expression changed quickly from impassive to annoyed.


For a while the two of them didn’t say anything. They were speechless… but their silence was more due to the fact that they were angry at each other and not because of they didn’t know what to say to each other. Terry turned around, her back facing him, and Alessio looked away, staring blankly to the space in front of him.


A few minutes later, D’Amico came and joined them. He greeted Alessio and Terry but only Terry replied him. Alessio just gave him a blank look and then led the way inside for the check-in. D’Amico was taken aback by his partner’s behavior but he saw how exasperated Terry looked and he assumed that Alessio’s coldness was perhaps because he had just argued with Terry. He decided not to meddle so he didn’t say anything and followed Alessio and Terry who were already heading towards the check-in desk.


The situation while on the flight was terribly uncomfortable as well. Although they were enjoying the comfort and luxuries of a first class flight, the three of them were not on speaking terms and Terry and Alessio were constantly avoiding each other. They weren’t only avoiding eye contact but also physical contact. They refused to sit next to each other so that they wouldn’t touch each other. 


D’Amico felt as if he were caught in the middle of a war. He had the worst feeling that if he weren’t there, the two of them would start to fight for real. So he resisted the temptation to ask change his seat to the empty one somewhere across the cabin and remained there, next to Terry and in front of Alessio. 


But somewhere in the next three hours, he felt even more uncomfortable and he couldn’t stand it anymore. He then hissed to both Terry and Alessio, “Listen, you two… please be reasonable and don’t just sit there as if one another doesn’t exist. PLEASE SPEAK! I am dying here.”


Alessio and Terry stared at the fuming D’Amico but neither of them said anything.   After a very long moment of silence, Terry said, “Excuse me, I am going to the lavatory.” 


After Terry was gone, D’Amico grimaced at Alessio. He asked him furiously, “What is the matter with you? If you have a problem with her, you might as well speak to her about it… solve it! Or anything! Do something!”


Alessio shot him a sharp look. “Stay out of this, D’Amico,” he warned threateningly. 


“Damn it!” D’Amico cursed. He wanted to shout at Alessio but there was nothing he could say to him. He just shook his head in exasperation. Finally, he shot to his feet and said, “I am moving away from here. You two are so freaking weird!” 


He left his seat at once. 

Meanwhile in the lavatory… feeling very angry, Terry almost slammed the lavatory’s door closed. She spent exactly fifteen minutes in the toilet and even thought of staying there for the rest of the flight so she didn’t have to see Alessio. But it was obviously impossible so she returned to her seat anyway.  When she returned, she saw D’Amico’s seat was empty and she cursed in her heart. D’Amico’s presence had prevented a fight between her and Alessio to erupt but now he was gone. 


She sat down again despite her reluctance. She looked away to another direction, avoiding Alessio once again the moment she did. 

Alessio felt her aloofness and he felt like shaking her so that she would turn to him and speak to him normally. But he knew he couldn’t do that so instead he scoffed, “Are you done?”


Terry turned to look at him derisively. “What?”


Alessio shifted his position so that he now faced her. “Are you done being angry with me? Or were you never angry that you could go out with someone else other than me?”


Terry scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”   


Alessio frowned. “Damn it, Terry!”


“Damn it what? Damn me? No, it’s damn you, Alessio!” Terry said heatedly. She was going to say something else but she stopped herself from saying another rude word to him. She then said, “You know what, I really don’t want to speak to you right now…”


Alessio grabbed her wrist and gripped it tightly until it hurt. “You must. You are going to speak to me and explain to me why you went away with another man. And you are going…”


“Me? Going out with another man? Are you out of your mind? Do you think I am that low to go out with another man while I’ve only broken up with my boyfriend for a few days?”


Alessio was infuriated instantly. “BROKEN UP?! We’ve broken up?! Is that your conclusion? You haven’t even listened to my explanation!”


Terry snatched her hand away from his grip. She glowered at him. “I don’t need to listen to it! I know already what is going on between…”


Alessio hissed, “Did you even hear me when I said I never meant it to happen like that? She came to me… I didn’t invite her… I never did! She just appeared out of nowhere!” Alessio reclaimed his hold of Terry and now he was already moving to the seat next to her so that he could seize her even tighter. “It was a scheme! Alessia suddenly came out of nowhere because Laura told her to! She was jealous of you and wanted to separate us. That was why she sent Alessia to come to me and do what she did in my apartment that day! Alessia has been spying on us and she found out that you were going to come to my place! She intended you to be angry with me so that we would break up and so that Laura could have me back!” 


Terry stared at him in disbelief. “You’re lying!”


“Why is it so hard for you to believe it? We’re both the victims here and the villain is Laura!” Alessio raged. “You must trust me!”


Terry didn’t say anything. Reality just hit her. She just digested what Alessio had said. Laura was the schemer… she had done all this to separate Alessio and Terry. But Laura didn’t love Alessio… why would she do that? How could she? 


“Do you understand now?” Alessio asked.


Terry turned to look at him slowly. She was speechless. And her emotions were playing inside her heart so tremendously immense that she wanted to cry and shout at the same time. She was relieved that it was not because of her Alessio was in his apartment with Alessia – it was not because he didn’t like her, but because of a cruel set up plan – and she was glad that the truth had been revealed… but she knew Alessio was angry at her because she blamed him without even hearing his explanation first. This upset her. She didn’t know what to say to him.


“Now, do you trust me, Terry?” Alessio asked. 


They stared into each other’s eyes and the two of them saw pain there. Alessio made the first move to her and he bent down to kiss her. But, she withdrew… “Alessio, no.”


Alessio clenched his jaws. “Why? Why not? You still don’t trust me?”


Terry shook her head. “It’s not that… I… I still need time…”


“For what?” he asked warily. 


“I have to understand all this slowly… I can’t… I mean, we have been separated for quite a while… and I…” Terry answered awkwardly. She cleared her throat and then said, “I just need time to think, okay? Please! I can’t get back to our usual… uhm, condition… I need more… time.” She really didn’t know how to explain it to Alessio. But she did need time to calm herself down and give herself a chance to realize the fact that the nightmare was over.


Alessio nodded. “Fine. I will give you your time. I understand you have to… to breathe.”


Terry smiled a little but she couldn’t look into his eyes any longer. She knew if she did, she would cry right away… then and there.


“Now that I have given you my explanation, will you give me yours? Why did you go with Andrea and not with me to the Autumn Ball?” Alessio asked.


Terry smiled sheepishly. “I am sorry about that. I didn’t call you to confirm our date… I was angry and upset and I couldn’t think clearly… so… I went there on my own, with Irene, my roommate, after she persuaded me to even though I didn’t want to go. When I got there, I met Andrea and because he didn’t have any partner either, we decided to stick around together,” she explained. 


Alessio sighed. “I was very jealous when I saw you with him and I decided to leave without saying anything to you the moment I saw you with Andrea.”


Terry frowned slightly. “See, now who’s the one who doesn’t ask for explanations.”


Alessio actually smiled at that. His face looked less grave than before. Terry was quite thankful for his change of expression or else the flight, which was still ten hours more, was going to be worse than hell. She felt bad for D’Amico, too, for having to put up with their unfriendly behavior. She thought it was only fair to compensate him by, at least, being nice to him for the rest of the journey.


Her boyfriend – or was he still? – seemed to share the same sentiments. He said next, “I think we better apologize to Andrea and ask him if he still wants to return to sit with us.”


“I’ll do that,” Terry said. She needed to get away from him for a while, to neutralize her feelings. As she had guessed, Alessio’s eyes flickered and unless she was mistaken, she saw jealousy and suspicion there. But she gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m just going to talk to him. That’s all.”


Alessio sighed. He decided perhaps it was the best thing to do after all… he decided that perhaps he needed to stay away from her. He needed to neutralize his feelings. So he nodded, giving consent for her to fetch Andrea.


The rest of the journey was indeed more pleasant after the two of them had made up. D’Amico didn’t want to return to sit with them. But this time his reasons were different. First of all, he wanted to enjoy the movie that was played in peace and on his own. Secondly, knowing that Alessio and Terry had reconciled, he wanted to give them time alone. Thirdly, he would rather die first than letting Terry know that he was planning to call Kayla from the plane later on– he didn’t want anyone to know that he had this big crush for Amanda’s friend. Terry and Alessio understood and respected his reasons, whatever they were, and let him alone in peace. 

Alessio and Terry kept their distance, though. They were still a bit wary of each other. Alessio didn’t try to reach for her and cuddle her as usual, like when they were alone. Terry didn’t feel lonely in her distance, several inches away on the opposite seat of Alessio’s, either. They both chatted about various subjects and they found the activity just as pleasant as kissing each other. Alessio was able to get Terry speaking about one of the subjects she loved most – politics – and Terry managed to make Alessio talk about one of the subjects he liked less – business and economy. 

It was already noon when they arrived in Sepang, Malaysia, where the race was going to be. Last year, when the race was held here, Terry missed it because the week after she had a test and she was afraid that the long journey would exhaust her. At that time, Alessio had been very disappointed Terry didn’t come because he wanted to show her the exclusive Asian circuit… and, no doubt, he had wanted to show her his trophy. He won here last year.


Jet lag was wearing out Terry. But it didn’t seem to bring Alessio’s and D’Amico’s stamina down. They looked positively cheerful and excited. The moment they stepped down from the plane, a Ferrari official came up to them and said that everything was ready. The next thing they knew, they were already on a coach and were being driven to the hotel where they were supposed to stay in. And the next moment, they were already in the hotel.


“I am jet lagged,” Terry said when someone asked her if she were all right.


“Oh, poor you,” D’Amico said. He was feeling elated because he did call Kayla and the girl responded to his call eagerly. She told him that she would be looking forward to seeing the race on TV and she wished him very best wishes. “You didn’t sleep too comfortably in the plane, did you?”


“And you did?” Alessio asked.


D’Amico grinned and said, “My man, I don’t need sleep! I get my energy elsewhere!”


Alessio sneered jokingly, “All right, mate, just tell me… which one of the stewardesses did you take to the lavatory and do?”


Terry wrinkled her nose and slapped Alessio’s hand hearing the typical male type of joke. Alessio yelped but he laughed after that. D’Amico lifted his chin indignantly and replied, “I didn’t take any of them. I left my heart with someone in Italy.”


“Ah, interesting… so you weren’t after Terry after all?” Alessio replied.


Terry slapped his arm. Alessio continued on grinning. D’Amico replied, “I would’ve taken her for myself… OUCH!” Terry had pinched his arm. He continued anyway, “Well, there’s this girl… I am not going to tell you who she is yet, because I am still not sure about her feelings for me… but, damn it, she’s so damn beautiful!”


“Let me guess… you met her at the Autumn Ball?” Alessio asked.


“Ah! Now I know who you’re talking about! Want me to tell Amanda to fix you up a date?” Terry said knowingly, giving him a conspiratorial wink.


“Oh, another juicy point: she is Amanda’s friend! Which one is it? Is it Kayla or Elena?” Alessio fired right out.


Even Terry was shocked to hear that. She turned to him and asked him with such awe that he was amused, “How did you know their names?”


He shrugged. “Pippo told me. He knows everything about Amanda and he tells me most of her life history.”


Terry was amazed. D’Amico was too. But he was quick to recover from his amazement and then kidded, “That’s for me to know and you to guess.”


There was no more time for their idle conversation anymore. The Ferrari official came up again to them and gave them keys to their rooms. D’Amico had one suite for himself, of course. But Alessio and Terry were given the same suite. Terry was a bit hesitant about this. 


“Uh, do you think I can get a room on my own?” Terry asked.


“Sorry, Terry, but the reservations have been made and there is no way we can ask for another room… the hotel is fully-booked,” the official said. She then asked, “What? You don’t want to be in the same room as Alessio? Don’t tell me you’re breaking up already?”


Alessio took the keys from her hands anyway. He said, “Don’t worry, Terry and I can fix the problem.” Terry looked up to him and she wondered if he was angry that she didn’t want to share the same room as he was for a while. But there seemed to be no trace of anger or disappointment in Alessio’s voice or eyes. Instead, he said to Terry, “Come on, Terry. Let’s talk about this on the way up.”


Terry followed Alessio to the elevator. They stepped inside it together. The elevator was empty. Alessio pushed the appropriate button. He took a deep breath before he said something to Terry. When he did, he spoke with a low voice, “I’ll sleep with Andrea. You can have the suite for yourself.”


“Alessio, I am sorry… but you know I need…”


“Time. I know. I guess I need time too.”


The two of them stared at each other. Terry could clearly see that he was weary too and he might want to “remedy” as well. “Alessio, I am sorry,” she said.


Alessio gave her a little smile. He pulled her close but didn’t exactly hold her. He just leaned down and pressed a mild kiss on her temples. It was the first intimate move he made since the first time they had the fight and it wasn’t even exactly intimate.


“You need time, and I need time,” Alessio said. He sighed again. “I know this is unnatural… new couples everywhere would love to get together again after a long fight… but I am not going to act like a foolish lover and push you, Terry.” He paused. “I want us to go a long way and if you need ‘time’ to sort things out for a while… well, then, let it be that way. I just want us to have a normal relationship again afterwards.”


Terry nodded. She smiled gratefully at him. Somehow she actually felt like she fell in love with him all over again. This time, she could actually feel love… and only love. Without lust. And that was she wanted from him. 


“Okay, well, here are your keys… I’ll try to bribe Andrea… somehow,” Alessio said.


Terry laughed. She made the first move this time. She tiptoed and then reached for his cheeks to kiss him. She said affectionately, “You can bribe him with stories of Kayla!”


“So, it is Kayla?” Alessio asked in surprise.


“Well, it can’t be Elena… didn’t Pippo tell you Elena has two boyfriends already? Luca and Daniele are chasing after her!” Terry said.


“But I don’t know anything about Kayla…” Alessio said.


They arrived at the designated floor. Terry said, “I’ll tell you later on the qualifications… turn your communicator on. I’ll tell you without Andrea listening!”


“So, her father is a policeman?” Alessio asked without pausing as he jumped out of his car. 


Terry was already waiting by his car. The two of them didn’t stop talking about Kayla during the qualifying rounds and somehow Alessio still managed to take the pole position. “Yes. Her mother is like what Martina Costacurta is – a socialite. Kayla seems to object every time her mom brings her friends to the house because she thinks their noise disturbs her.”


Alessio nodded. He gave the helmet to a nearby mechanic. He thanked the mechanic and returned back to Terry. “You know, Andrea wants to know something about Kayla’s hobby. He was still too shy to actually ask her what it is.”


Terry furrowed her eyebrows. “I don’t know about that either. Actually, I am guessing that she must like books as much as Amanda does… Amanda, Elena and Kayla seem to be very interested in literature… they are the top class students.”


“So, it might be books… right. What else do you know?” Alessio asked.


“Why don’t we just make a phone call to Amanda?” Terry suggested. But she changed her mind the next minute. “Oh, better not… she must be concerned with Fio right now. And her parents are coming home tomorrow afternoon… she might be in a not too good mood.”


“You’re right. Well, I think that should keep him occupied for tonight… let him ponder on the rest,” Alessio said.


Terry chuckled. Somehow, Alessio’s idea for a bribe worked just fine for D’Amico. According to her boyfriend, D’Amico was absolutely smitten by Kayla and he has been asking himself why couldn’t he graduate one year later so that he could meet her before he left college!


“Nice to see you two in cordial terms again,” Beppe said suddenly, showing up from somewhere in the pit.


“Yeah, well, but she’s still not kissing me,” Alessio replied.


Terry smiled sheepishly. She knew her father must have found out about their sleeping together. If not, he would have implied it. So Alessio’s remark was a bit awkward. Beppe winked at him and said, “You must be losing your touch, boy.”


“Time will tell, Beppe,” Alessio replied.


“You men are so crazy,” Terry said lamely.


“When are you going to start kissing him again, darling?” Beppe asked.


Terry stuck out her tongue. She said, “Later, when I’m ready.”


Alessio smiled hearing that. Although Terry had said it coolly, Alessio felt that she said it seriously. He reached for her hand and said, “I’ll be here.”


“Yeah, well, I hope you’ll get back to normal terms soon… or else, some of Alessio’s fans are ready to take him on,” Beppe said.


Terry jokingly replied, “Let them have him! Let’s see if they can take his dementedness even for just one day!”

Chapter 70


The next day Terry woke up with an uneasy feeling. She felt a tight knot in her stomach. She felt queasy. She didn’t know why but she seemed be very nervous now. Of course she didn’t think much of it. She was tired, that was all, she thought. 


Going down from her bed, she reached for the small alarm clock on the small table next to her bed. She glanced at it and saw that it was only five thirty in the morning. She couldn’t believe she was this early. What was she going to do now? She sighed and thought about what she should do. Then she decided to get up early. Perhaps if she came down to the lobby and spend some time in the coffee shop she might be able to soothe herself.


After taking a bath, she put on her clothes and left her room, bringing her backpack. She went down to the first floor by the elevator and saw that the lobby was still a bit unpacked. For the past few days in many hotels in Kuala Lumpur the lobbies seemed to be swarmed by people coming to watch the F1 race. But since this was very early in the morning, the place was still a bit quiet.


Terry went to the coffee shop immediately. She couldn’t wait for a cup of coffee to calm her nerves down. Somehow the tension seemed to grow even when she was in the showers. Once she was there, she sat down and ordered one cup of strong Javanese coffee. She knew the coffee might surprise her stomach but who cares? 


While waiting for her coffee, she decided to check on her journal to see if there were some more assignments she had to do. The semester finals were soon approaching and she must get herself organized to finish her assignments and study for the exams. She was glad to know that she had completed most of her assignments so she would have more time to study for the finals.


“Buon giorno, signorina De Rossi,” greeted someone.


Terry went static. She was surprised. She couldn’t believe her ears. And she couldn’t believe her eyes even more when she saw the man in front of her.


“Surprised?” he asked.


Terry was baffled. She couldn’t believe that it was him she was really seeing! “You!” was all she could muster to get out of her mouth. 


Steve Parker smiled at her. He asked genially, “Do you mind if I sit here?”


Terry could only nod. Steve took a seat in front of her. He cleared his throat first before saying anything to Terry. Of course the first thing he said was to greet her even more properly. “Hello, Terry. I know you wouldn’t have dreamed of meeting me here but I came anyway.”


“You’re right, I didn’t dream of meeting you anywhere,” Terry answered, finally overcoming her puzzlement.


Steve nodded. He then said, “Do you mind if I order coffee first before I explain to you why I am here?”


Terry shrugged. “Up to you.”


A few moments later, Terry’s coffee came and Steve ordered to the waiter cappuccino. With a smile, he unnecessarily provided the reason for his choice to Terry, “I like Italian coffee.”


Terry just nodded. After the waiter had left, Steve returned his attention back to Terry. Meanwhile, Terry had been observing him all along. Now that she could watch him more closely, Terry noticed how boyish Steve looked like. 

His complexion was fair, unlike Italians or Latinos, and his dark hair was brownish instead of pure black. He might be some six feet two but he wasn’t that buff to compete with a sportsman. In fact his figure was slightly like Professor Laurentiis – slender. His smile was the highlight of his handsomeness. When he smiled, his eyes crinkled and there was always a friendly light in it. His lips were nicely shaped but not over sensual so that it could make anyone die to kiss it. In general, he was more of a boy-next-door type of guy compared to, say, Sandro Laurentiis, who was godly handsome.

In fact, Terry could understand why Laura probably fell for him in the first place… this man looked like Alessio, who was also sort of boyish. Terry now wondered if Laura chose Steve because he was like Alessio. If so, then why did she have to leave Alessio in the first place? What a strange woman!

“Well, Terry, I might as well start my explanation now,” Steve said.

“Yes, I think you better because I am beginning to feel curious,” Terry replied.

Steve cleared his throat once more. He took a deep breath as well. After that he said, “I came here to apologize.”

For the second time around that morning, Terry was utterly baffled. “What? Why?”

“I must apologize to you for what Laura had done to you and Alessio,” Steve said. “I am sure Alessio has explained everything to you about what Laura and Alessia did… I was so shocked to find out about it. You see, I didn’t know what they were scheming until Alessio came to my apartment in Rome and then unfolded everything. Laura admitted doing the thing too. I realized that you must feel very miserable about what happened… so, I came here to apologize for all that.”

Terry stared at the man in front of him in disbelief. How could he be the one who apologized? Perhaps he was humiliated by the way his fiancée acted but Terry still couldn’t see the reason why Steve should be the one who comes to her and then apologize. 

“Why? Steve, you’re not even involved in the case!” Terry said.

Steve closed his eyes for one second. When he reopened them, Terry saw something different – she saw pain. “I am involved… I should… I should have loved Laura more so she didn’t have to love Alessio back…”

“Steve, she chose you over Alessio!” Terry replied.

“No, Terry, she chose me because of…” Steve gulped. “Lust.” He took another deep breath. “I can’t understand why she had wanted to go to bed with me at that time… she seemed to be very happy with me at that time. But when we returned to Italy, suddenly, she just couldn’t stop thinking about Alessio. Well, that was when she found out that Alessio had found someone new that quickly… and you were the one he chose. She’s jealous of you. You should know that… she has hated you for such a long time because she knew Alessio was always partial to you.”

Terry felt as if she wanted to vomit. How could Laura be so disloyal? 

Steve continued, “When I saw you and Alessio, I knew right away that you were both meant to be together. It was clear that he adored you and you are too to him. So, when I found out my fiancée is messing around with other people’s relationship, especially one like yours, I was embarrassed. I came here to apologize.”

Like yesterday, she needed a moment to digest all this. In the end when she finally got the point, she said in a strained voice, “Steve, I appreciate what you’re doing… but, I think you don’t deserve to feel embarrassed…”

“Oh, yes I do! No matter what you will say, I feel that way,” Steve replied. “Please, don’t argue about this… just accept my apologies.”

Steve’s coffee came and Terry used the moment of interruption to think of an answer to his request. The waiter left not so long after he had put the coffee glass on the table and Terry still couldn’t find anything to answer him. Finally, she sighed and said, “Listen, Steve, I will rest my argument on your sentiments… and I will accept your apologies but I still cannot accept Laura’s doing. What she had done almost…” Terry paused for a while. There was a sudden lump in her throat. She felt like crying right now. But she forced herself to continue, “What she had done almost ruined Alessio and I. And now I realize that I really cannot afford to lose Alessio. But every time I think of this whole matter, I am always reminded of Laura and Alessia… so, I can’t forgive her completely…” She lifted her gaze into his eyes. She said, “But you I can forgive.”

Steve nodded. “Fair enough. I didn’t expect you to forgive us completely either. I just want you to know, Terry, that whatever she might want to do in the future to prevent Alessio and you to be happy together, I will try to stop her from doing it.”

This man was really a gentleman. She said, “Thank you, Steve.” Steve only nodded. Terry wiped off the tears from her cheeks and then smiled. “Sorry about the crying…”

“No, it’s okay, really,” Steve replied.

Terry sipped her coffee. “So, are you still going to marry Laura?”

Steve nodded. “I am going to change her.”

“Why would you go all the trouble if you know Laura doesn’t…” She suddenly had trouble speaking. How could she declare that Laura might not love him anymore? 

But Steve provided, “Love me anymore? Well, that is a risk I should take, I guess… I’ve impregnated her… I must be responsible. I can’t possibly break her up while she’s carrying my baby. And our parents would never allow a breakup. She knows that as well… she’s the one who is going to be humiliated if she ran off from our engagement. Besides, right now, I don’t think she cares who she marries… it won’t be Alessio anyway so she doesn’t give a damn.”

“But you will be living with someone who doesn’t truly love you!” Terry protested.

Steve smiled determinedly. “I will try to change her. I will make her love me. Someday, I guess, she might do that.”

Terry couldn’t help smiling. This Steve was more of a gentleman now. Terry lifted her cup and said, “Well, Steve… I wish you luck.”

Steve raised his cup too in response. He took a sip then. After the warmth of the cappuccino flooded his stomach, he asked Terry, “So, have you and Alessio made up? I overheard Alessia telling Laura that you were furious also with Alessio…”

Terry nodded. She felt lighthearted now about Alessio. She almost lost him. But she realized now that she wasn’t going to. “Yes, sort of… we’re taking time to get back together again… we don’t want to take things for granted so we’re just, you know…”

“Keeping distance?”

“Something like that!”

The smile appeared again on Steve’s face. “Well, I wish your team and Alessio luck after this… I know you’ve already won… but I think there’s nothing better than to have a good finale for the season.”

“Thank you,” Terry said sincerely.

“Are you here as a mechanic?” Steve asked. “Or as Alessio’s girlfriend?”

“Both, I guess,” Terry answered.

Steve smiled again. Terry concluded that this man was like Amanda – smiling all the time and what a dazzling smile it was! Terry asked him, “Are you going to watch?”

“I am actually going to Singapore in two hours… I only came here for this business,” Steve replied.

“What are you going to do in Singapore?” Terry asked.

“Take care of my business,” Steve replied. “It’s nothing big, just checking out how the representatives are doing.”

“How did you find out about where we’re staying?” Terry asked.

“Laura,” Steve answered. “She’s quite familiar with all the usual hotels you go to.”

“Oh,” was Terry’s only reply.

“I would like to meet Alessio. Is he awakened yet?”

“Actually, I don’t know. We don’t share the same room,” Terry admitted.

Steve just nodded. He said, “Well, I can’t stay long. But I would appreciate it if you could tell him that I came by and had wanted to see him and apologize.”

“Sure, I’ll tell him that,” Terry replied.

Steve glanced at his watch. “I better get ready now. Thank for spending time to listen to my explanation, Terry. Good luck. I hope we can see each other again.”

“Thanks, Steve,” Terry replied.

Steve rose from his seat, shook Terry’s hand, smiled at her for one last time and he left.

The race preparation gave Terry an even more nervous tension. She was jumpy all day long and could hardly concentrate on the preparations at all. Beppe and Vano noticed that Terry was behaving a bit awkwardly so they asked her if she were all right and then they suggested that she take a rest instead of working. Usually, Terry would deny that and continued on working but this time she didn’t and she was glad that she could rest. 

Alessio was in the middle of a conversation with D’Amico and their team manager when Terry passed by with a worried look on her face. Alessio suddenly ignored the conversation and went on to observe Terry from afar. There must be something wrong with her or else she wouldn’t be looking like that. Alessio tried to figure out what happened now that might cause Terry’s apparent uneasiness. 

“Alessio, are you listening or not?” 

Alessio snapped back right up to the real world, away from his thoughts. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention on that last bit. What did you say?”

Ten minutes later, Alessio excused himself from the people around him and then went in search for Terry. Someone told him that Terry actually went outside to the toilet. Just when the person had finished his sentence, Terry reappeared. Alessio spotted her and approached her in the place where she was standing.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Alessio greeted her with a smile.

“Hi!” Terry replied. She smiled back at him. “How are you doing? You’re feeling good, aren’t you? You’ll need to win this race for our season finale. And you must help Andrea secure his place as runner-up in the championship.” 

“Darling, tell me something new… please! I’ve heard that from practically everyone in the past 24 hours!” Alessio replied dryly.

Terry laughed. Alessio then asked her seriously, “Terry, are you all right? You didn’t look too good when I saw you a while ago.”

She shrugged. “Oh, I was just very nervous… for some reasons. I don’t know what they are either. But I am all right now.”

Alessio then touched her cheek with his hand. “Are you sure? I hate to know that you’re ill or something.”

Terry nodded. She touched Alessio’s hand and pulled it away from her face but didn’t let it go when it was down. She said, “I am fine. Maybe it’s just the anxiety of this last day of the race.” She then bent her head down. She was silent for a while. She deliberated whether or not she should tell Alessio or not. Finally, she decided she had to. He had the right to know.

“Alessio,” she called him quietly.

“Yes?” he replied.

She looked up to him and stared into his eyes. Then she told him, “Next season, I may not be here…”

“Meaning?” he asked with furrowed eyebrows. 

“I am going to resign,” Terry answered.

“WHAT?” Alessio replied in surprise. 

Terry released Alessio’s hand. “I have been thinking during our days not together… I thought about everything in my life and I was wondering what would I be in the future. Being away from you has one benefit for me. I was able to concentrate fully on my studies and I realized… that, well, I love my studies and I want to be serious at it. I want to be a diplomat, Alessio. I know it’s going to be a hard job and it’s not going to be easy to achieve it but I would like to try to get there and I can only do that if I dedicate myself to learn it. Joining Ferrari would be a diversion and I can’t let any diversion get in the way.”

Alessio sighed. He blew a small whistle. His ran his fingers through his hair. His reaction was as if she was breaking up with him. Terry then added, “I know this is all so sudden… letting you know at this time, Alessio, but… I’ve wanted to tell you that…”

“Oh God…” he breathed.

“I’m sorry,” Terry replied.

D’Amico came. “Yo, Alessio! Hurry up! Warm up is in ten minutes!” he told him.

Alessio nodded. He turned to Terry and gave her a disbelieving look. But he didn’t say anything. Finally, he replied, “I’ll see you later, Terry… I have to go.”

“Sure… good luck,” Terry replied.

Now that Alessio was gone, Terry felt really guilty. The look in Alessio’s face was very devastating. Several emotions flickered in his eyes before he left – anger, disappointment, shock and disbelief. Terry couldn’t face him after this now. She didn’t know what he would say or do next. She just hoped he wouldn’t hate her because of this.

Everyone watched the monitor in the pit to see the start of the race. Alessio and D’Amico started in first and second position. When the green light was on, the two of them dashed like thunders. As usual, they were leaving hug gaps between each other and between themselves and the others behind. But this time, Alessio took second place and let D’Amico race in the front so that he could secure his runner-up position. It was going as planned.

The race behind D’Amico and Alessio was more nerve wrecking to watch. Graham and Ashton were only some seconds apart and they wanted to get the third position. Behind them, the other racers were competing against each other to make it to the fourth position. They were all trying to get some points.

“You’re doing good, guys!” Beppe said to both Ferrari drivers.

“Am I still a long way from pit stop?” D’Amico asked nervously.

“Yes, you are. You’re going to go in first and then Alessio. It won’t be for another seven laps, though, so for now just relax,” Beppe replied.

“Yo, Al, are you doing fine?” D’Amico asked his partner.

“I’m fine,” Alessio replied curtly.

There was an edge on Alessio’s voice and everyone who heard it wondered what might be the problem. They didn’t ask him what the problem was, though, because they didn’t want to ruin his concentration. 

Meanwhile, Terry’s feelings were even worse than before. She was tensed, not only because of the race but also because she was thinking of Alessio’s reaction. She just knew Alessio didn’t like her decision and this was what she feared since a long time ago. 

“Which one is whose?” someone near her asked. “Hey, did someone mix up Alessio and Andrea’s tires?” 

That caught everyone’s attention. “What’s the matter?” Angelo asked.

“I have piled Alessio’s spare tires over here and Andrea’s over there but why are they all here now?” the person asked.

“Sorry! I thought those tires were scattered and hadn’t been separated yet so I thought Beppe would like to separate them after I gathered them,” another person replied.

“Oh, good! And Beppe is not exactly here now!” Angelo replied in exasperation. He turned to Terry. “Do you know which one is whose?”

Terry nodded. To someone else tires may not have much difference but for Beppe, Alessio, D’Amico and Terry they had differences. Whenever Alessio and D’Amico tried on tires of their cars, they could find some complaints if they didn’t like it. Drivers’ instinct enabled them to differ between which one is which and which one is whose. Terry began to separate them one by one, differentiating between Alessio’s tires and D’Amico’s. It took her only three minutes to do that. When Angelo received word from Beppe that D’Amico was coming in about four more laps, he told everyone to get ready. Terry gave small instructions and the mechanics followed but she didn’t join them to get ready. She wasn’t there as a mechanic that day so she couldn’t join in.

“Nice job, Terry,” Angelo complimented. “It sure is nice to have you around.”

Terry smiled. Then she wondered if the others would object too with her decision to leave the team. She decided not to think about it now. She was just worried about Alessio.

D’Amico came in three laps afterwards. The pit stop was quick – only 6.2 seconds – because D’Amico needed to get back in the race as soon as possible. Once he was back on the tracks, he sped his car and blasted his way forward, leaving Alessio behind by ten seconds. Alessio slowed down after that, giving D’Amico more chance to enlarge the gap so that he could win. It was his turn in the next lap and he told the mechanics to be ready for his coming.

“All right, everyone, gear up!” Beppe said from the communicator. “Remember, Alessio needs a lot of fuel because he’s doing the one-pit strategy! Make it below seven seconds or else Graham is going to take him over.”

“Is it Graham in third?” Angelo asked.

“Yes,” Beppe replied. “Ashton is behind him.”

“How large are their gap with Alessio?”

“Fifteen seconds.”

“Right! Alessio can do this one!” 

On the next lap, Alessio got himself ready to make his pit stop. He entered the pit lane and approached the Ferrari pit. Everyone worked very fast there. And they managed to do it three seconds later than they did to D’Amico, it was 6.5 seconds. Alessio then drove his car out of the pit lane and joined the race back again.

Suddenly… without warning, a car hit Alessio. Alessio was shocked but he didn’t even have the time to think because the next thing that happened, his car was thrown outside from the track and hit the metal fence. This caused another series of crashes. Some cars behind Alessio’s tried to avoid the collision but they ended up hitting each other. Then there was an explosion… Alessio’s car had exploded. The explosion was so big that it caused several other cars to stop as well.

Everyone on the Ferrari pit watched the scene in horror and there was a loud scream of horror. It came from Terry. Terry couldn’t believe that scene she was seeing. The car was all on fire.  

“NOOOOOOOOOO!” she shrieked piercingly. “Alessio is in there! Get him out! NOW!”

Everyone rushed out of the pit to save Alessio. Beppe and all the Ferrari officials also panicked and they ran to rescue him. On the monitor, all they could see was fire everywhere. Terry felt like she was going to faint very soon. Someone took her arms and supported her.

“Terry, Terry… hang on! Don’t faint! Breathe, Terry!” someone said.

She was crying hysterically. “No! Alessio… I have to see him! I need to see Alessio!” She was so frantic that everyone thought she would lose her mind. “WHERE IS HE? I NEED TO SEE ALESSIO!” 

“Hold her tight! Don’t let her fall down!” 

“She’s hysterical! Get Beppe in here!”

Suddenly, on the monitor, they saw Alessio. Alessio turned out to manage to get out of the car before it exploded but because he was hurt, he didn’t get far enough to avoid getting burns from the explosion. He was lying down on the grass. His head and face were bleeding heavily. His jacket was torn everywhere and there was blood everywhere on his body. His left arm was burnt and so was his right back. It was a horrific scene.

Terry saw it. She screamed in anguish once again and the next thing she knew, the world was dark and she fell down.


“Terry, are you all right, darling? Oh, baby, thank God, you’re okay!” 


Terry opened her teary eyes in a state of trance. Beppe hugged her tightly. Terry couldn’t stand it anymore. She began to weep in his arms.


“Where’s Alessio?” Terry asked.


“He’s been taken to the hospital, sweet. Don’t worry… he’s going to be fine,” Beppe replied. “He’s going to be just fine.”


“I want to see Alessio,” Terry sobbed.


“Yes, you will see him, Terry… but you must pull yourself together first. You can’t go in a condition like this,” Beppe said gently.


Terry jumped down from the set of chairs that were joined together so that she could lie down. She frantically tried to get to the exit. “I want to see Alessio now!”


Beppe and Vano caught her. “Terry, hold it! You can’t go like this!”


“Yes, Terry,” someone she couldn’t recognize at the moment agreed, “You can’t go now… please, you must rest first.”


Another unrecognizable person came to her and said, “Terry, here, have this drink.” She gave her a drink but Terry shook her head.


Someone else said, “You should lie down first.”


“Alessio is going to be fine, Terry,” a person said.


Suddenly Terry saw D’Amico materializing in front of her eyes. He had been somewhere at the back of the crowd. D’Amico approached Terry and opened his arms for her. Terry fell into them and he hugged her tightly. Terry cried again, even more painfully.


“Sssh, it’s going to be all right, Terry. You’ll see Alessio soon,” D’Amico said.


Someone approached Beppe and said to him, “I just received news from the hospital… Alessio is there… he’s being treated at the moment. But the plane is ready to take him back to Italy at anytime this evening.”


“All right,” Beppe replied.


He approached Terry and D’Amico. “All right, now, Andrea… Alessio is at the hospital and he is being treated. Tonight he will be taken back to Italy immediately with a team of doctors and nurses. His medication will be continued there.”


“I am coming with them,” D’Amico said. He looked at Terry. “And Terry too.”


“No, Andrea! You must stay here to finish the race,” Beppe replied. “The restart is about to commence in thirty minutes. You have to finish it.”


D’Amico clenched his jaws. “How do you expect me to drive when my friend is in critical conditions?” he replied.


Someone said to him, “Andrea, don’t do this to us… I know you want to be near Alessio but we cannot afford to lose points for you! You must grab the second place position!”


Another person said, “Oh, come on! Just let him go… Ashton is not going to restart anyway. Graham is not a threat to D’Amico even though he’s restarting. Andrea has already won the second place!”


Beppe spoke gently to D’Amico, “Andrea, listen… we all appreciate your concern for Alessio. I am sure Alessio appreciates it too. But this is one chance for you to win a race. You’re always on the podium, second from everyone… but this is your chance to grab number one! You’re a good driver and you can win this one… be the number one. Prove yourself! I am sure Alessio would have wanted you to stay here and prove to everyone that you can make it as number one!”


After that, D’Amico sighed. He was a driver. Alessio was a driver too. D’Amico thought about what Alessio would do if the situation were the reverse, if he had been the one uninjured and had the chance to win. Alessio would probably stay there and finish what he started. He would seize the chance and make his team proud. D’Amico finally nodded.


“Fine, I am staying here to finish this race,” he said.


Everyone nodded. Beppe pulled Terry away from D’Amico. He escorted her to the door, followed by some officials. “All right, Terry… you can see Alessio now.”


A woman whom Terry saw through the blur of tears in her eyes took her hand and gently pulled her away. “Andiamo, Terry… non ti preoccupare… Alessio will be all right. He’s strong, just as you are.”

Chapter 71


In the Central Hospital in Rome, Pippo, Sandro and Coco waited in despair to see their brother. They all saw the race and were shocked to see what happened to Alessio. When they couldn’t see Alessio’s body, they all thought that Alessio was dead. When they finally saw his body, in its condition on the circuit, they were devastated. Not so long after, Beppe De Rossi called them to say that Alessio was fortunately alive but he was severely injured. He also informed them that he was going to be taken to Italy soon… accompanied by a medical team as well as Terry and a few officials. So, in no time, the brothers called their parents and they were on their way from Naples to Rome. Licia was picking them up at the airport right now. 


Suddenly… Amanda appeared with Fio, Shez and Martina Costacurta.


“Where is Terry? Where is Alessio?” Amanda asked frantically.


Pippo turned around and saw Amanda. “Amy, what are you doing here?”


“Terry’s father called me and he said that Terry needed support… are they here?” Amanda asked.


“No, they’re not,” Pippo replied.


Amanda began to shed tears. “I want Alessio to be alive… Terry needs him.”


Pippo closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I know, Amy. Don’t you worry… everything is going to be fine.” He pulled Amanda close to his arms and hugged her. “Don’t cry again… you’ve already cried too much for other people,” Pippo whispered.


“Ciao, Mrs. Costacurta… Fio, Shez,” Coco greeted them.


“Ciao, Coco,” the three ladies replied.


“Are you all right?” Shez asked him in concern.


“I won’t be until I know Alessio is safe,” Coco replied. He looked terribly distressed and Shez saw a glint of tears on his eyes. 


Shez approached him and hugged him to give comfort. Coco couldn’t hold it back the moment she touched him. He cried then and there. Amanda released Pippo and told him that Coco needed the hug more than she did. Pippo and Sandro approached Coco and comforted their brother. Fio hid behind her mother’s figure when Sandro came near them. Martina saw that Fio was also distressed seeing Sandro so she took her away from the scene. Sandro noticed them but he didn’t say anything because Coco was more to be concerned.


Amanda pulled Shez away from Coco, intending to give him and his brother privacy. But Coco stopped them from moving away. “Please, don’t go. I need you right now, Shez,” Coco said.


Shez nodded. Amanda smiled gently at Shez and left her alone. She excused herself to join Martina and Fio in the waiting room. Pippo followed her.


“Are you all right, Amanda?” Pippo asked.


“I am fine. I should be asking if you are all right,” she replied.


“I am not so good…” Pippo said honestly. “Today, I have to say goodbye to your father and your mother and now, this.”


Amanda nodded. “It’s hard for me to let them go once again… but I guess it would be unbelievably hard if you had to let go of your brother.”


“I don’t want to lose him, Amanda,” Pippo said suddenly.


“Of course you don’t,” Amanda replied. She stared at him and said softly, “No one wants to lose someone whom they love. No one can afford it.”


Pippo nodded. “I know… and it’s so painful even to know that we almost lost him.” He sighed. “I wonder how Terry feels…”


“That’s it… I was so crushed to hear the news from Beppe. Terry was hysterical… she collapsed and couldn’t be awakened for nearly an hour. She cried frantically. Beppe said that Alessio and Terry had been fighting for a while and they hadn’t made up for real yet… so, now, with this all happening, I imagine Terry is very worried if she has to lose Alessio.”


Indeed Terry felt miserable. She spat at herself. Time… time! You just had to ask for time, didn’t you, idiot? You just had to tell him you were leaving the team, didn’t you, stupid? Can you imagine how he must have felt during the race? That accident could have been a blunder caused by his worry! And you were the one who made him worried! YOU could have killed him! You might as well kill him since you told him you were leaving the team!


“Terry,” someone said.


She looked up to the person. “Yes?”


“We’re here. Come on, let’s go down.”


With all the numbness she was feeling, she followed the officials and the medical team going out from the plane. Terry couldn’t stop crying every time she saw Alessio being on that stretcher, being carried, asleep and almost lifeless. Throughout the flight, she had been holding his hand tightly. She wanted him to know that she was there for him now and she was going to be with him forever. Terry kept praying to God not to take him away. She hoped He could hear her prayers.


“Terry, would you like to ride in the ambulance?” 


Terry nodded. She wouldn’t have dreamed of letting Alessio go even for just one second now. A medical officer led her to the ambulance as they carried Alessio in. Inside, she sat down next to him and held his hand.


“Is he going to be all right?” she asked to the medical officer next to her.


He smiled comfortingly and said, “He will if he can hold on. And I bet he can because of you.”


Marisa and Arturo Laurentiis appeared in the hospital waiting room with Licia. They were both pale and exhausted. When Marisa saw her three sons, she broke down into tears. Pippo, Sandro and Coco came to their mother and hugged her. Their father also embraced them. Soon enough the whole family was in tears.


“I think we better go for a while,” Fio said.


Amanda and Shez nodded. The three of them then sneaked out of the room. But Licia saw them. She chased them to the elevator, where they were headed.


“Hey! Where are you girls going?” Licia asked.


Amanda and Fio didn’t know Licia so they just stared at her. Shez, who knew her, replied, “We’re just going down to the cafeteria for a while. And Fio needs to call her mother to tell her that she’s fine.”


Fio just nodded. Licia smiled. “Oh, all right… I thought you girls were leaving already… Terry is not even here.”


Amanda was surprised. This beautiful woman knew Terry? 


“I haven’t introduced myself to the rest of you… Shez knows me, but you two don’t. I am Licia Laurentiis, the brothers’ cousin,” Licia introduced herself. “I have met Shez and Terry before. So I know them.”


Fio was first to reply. “I am Fioraia Costacurta and this is Amanda Maldini. We are Terry and Shez’s friends.”


“I can guess that,” Licia replied. “So, you’re the famous Fio and Amy! The brothers have told me a lot about you. Are you both all right? I heard you both were hospitalized recently.”


“Yes, actually… in fact, I have just come out of the hospital yesterday afternoon, which is the reason why we’re sure all the doctors and nurses are pretty sick seeing us here,” Fio replied.


Amanda smiled. Licia noticed how sweet she was. Amanda joked, “I know for sure that I am sick of seeing the doctors and nurses!”


Licia chuckled despite her worry for Alessio. She liked them all instantly. Even though they were young, they seemed to be very mature. All of them were mature – Terry, Shez, Fio and Amanda. She wondered if each and every one of them could be potential lovers for her cousins. She knew that Alessio and Terry were dating each other and they seemed to be serious. And she also knew that Coco seemed to like Shez very much although Shez seemed to be holding back from him. But the other two… she had heard about Sandro’s case and she finally found out who and how Fio was. In her judgment, Fioraia Costacurta was exactly the type of girl Sandro would love to marry! And somehow, Licia could see that Amanda whom everyone said as Pippo’s sister would be better off as Pippo’s lover than his sister!


“Oh, Terry!” 


Terry looked up and saw her friends in front of her. Amanda, Fio and Shez approached her and hugged her tightly. The four girls wrapped each other in their arms and they seemed to be supporting Terry very much. Terry started to weep again. Fio hugged her and escorted her to the waiting lounge. Amanda and Shez saw Alessio being rolled on a gurney in the direction of the surgery room.


When Terry appeared in the waiting room, everyone rose from their seats and looked at her questioningly. “Where is he?” Pippo asked.


Terry just stared at him without being able to speak. Amanda answered the question for him, “They took him to the surgery room.”


“I’m going there,” Pippo said. He and his brothers fled immediately. Then Licia and their parents followed. 


Terry was still crying on Fio’s arms when the other two girls drew nearer. Shez sat next to Terry and Amanda kneeled in front of her, holding her hands tightly. 


“It’s all right now, Terry… everything is fine. We’re all here for you…”


“I almost lost him, Amanda! I thought we weren’t going to be able to be together anymore… if he dies, I’ll lose him forever,” Terry sobbed.


“But he’s not dead,” Amanda replied. “He’s going to be alive. You’ll be together again!”


“I didn’t let him touch me… I told him I needed time… I haven’t forgiven him completely…” she wept.


“Listen, Terry, you will forgive him completely and he will accept your apologies because he’s not dead yet and he’s going to survive and he loves you very much!” Amanda encouraged.


Shez patted her back. “Amanda is right. You have to have faith on him. You will know that he’s not going to die because… you’re there for him. You are always there for him. As long as you’re there, he’s not going to leave you.”


Terry’s lament became more violent and Fio hugged her even tighter. She said, “Cry, Terry, cry all you want…”


“I want him back…”


Amanda replied, “You’ll have him back… I promise you… if not, then I’ll make sure you will. Somehow.”


Three hours later, Licia returned to the waiting room. She looked very tired but she didn’t seem to grieve anymore. In fact, she was smiling very brightly that the girls thought someone must have told her that she had won the lottery.


“All right, girls, stop sulking! Everything is fine now… Alessio is already conscious! He’s awakened!” she announced cheerfully.


The girls jumped to their feet. Terry moved forward. “Seriously?”


Licia nodded. She took Terry’s hand and said, “He wants to see you immediately… come on!”


Terry and Licia went to Alessio’s chamber, followed by the other three girls. Licia led Terry straight inside the room. When they entered, the occupants of the room flipped their heads to the side to see who was coming. Pippo, Sandro and Coco smiled to see Terry there. Their parents, who were also there, had already been told about Terry and they smiled at her courteously. Alessio was on the bed, still surrounded by machines and still wearing a respiratory device to help him breathe, but there was already a small smile tugging on his lips.


“Terry, come here,” he said inaudibly. 


Terry heard what he said. She did as she was asked to. Alessio’s family cleared the space for Terry as she approached him. Once she was beside his bed, he raised his hand for her to hold. Terry took his hand with tears beginning to fall down from her eyes again.


“Non piangere di piú…” he said.


“I can’t stop. I thought I was going to lose you,” she whispered.


“You didn’t,” Alessio replied, squeezing her hand. He stared into her eyes and said, “Terry, please take me back… I need you. Please forgive me. I won’t stare at Laura or Alessia or anyone else in this world ever again. I just want you. Please, take me.”


Terry nodded fiercely. “Yes, I will. I don’t want anyone else too. I don’t need time anymore. I just need you.”


Alessio closed his eyes in relief. He sighed. “Grazie, Dio!”


Terry broke into crying again. Alessio opened his eyes in a snap. “Oh, come on! Please! Stop crying! Don’t!”


“I can’t stop it…” she replied with a shaking voice. “I love you too much.”


Alessio smiled and then said, “Terry, if you don’t mind kissing a beast, I would appreciate it if you kiss me now.”


Terry didn’t think of anything else. She leaned down and kissed him. This was actually the first time Terry started a kiss. And she did it quite well, too. Ignoring everyone else in the room who was staring at them with wide grins on their faces, she kissed Alessio ardently but also gently so that he could catch his breath. Alessio actually smiled at the way she was kissing him. He couldn’t believe his Terry could kiss him like that. Forgetting his pains for a while, he swore to God that the first thing he was going to do when he had recovered completely was going to be making love to her all night long.


Amanda guffawed when she noticed that it had been over two minutes they were kissing each other. She extended her arms and put them each on Shez and Fio’s shoulders. She whispered to them, “Aren’t they so sweet?”


“All right, let’s leave them together now,” Marisa ordered. She hushed everyone outside from the room and then closed the door to give Alessio and Terry privacy. Outside she faced the other three girls. “So, you are Terry’s friends, aren’t you?”



Amanda, Fio and Shez nodded in unison. Marisa smiled at them and said, “We haven’t been properly introduced. I am Marisa Laurentiis, the boys’ mother. How do you do?”


“We’re fine, Mrs. Laurentiis. Nice to finally be able to meet you!” Amanda replied politely, extending her hands for a shake, which Marisa took warmly. “My name is Amanda Maldini. These are Fioraia Costacurta and Shehnaz Hakeem. Piacere!”


“Ah! Amanda! You are Paolo’s daughter! Well, I am so happy to meet you,” Arturo said suddenly. “You don’t know how thankful we are to your father for what he has done to Pippo!”


“Papa, this is not the right place!” Pippo warned. He smiled at Amanda and said, “Never mind, okay?”


“Whatever you say, Professor,” Amanda replied.


“So, you’re Pippo’s ward now? Also his student, are you?” Marisa asked.


“Fio too,” Amanda replied. “We’re studying literature with him. Interesting lectures… all the time!”


“And you, Shehnaz, you are Coco’s friend from the same major?” Marisa asked.  


“Please, call me Shez. And, yes, Coco and I study history and archeology together,” Shez answered.


“They were the King and Queen of the Autumn Ball together, Mama,” Sandro provided with a meaningful smile. “They were so lovely together.”


Shez blushed and Coco knocked his brother with a poke. The others laughed. Marisa then posed a question that silenced everyone but made everyone laugh afterwards. “So, girls, are you all going to be my daughters one day?”


“MAMA!” Pippo, Coco and Sandro protested in perfect unison.


Amanda, Fio and Shez were disconcerted and they couldn’t help the blushes. Arturo and Licia burst out laughing. Sandro and Fio’s eyes met for a while. Sandro stared right into it and because of that, Fio immediately looked away. Coco and Shez then nudged each other and started chuckling too. Amanda began to ponder… if Terry was with Alessio, then Shez with Coco and Fio with Sandro… who would she be with? 


Professor Laurentiis?

She stopped thinking right at that moment. She blushed even more but then she imagined herself being Professor Laurentiis’ girlfriend… not likely! Hilarious! She began to laugh too. Then, finally she said to Marisa, “Well, we’re not sure about us being your daughters one day… but the one inside is most definitely going to be.”


“You reckon for sure?” Licia asked with a twinkle on her eyes.


“Well, do you have any other assumptions?” Amanda replied.


“No,” Licia retorted with another growing mirth. 


“In that case, let’s believe that’s the case and be happy!” Amanda remarked.


Everyone laughed again. But inside the kissing was still going on.


Terry caressed Alessio’s arms idly. He was still dozing on his bed in the hospital. Actually, Terry was sleepy too and she would love to sleep on a comfortable bed but she didn’t want to leave Alessio alone. Of course, he wouldn’t be entirely alone. There seemed to be so many people everyday at the hospital now. His parents, his brothers, Licia, D’Amico, Beppe, the officials and Terry’s friends were there all the time to give him support, which he was grateful of. But no matter who came inside his room, Terry was always there with him. 


“Hmm… you’re still here?” Alessio asked suddenly.


His eyes were still closed but apparently he had woken up. Terry kissed his forehead. “Ciao,” she greeted him softly.


He hummed again. “Baby, you smell so good.” His eyes were opened. “I wish I could have you right here and right now.”


Terry chuckled. “Now, now, Alessio… you must remember what the doctors said…”


“I know… I remember perfectly,” he replied. He cheekily mimicked his doctor, “Mr. Laurentiis, I suggest strongly, to avoid any further injury, that you restrain yourself from any sexual activity. Your conditions are very delicate right now and we do not want any more complications.”


Terry laughed. “You are impossible! How do you manage to be so cheeky even at a time like this?”


“Go ask your father… he can be cheekier than me,” Alessio said.


“You and him are the same,” Terry replied.


“Is that why you love me?” Alessio asked seriously all of a sudden.


Terry gazed into his eyes. That was a good question. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps the reason why she liked him so much in the first place was because he reminded her of the father she had. The father she had before her mother died. Beppe was always cheerful and lively and Terry saw all the qualities her father had in Alessio. Since she couldn’t revive some of her father’s spirits that had gone away with her mother, she looked for it in Alessio.


“Yes, I think that is why I love you… you remind me of my father,” Terry answered honestly. 


Alessio smiled. “Thank you for likening me to him. Do you think you can love me forever the way you love him?”


“Even more, Alessio,” Terry replied solemnly. She kissed him for a while. After the kiss, she stared at him and then said, “Alessio, I have to tell you something.”


“What is it?” he asked curiously.


She reached for his hand and kissed the back of it. Then she said, “I am very sorry. I am sorry I acted selfishly… not forgiving you completely at that time. I wasn’t sure of my feelings back then. I know that you wanted to be serious with me but I took you for granted.” She halted briefly. “But, now, I want you to know that… I love you and I want to be together with you again… and forever.”


Alessio smiled contentedly. “Of course, Terry… I do too.”


She kissed him again. When she pulled away, she didn’t pull away too far. A few inches above his face, she said, “Alessio, remember when you asked me to move in with you?”


“Yes. Why?”


“Is the offer still open?”


Another smile dawned on his face. He was so happy that he almost burst into tears. “Yes, most definitely. So, when can you move in?”


“I’ll move in after the finals,” Terry answered.


Alessio was slightly disappointed that he had to wait. But it didn’t matter. She was going to be there in the end anyway. “Fair enough.”


“And… about my resigning…”


Alessio silenced her with a kiss. After that he said, “Look, let’s not talk about that for now. I am not strong enough to go further. I’ll die if you don’t kiss me…”


Terry smiled and giggled. “Pervert!”


“A lovely one, right?”


“Oh, God! You are impossible!” 
  
“Terry, please… just kiss me.”


And she did.

Chapter 72


“Phew! At last, we are home!” Amanda exclaimed full of relief as she fell down to the sofa. She lifted her feet up and placed them on the table in front of the sofa.


Fio followed her there. “Oh! I cannot believe I have to study this much!” She dropped her books on the carpet and they made some loud thuds as they crashed the floor. “I will never run away again!”


Amanda giggled. “Glad you’ve come to your senses!” 


Fio snorted. “You freshmen are so lucky your thesis are still years ahead of you… next semester I will already have to make up my mind on it.”


“I’ve started my research even now,” Amanda replied.


“You’re too diligent for your own good,” Fio commented dryly. She rose from her seat and walked to the kitchen. “Do you want milk or orange juice or the mixture of both?”


Her friend crinkled her nose. “Milk with orange juice at the same time? How horrible! Just give me the latté and I’ll be happy.”


“Va bene così,” Fio replied.


Amanda snatched the TV remote control. As usual, she chose the news channels first. After she found no news programs at the hour, she switched on to the Disney Channel, which was actually Christian’s favorite channel. Fio reappeared with the drinks on her hand and furrowed her eyebrows seeing the channel.


“Amanda! Per favore, non voglio vistare il Disney Channel! Beh! Cambia presto!” Fio complained.


“What? What’s wrong with the Disney Channel?” Amanda replied.


Fio frowned. She sat down next to her and then took the remote control from Amanda and switched the channel to MTV. “Questo è meglio!”


Amanda just made a face. She drank her milk and then said, “Well, rather than wasting our time with TV channels, why don’t we clean up and then start cooking dinner? Antonio, Valentina and Luigi are coming any minute now!”


“You’re right. Let’s go!” Fio replied.


Tonight, Fio’s friends were going to come over to visit her. Amanda and Fio invited them to come to Amanda’s apartment for dinner. Actually, Valentina was the one who suggested this to Amanda because she wanted to cheer up Fio after what happened the last time. She also suggested that Terry and Shez were invited too but the both of them couldn’t come – Terry had a pre-exam on international politics the next day and she was going to join her friend’s study group while Shez and Coco were planning to join their friends for a lab experiment for archeology with their professor until late at night. 


After that incident on campus between Sandro and Marco, Fio had been avoiding to meet the two of them. The dean of their respective put them on probation time. They were to behave themselves at all times. If not, they wouldn’t be allowed to do the semester finals.  According to her mother, Marco was also under strict supervision of their father. Coco also reported that Sandro received a thrashing from his parents.


Fio only met Sandro once and that was during the time of Alessio’s accident. She didn’t see Marco at all but she saw Nadia occasionally in the classes they must attend together. But she didn’t join her and Valentina at all. She kept herself distant, which hurt Valentina the most. Fio was annoyed but she didn’t want to talk to her now that she found out Nadia was her brother’s girlfriend.


“You know, Fi,” Amanda said while they were preparing dinner, “I think Shez and Coco are going to be an item soon.”


“I agree with you,” Fio replied. She turned on the stove and boiled the water for the pasta. “They are going to be a cute couple.”


“And then… Kayla and Andrea D’Amico are going to get together,” Amanda predicted as she cut the paprika.


“Are you sure?” Fio asked. “Not that I don’t want to believe it but… wow! Another racer and a girl from our university!”


Amanda smiled. She remembered Kayla telling her today that she couldn’t believe that a worldwide famous racer wanted to date her next Sunday! Kayla couldn’t stop talking about D’Amico now, like the press wouldn’t either. They were all praising D’Amico for his victory in Sepang, Malaysia, and they were saying D’Amico was now the best F1 catch because the former, which was Alessio, already had a significant other. Not for long, Amanda thought.


“How is Alessio anyway? Did Terry call you again?” Fio asked.


“I met her on campus today… she said Alessio has to undergo a certain physical therapy for a month and his doctors are advising him not to work outdoors, which means he won’t be able to test drive for Ferrari in December, for two months,” Amanda answered. 


Fio ripped open the pasta package. “Phew! That’s a long way to go! But Terry is going to move in with him, isn’t she?”


Amanda nodded excitedly. “She’s very happy about this.”


“Well, she deserves it,” Fio replied. 


“You know what, Fio, you deserve to be happy too,” Amanda said.


“What do you mean?” Fio asked. She came to Amanda’s side and started to slice the tomatoes. 


Amanda put down her knife. “I mean, Fi, you should give Sandro a chance to…”


Fio raised her hand and halted her friend. She gave her sharp look. “Amanda, I don’t want to talk about this…”


“I know, I am sorry… but the other day at the hospital… Sandro was there and he was looking at you all the time and I felt sorry for him. Not that I have forgotten what he had done to you, but still… I feel so sad that you couldn’t be together with him,” Amanda said.


Fio sighed. “I don’t even know what to feel when it comes to him and Marco.”


“Do you even still like him?” Amanda asked.


Fio completed the tomato slices and then moved onto the onions. “I have no idea. Well, actually, you can’t deny that he’s still very handsome… but no matter what I think of his face, he always creeps me out! When we used to, you know, flirt with each other – before he found out I was Marco’s sister, he was very courteous and amiable. He stared at me warmly. Then he suddenly… changed. Now he’s changed again. I don’t know what to make of him.”


“Sandro is like that, actually. He’s unpredictable,” Amanda said. She wanted to say more but she stopped herself before saying too much that might upset Fio.


A long awkward silence followed after the end of their conversation at that point. A few minutes later, Amanda said, “Let’s quickly finish up the cooking so we can get changed.”


“Amanda… you’re not angry, are…”


“What for?” she asked with a creased forehead. 


“No, I mean… if you want to talk about Sandro, well, it should be your right because you and him seem to be good friends,” Fio replied.


“Yes, we are,” Amanda admitted. She then smiled, “But you are even more a good friend to me. So I should favor you first. I won’t talk about him if you don’t want to.”


Fio smiled at her. She hugged her then. “Thank you. You are such a good friend.”


Amanda nodded. “Now, put the pasta in!” she ordered.


“Come tu vuoi, capitano!”


Amanda and Fio finished cooking the dinner at six thirty and they set up the table quickly after that. They went to Amanda’s room to choose their dresses and after they knew which clothes to wear, they took a shower – Fio first then Amanda. 


Fio put on a sky blue colored sweater as a match for her long blue denim skirt. She arranged her hair so that the waves of it fell perfectly on her shoulders. Then she put on a little bit of make-up and sprayed her favorite perfume. After that she slipped her feet inside a pair of blue sandals. The dressing up part was easy and now she had more important things to think about, such as preparing the drinks for the guests!


When Fio was in the kitchen, she heard the intercom buzz. She answered in instantly, “Pronto?”


“Good evening, miss,” said the receptionist downstairs. “You have a guest. Shall I send him upstairs?”


Finally… Antonio! Fio answered back, “Yes. We are also expecting other guest, another man with a woman.”


“Certainly, miss.”


Fio waited in front of the door to greet Antonio. Not so long afterwards, she heard the doorbell rang. Amanda heard it from inside her room and she shouted, “Open it up for me, will you, Fi? I am still dressing up!”


“Sure,” Fio replied. She opened the door. “Anto… SANDRO?!”


Sandro stepped back a bit. He stared disbelievingly at her. “FIO!”


“What are you doing here?” Fio asked in anger.


“I came here to see Amanda,” Sandro answered. “And you, what are you doing here?”


“I live here now with Amanda… temporarily, that is… but it’s none of your business! You should get out of here!” Fio replied scathingly.


Sandro frowned. “I don’t think it’s your privilege to send me away… I came here to see Amanda not you. And you don’t have to look at me as if I am going to eat you. I am not the same monster I used to be, you know?”


Fio realized she was being very rude. She knew how she was staring at him. She did indeed stare at him as if he were a beast that needed to be assassinated immediately. She composed herself and regained her equilibrium. Then she casually, but slightly edgy, told him, “Fine. You’re right… I am not the owner of this apartment. So, I’ll get Amanda for you.”


Fio turned around to leave but Sandro caught her hand. Fio spun around to face him once again and stared at him indignantly. “Let go of my hand!”


“No! Since you’re here… I must speak to you!” Sandro said.


Fio yanked her hand away from his grasp. “Damn it! I don’t want to speak to you!”


“Fio, please, listen to me… I have to…”


“I don’t want to hear anything from you! Not now! Come back to speak to me in a hundred years!” Fio replied cynically.


Sandro suddenly smiled and replied, “Are you sure you don’t mean a thousand years?”


“Why, you…”


“Fio! Sandro! What is going on here?” Amanda asked, glowering at the both of them. She placed her hands on her waist, looking very furious. “Sandro, if you come here to look for trouble, I suggest you leave before I call for the security!”


“I didn’t come here for that… I came here to see you. But instead your sister here opened the door,” Sandro replied. He said to Fio, “You know, you and Amanda really look like sisters.” Fio and Amanda shot him a killing glance. Sandro quickly said, “I meant that as a compliment! Isn’t it great to have such a beautiful and smart sister for each other?”


“Sandro,” Amanda called him with an icy tone.


“Yes?”


“Out.”


He replied quickly, “Not before I speak to you.”


“Good, do it now. We haven’t got all day!” Fio replied. She stalked to the kitchen door. She was terribly irate with Sandro but somehow she felt exasperatedly amused by Sandro’s jokes. 


Amanda groveled. She neared him and then pushed him out of the door with such a great force that he stepped out backwards almost falling down. Amanda closed the door behind her and nailed him to the wall. She asked him exasperatedly, “What do you want from me now?”


“I came to ask you what I should do about Fio and me but it turned out to be that she’s here,” Sandro explained.


Amanda sighed. “Sandro… I don’t know how to help you! You really made it worse the last time with that stupid fight with Marco! Now you’ve scared her even more! Don’t you know she’s traumatized?”


“I know that! It’s just that, Amanda, I can’t stop thinking about her… it’s like the first time we met… before this whole tragedy started, I always thought about her and I always wanted to see her… now, I want to do the same thing again. But I can’t do it because I don’t know what to do when I am near her… I don’t know how to make her sure that I am not going to hurt her and I am not going to do anything harmful unless Marco is around!”


Amanda frowned. “That is exactly the problem, Sandro! Can’t you and Marco stop fighting and start being friends for Fio’s sake? This whole problem all rose because you and Marco wouldn’t accept each other as Fio’s brother and Fio’s lover!”


“That jackass? You expect me to befriend that scum?” Sandro asked heatedly.


“So he wanted to kill you and then you also threatened to humiliate him! I imagine his ego was as bruised as you were, even more…  what’s the big deal? You’re all even!” Amanda replied tiredly.


“That’s easy for you to say, Amanda! You didn’t have a gun pointed at you at that time!” Sandro replied. 


“Of course I didn’t! I wouldn’t be that stupid to get myself get pointed with a gun!” Amanda retorted sarcastically. “Besides, the two of you became like that because of a girl… Gabriela… whoever she is! I bet she’s blonde! You two were so stupid to let her play around with your egos and hearts!”


Sandro replied, “What do you know about?”


“Listen, Sandro, just stop it, okay? I hate seeing you two fighting each other… I hate hearing you complain about not being able to approach Fio… well, there is only one answer: if you want Fio, you and Marco have to want to be friends! Period!” Amanda raged.


Sandro was stunned to hear that – not only for the words she said but also her tone. Amanda didn’t stop there and it stunned him even more. She said, “Now I suggest you stop brawling with Marco whenever you see him, damn it! Not only you will hurt Fio but you’ll also hurt yourselves and we don’t want your pretty faces ruined, now do we?”


She poked him on the chest. “You listen to what I say and do it!”


Then she cleared her throat. She tucked his jacket and then said calmly, “All right. Thanks for coming, Sandro. Have a nice evening. Ciao.” She walked back inside her apartment, waved her hand at him and then closed the door once again.


“Where did you get your wit anyway, Amanda?” Fio asked amusedly as they waited for their guests on the living room a few minutes afterwards.


Amanda shrugged. “I don’t think it’s called ‘wit’. It’s more likely cheekiness,” she replied dryly.


Fio chuckled. “Perhaps.”


“Well, whatever… I don’t want to deal with him at this moment,” Amanda replied. But then she asked Fio, “Fio, if Sandro and Marco don’t act dangerously around you anymore, you would be happy, wouldn’t you?” 


Fio fell into silence under Amanda’s intense stare. A few moments later, she said, “Yes, I would probably. But… I don’t know how that is going to happen. They would never be friends.”


Amanda sighed and made face. “I know. It’s impossible. No matter what I say to convince Sandro, I don’t think he will ever be convinced. He’s too stubborn and Marco is too. Perhaps we should gag them and leave them on a deserted island for a couple of weeks… see who kills who first. They’ll both die anyway.”


Fio laughed again. She slapped Amanda’s back. “You are demented!”


Amanda nodded in full agreement. “Exactly.”


The two of them burst out laughing and didn’t stop until the doorbell rang again. Amanda told Fio that this time she was going to open the door so if it were Sandro again they would be completely ready. Fortunately, it wasn’t Sandro… it were the others! Antonio, Valentina and Luigi arrived at the same time and they were all in front of Amanda’s door!


“Ciao, ragazzi! Nice to meet you!” Amanda greeted them. “Come in!”


The guests stepped in. Amanda took their coats and placed it inside the small closet near the door. Valentina shook Amanda’s hands and they exchanged pecks on the cheeks. “Ciao, Amanda. Come stai?”


“I am fine, thank you. And you?”


“The same. Thanks for inviting us,” Valentina said, winking her eye.


“It’s my pleasure,” Amanda replied with a conspiratorial grin.


“Oh, meet Luigi, my boyfriend! Luigi, this is Amanda Maldini… of course, you’ve heard of her. Amanda, this is Luigi,” Valentina introduced.


Luigi extended his hand for a shake and Amanda took it. “Hi!” he greeted.


“Hello!” Amanda replied. Luigi was ruggedly handsome. He reminded her of yet another celebrity but she forgot who it was.


“Ciao, Amanda!” Antonio greeted.


“Hi! You have no shifts for tonight?” Amanda replied.


“Not tonight… because I am coming here,” Antonio replied.


“Good! Let’s sit down and wait for Fio!” Amanda suggested. 


They sat in the living room and Fio showed up then. “Ciao, tutti!”


Antonio was first to get up from his seat. He approached Fio and then gave her a kiss on the cheeks. He asked how she was doing and, smilingly, she assured him that nothing was wrong with her this time. After Antonio felt satisfied with her answer, he nodded and gave her another kiss. Luigi hadn’t seen Fio for a long time so he was very fervent to see her again. He gave her a bear hug and she jokingly told him that she couldn’t breathe. Valentina then greeted her friend and apologized for her boyfriend’s behavior.


“I’ll leave you talk while I see to the dinner,” Amanda said, excusing herself. Actually, she wanted to give Fio a chance to talk with her friends. Amanda went to the kitchen and started to put the cooking on the table.


“You cooked by yourselves?” Luigi asked.


“Yes,” Fio answered.


“Since when do you cook, Fi?” Valentina teased.


“Since I lived with Amanda… she influenced me of kitchen interest,” Fio replied laughingly.


“When I saw her, I thought you two were sisters! She really reminds me of you,” Luigi commented.


“Tell me about it,” Fio retorted wryly. “Sandro said exactly the same thing just half an hour ago!”


Everyone jumped on their seats. “SANDRO?” they burst out.


Fio nodded. “Yes, he came.”


“Oh my God, are you all right?” Valentina asked.


Fio laughed. “Yes, I am all right, Valentina. Stop it, you guys! He didn’t bite me or anything!” A millisecond afterwards, Fio just realized that she had repeated what Sandro said to her. 


“Yes, I know he didn’t, Fio! But look what happened to you that time on campus!” Valentina snapped.


“I know,” Fio sighed. “But don’t worry… Amanda took care of him. She managed to get rid of him.”


“Fi, seriously, although he is my friend, I don’t like it if he makes trouble again for you,” Antonio said gravely.


“This time he didn’t do anything wrong. Well, he did force me to listen to him but Amanda came in time to tell him to go away before anything happens,” Fio explained.


“Perhaps not now but who knows later?” Valentina warned.


“Let’s just skip talking about Sandro. I am sorry I brought it up in the first place,” Fio apologized.


“Good idea,” Luigi replied. He could sense the uneasiness that was surrounding them while they were talking about Sandro. 


“How’s Nadia?” Fio asked Antonio suddenly.


Valentina frowned. “Somehow, I don’t feel like talking about her either.”


“Oh, come on, Val, sooner or later, we must talk to her. At least, I intend to,” Fio replied.


Antonio sighed. “I don’t know… she’s beginning to become even stranger. Today, she came to work but it seemed that she was avoiding me. Every time she saw me, she always took another way around so that we wouldn’t meet… even to say hi!” he complained.


“Marco has poisoned her!” Valentina scathingly said.


“I second that,” Fio replied dryly.


“You really plan to talk to her?” Antonio asked.


“What else can I do? I mean, we’re friends… now, she’s dating my brother, although I don’t want to acknowledge him as a brother right now,” Fio answered.


“Did you know how Marco’s ex, Eliza, reacted when he broke up with her for Nadia?” Luigi asked amusedly.


“How?” Antonio asked.


“She was furious and threw Marco with a flower vase,” Luigi answered.


“Did it hurt him?” Valentina asked mischievously.


“Of course… I heard his face was slashed by one of the pieces,” Luigi replied.


Fio and Antonio laughed. Valentina nodded. “That serves him right!” she said.


Amanda reappeared from the kitchen. She announced brightly, “Dinner is ready!”


“Amanda! You must hear this!” Fio said. She approached Amanda and started telling her what happened to Marco and his ex. Amanda laughed out loud hearing the story. “Cool! Maybe I should have done that to Sandro… can you imagine? I told him to have a good evening!”


“What’s the story?” Antonio asked.


They walked to the dining room as Amanda made them laugh with the story of what she did to Sandro before. For the rest of the night, there was laughter only.


Sandro almost smashed the bell of his oldest brother’s apartment when he punched his fist to ring it. For a while he also thought of breaking Pippo’s door to discharge his anger. He was completely irate right now. Not only because Amanda gave him such lousy advice but also because Fio treated him like that. Now, what was he supposed to do?


He felt even more furious when he found out who opened the door. It was Stefania.


“Good evening, Sandro! There you are! Everyone has been waiting for you,” Stefania greeted cheerfully.


Sandro merely nodded. He stepped inside the apartment and followed Stefania to the living room where everyone was. Tonight, her parents and Licia came to Pippo’s apartment to have dinner together. Sandro didn’t want to come originally but because his plan to spend the evening talking to Amanda about Fio was ruined he decided to come anyway. He knew Coco wasn’t going to be there so he was even more pissed off. He didn’t have anyone to talk to now.


“Ciao, Sandro!” Pippo greeted.


Sandro nodded curtly again. He approached his mother and Licia and gave them each a kiss and then saluted his father. Stefania asked him what he wanted as a drink and he answered, “Beer”, which surprised everyone else.


“Sandro! Since when do you drink?” his mother asked.


“Sorry, Mama, I feel like drinking tonight,” Sandro answered.


“Sandro, are you sure?” Stefania asked.


“Yes, I am. I can handle beer,” Sandro replied exasperatedly.


Stefania shrugged. “All right,” she replied. Then she went to the kitchen to get what Sandro wanted. 


“What is wrong with you?” Licia asked in a whisper.


“Nothing,” Sandro mumbled. He asked, “So, is Coco coming or not?”


“He promised to come if the lab experiment he’s doing with his professor finishes earlier,” Pippo informed. “He might bring Shez.”


“Oh, great! Another one,” Sandro muttered.


Pippo furrowed his eyebrows. Sandro sounded displeased. “What’s wrong with Shez?” his brother asked.


“Nothing,” Sandro mumbled his answer again. 


Now his mother was curious. “Sandro, dear, if you have a problem, won’t you tell us so we can help you?” she asked. Then, straightforwardly, she asked, “Is this about this girl, Fio, that you told me?”


Everyone turned to Sandro and waited for his answer. Sandro scowled. “Could be,” Sandro replied. 

If Marisa was the most straightforward person in the family, Sandro was the most discreet. Conversation between the two of them would be endless if Sandro weren’t forced to tell. Marisa knew the situation was going to be like that, so she fired away with the next question, “All right, Sandro. What did she do this time to you or is it you who did something to her? You must have seen her before this and the two of you had a really bad meeting or else you wouldn’t be this sulky!”

It worked all the time because Sandro then said, “Exactly!” Then he turned to Pippo and half shouted at his brother, “And with Amanda! Those girls are killing me! Will you teach them to speak normally to me? You’re their professor for God’s sake!”

Licia almost laughed seeing that scene. Everything was so irrelevant and ridiculous that she found it more amusing than grave. She almost couldn’t hold back her mirth, especially when Pippo replied frostily, “Sandro, you must understand if they treat you like that. You freaked them out on that last encounter… or have you forgotten?” 

“No, I haven’t forgotten! But it wouldn’t have happened if that bastard of a human being hadn’t come to threaten me like that!” Sandro replied scathingly.

“Mind your language, Sandro,” his father warned sternly.

Stefania reentered the living room with the beer and she served it for Sandro. Sandro practically snatched it away from her hand and finished it in matter of seconds. “I am going to kick that dickhead’s ass!”

“Sandro!” Marisa warned.

Pippo rose from his seat immediately to stop his brother from going any further. “Hold it right there, Sandro. You are not going anwhere.”

Suddenly the doorbell rang. Stefania excused herself to get the door. When she returned, Coco and Shez were with her. The two of them looked absolutely tired and messy. But when they saw Pippo straining Sandro, their eyes sparkled of curiosity and they stared at everyone in the room.

“Eccoti, Coco! Let’s go!” Sandro said when he noticed his brother was already there.

“To where? I just got here,” Coco replied, dumbfounded.

“I know but we can’t lose time! We have to go soon,” Sandro said. He slammed the beer glass down to the table then pulled Coco away. “We are going to kick Marco’s ass!”

“SANDRO!” Pippo called out bitingly. “Come back here!” 

 “Come on! Be reasonable, Sandro! Don’t be so childish!”

“What’s going on here?” Coco finally asked.

“Your brother is in a bad mood,” Licia told him.

“That’s it, Sandro… we are not going to have this for tonight!” Pippo said. He turned to his mother. “Mama, do something to him!”

Marisa was clueless. “What can I do to him if I don’t really know what is going on?”

“What is going on exactly?” Coco exasperatedly asked.

Licia provided the information. “Your brother wants to kill Marco.”

“Licia, stay out of this,” Pippo said.

“Well, he wants to know what’s going on and I was just telling him,” Licia replied.

“Tell us something new,” Coco replied dryly. He turned to Sandro. “Listen, Sandro, cut it out will you… killing Fio’s brother isn’t going to make Fio come to you… you’ll just freak her out even more.”

Shez frowned. She felt very uncomfortable here. Coco noticed that too. He said, “Can’t you just quit thinking of Marco and Fio for a moment? Give her time and leave him alone. We’re going to have dinner now and we have guests… Stefania is here, Shez is here and we don’t want to worry them too much.”

“Whatever,” Sandro replied. 

“Exactly. Coco is right. Let’s just talk about this later and don’t ruin our night,” Arturo said. He quickly changed the subject before Sandro spoke out. Sandro then disappeared to Pippo’s study. He always did that, even when he was still young. Whenever there was something that was troubling his mind, he always isolated himself for some kind of mediation. 

Pippo cleared his throat and greeted Shez properly as a host. “Hi, Shez. Nice to see you. Please, sit down.”

“Thanks, professor,” Shez replied politely. She made a mental note to tell Amanda and Terry about what happened tonight in Pippo’s apartment as she sat down next to Licia. 

Stefania announced, “Well, dinner is going to ready in a few minutes.” Then she left to the kitchen, followed by Pippo. 

“So, Shez, Coco, where have you been?” Licia asked.

“The lab,” Coco answered.

“What did you do there?” Arturo asked.

“Basically, we just studied this sample fossil and tried to guess its origins and characteristics based on the shape and the descriptions,” Shez answered. “Then we also made an experiment on finding out how old the fossil is. Of course, the age of the fossil has been found before but we had to do the research again according to the procedures so we know how to do it.”

“How old is it?” Marisa asked.

“We don’t know yet. We decided to continue tomorrow because it was already running late,” Coco answered. Suddenly then he just knocked his forehead. “Oh, God! Stupid me!”

“What?” Shez asked.

“I forgot… there is a pre-exam tomorrow, no? The one Mancini told us in the lecture?” Coco said.

“Yes,” Shez answered. “But my exam is with Galliani. So, that is still two days from now. You must do it tomorrow.”

“Oh, God!” Coco said. “I forgot… I haven’t studied…” 

“Ah, you can do it, Co,” Licia said. 

“I’m not so sure about that, actually… I haven’t studied and my professor Mancini is a stingy man when it comes to scoring exams so I really need to do well,” Coco said.

“Well, do you usually study or not?” Marisa asked.

“Of course I do,” Coco said indignantly. “I may not have Sandro or Pippo’s brain but I study!”

Shez smiled and supported him, “Don’t worry, Mrs. Laurentiis, Coco is a very diligent student… he’s even been helping me with my studies. He’s also very smart, I think… he got the scholarship I wanted to have!”

Coco was extremely pleased to hear Shez’s support. He didn’t expect her to do that. But she did and it made him feel happy. Then he nudged Shez. “Actually, it’s Shez who has been helping me with my studies. She’s very intelligent and studious,” Coco said. In the end he added, “And very pretty as well.”

“I second that,” Licia said with a knowing grin.

Arturo looked at his youngest son. Coco seemed to be very happy every time he was in the company of this young lady. Arturo had seen it before, in the hospital especially when Shez and Coco met there. In fact, knowing that Alessio had found someone as nice and lovely as Terry, Arturo hoped that Coco and this girl would get together because she was equally nice as well as lovely as Terry. 

Marisa seemed to share her husband’s sentiments. She was growing a particular fondness for Shez as she had for Terry. She told herself that she would be very happy if Coco and Shez could be lovers like Alessio and Terry.  

“Shez, aren’t you and Coco going out together?”

Shez smiled and blushed a little. She said, “No, we’re not. We’re just friends… we study together and go out together sometimes but as friends.”

Coco nodded in agreement although actually he was saying to himself not yet, Shez, not yet! “It’s not like everyday I meet a girl who doesn’t think I am sort of a sex god and very handsome and very rich and things like that. I regard her as a friend and she’s a perfect friend,” Coco complied.

Licia then winked and said, “But you’ve won the King and Queen title in the Autumn Ball.”

“Well, that means we make each other look good… isn’t that what friends are for?” Coco replied.

“Good point, cousin, good point,” Licia replied with a knowing smile.

Marisa nodded and said, “Oh, you two make good friends indeed!”

But actually she didn’t think so at all. She thought Coco and Shez deserved each other more than just friends. They deserved to be each other’s lover. They seemed to be meant for each other, so compatible. So she said to herself, let’s just see later, shall we?

Chapter 73

“I am tired. I can’t do this anymore,” Fio said. She closed her book with a loud thud.

“Oh, come on, Fio… you’ve only studied one chapter,” Amanda commented, taking off her eyeglasses.

“Yeah, well, this one chapter is only a quarter of my studies… God, running away sure makes you lose a lot in school,” Fio said exasperatedly.

“Next time, don’t run away,” Terry replied laughingly.

Amanda, Fio, Terry and Shez were studying together at Amanda’s apartment. It was already December now and although the holiday season had begun everyone was stuck with studies. 

The final exams wouldn’t be until January or February. For some the final semester exams would be just around the corner in January. For some others, it would be in February but prerequisite for the exams would happen in the earlier two months. But everyone was given prerequisite for the exams in the form of pre-exams and assignments. So they were occupied studying for the prerequisites!   

Amanda and Fio and the rest of the literature students would be having their semester exams on January. The prerequisite for the exams, which were a balance between pre-tests and assignments, was just as hard to do. They almost didn’t have time for anything else. The same went for Terry, Shez and Coco. They would have two parts of the exams – some in January, the rest in February. Terry’s prerequisite for the exams were mostly pre-exams, all of them difficult, while Shez and Coco were struggling with their assignments. 

“I feel like I want to kill Valentina today, you know?” Fio commented.

“Why?” Terry asked.

“Well, because she didn’t run away and she took notes from every lecture she attended and being the bright student she is she doesn’t really need to study a lot at one time anymore like what I am doing right now,” Fio said. “Today she’s going out to the club with Luigi… I envy them…”

Shez commented, “I’d rather study than go to a club, you know?”

Fio sobbed pretentiously, “How can you say that? I need fun!”

“You two are so different,” Amanda said amusedly. “Come on, stop talking… let’s study more.”

“Aren’t you studying with Coco today, Shez?” Terry asked.

“No. I told him that I need to study alone for tomorrow’s pre-test,” Shez answered.


“Are you sure he’s going to be okay? He’s usually distracted when he’s got no company to study, no?” Terry said.


Shez sneered, “As if he really needs to study! He’s such a good liar, saying that he doesn’t understand anything from lectures and all… but then suddenly when it comes to exams and tests, he scores the highest from everyone! Last week, in that dinner with his parents at Pippo’s house he said that he was worried about a pre-exam that he was going to have the next day because he hadn’t studied. He pressed everyone to eat quickly so he could go home and open his books to study but his parents wanted to stay longer so he went home late. He also took me home first and spent half an hour playing with my brother Malik! The next morning, he came to class in panic and said that he didn’t study at all because he was sleepy and went straight to bed. But today, when the results came out, he had the highest score among all of us and even beat some people whom I know studied very hard, including me! He is outrageously smart!”


Amanda, Fio and Terry smiled inwardly. The way Shez talked about Coco was so amusing. In her tirade of Coco’s hidden intelligence, she was actually complimenting him. And actually Shez’ face sort of glowed every time she mentioned Coco’s name lately. Her friends wondered if Coco and Shez would ever be a couple because they seemed to be interested in each other but they only have this platonic relationship.


“Well, actually, the whole family is like that,” Terry commented.


“What? Alessio is like that as well?” Shez asked.


“Yes… I told Licia when I met her at Alessio’s place that the prerequisite for my finals were mostly pre-exams. Alessio actually advised lightheartedly that I shouldn’t worry too much about it and it was going to be easy. Licia then told me that Alessio, even though he never really took his studies seriously, every time there was an exam, he always scored high points. She also said that Pippo used to be like that as well… you know how he has a double degree, no? Sometimes he opted to be serious in only one of them during exams and leave the other one unstudied. But he always managed to score highly,” Terry answered.


“And Sandro?” Amanda asked curiously.


“Like that as well,” Terry answered. “From what I know, because some of my friends study law with him, he’s very smart. He’s serious in his studies… he doesn’t only study for exams but everyday he hangs out at the library to open a book or something. That’s why he doesn’t need a lot of effort to study really seriously for the exams.”


Fio frowned at the mention of Sandro but she didn’t say anything. She just didn’t like hearing his name being mentioned but she must admit that Sandro was smart and his intelligence was natural – something that came out of his habitual reading and not serious studying.


Amanda sighed. “Lucky them… and here we are – struggling with thick books and scrappy notes!” 


“You’re lucky you’re still on your first year and first semester, cara!” Terry said.


“What year are you guys are again?” Amanda asked.


Shez recited, “We are all doing our third semester, second year.”


“Ah… interesting… three more semesters and then you’re off, no?” Amanda said. Then she added, “And Coco will graduate from his first degree next summer, also Sandro will be a lawyer by next summer! How smart!” She smiled dreamily. “I wish I can graduate soon.”


Her older friends laughed. “Then, what are you going to do?” Shez asked.


Amanda suddenly blushed. The other three smiled suspiciously at her. Terry nudged her and urged her to tell what was in her mind. “What is it?”


“Well, I used to plan to get married right after I graduate from university!” Amanda said. She stopped because she was ashamed to say what was in her mind. 


The others stared at her and waited for her to continue. Fio asked, “With who?”


“With Ethan,” Amanda then answered. She smiled and looked away as she told everyone her imaginations. “We even already planned to live in a house, just the two of us and our kids, if we have some later on… and we would both work, we would write – he a journalist, me an author. Every summer, we’d visit his family in Chicago while every winter, we’d go to Milan to see mine. It was a perfect dream…” Then she bent her head down in disappointment. “But it’s only a dream and nothing but a dream now.”


“Aww, that was so sweet,” Terry said.


“Very sweet!” Fio agreed. They both hugged Amanda tightly to console her.


Shez then said solemnly, “It may not be over yet, Amanda. You can continue on dreaming.”


Amanda just smiled. Then she said, “Well, for now, I have to forget about it because… linguistics is on my mind! Come on, people, let’s study again!”


“Aaaargh…”


At six, they decided to stop studying because they thought their brains were already too clogged with knowledge. Shez and Terry must go home soon so they said goodbye downstairs. Amanda and Fio went back upstairs to eat dinner while Terry and Shez drove away in Alessio’s car.


“How nice of Alessio to let you drive around his car, Terry… this is a very expensive car, you know?” Shez said, smiling.


Terry rolled her eyes. “Do you know why he wanted me to drive this car of his? It’s so that I can pick him up from places since he can’t drive. He won’t go anywhere without me. So spoilt, no?”


Shez laughed. “And yet your eyes shine brightly when you say that, Terry.”


Terry smiled. She knew that. She couldn’t help it. Well, how could she when he kept making her happy? 


“So, do you want to go home straight away or should we eat dinner first somewhere?” Terry asked.


“I think I have to go home straight away. I just remembered that my sisters want me to help them with this school homework something,” Shez answered.


“Oh, all right. Yeah, and I just remembered that I have to go back to the dorm immediately too… I promised to meet my friend Patrizio there,” Terry said.


“What for?”


“What else?”


“Let me guess… exchange notes for the pre-exam?”


“Good guess. It’s correct.”


Shez sighed. “I hate exams. Don’t you?”


“Who doesn’t?”


“Amanda, perhaps?” Shez said laughingly. “She seems so excited about studying for the exams.”


Terry laughed. “Well who can blame her? Her parents are both teachers, her guardian is a teacher and I think she would love to be a teacher as well!” 


They arrived at Shez’s house not so long afterwards. Shez invited Terry to come in first and Terry agreed. They went inside the house together. When they were there, Shez called out for her family, “Mama! Malik! Salma! Sabila!” 


No one came out from anywhere. But a few minutes later, Miranda showed up. She smiled seeing her daughter. “Hello!” she greeted.


“Ciao, Mama!” Shez replied. She kissed her mother and introduced her to Terry. “Mama, this is my friend, Victoria De Rossi, Terry. We’ve just been studying together at Amanda’s place. Terry, this is my mother, Miranda.”


Terry shook Shez’s mother’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Hakeem.”


“Thank you, Terry, it’s a pleasure to meet you too,” Miranda replied. 


“Where are Salma and Sabila? I am supposed to help them with the homework…”


Miranda shook her head. “You don’t need to anymore, darling. Coco has helped them with their homework.”


Shez and Terry were shocked by that announcement. “COCO?!”


Miranda nodded. “Yes,” she answered. “He came earlier to see if you were home because he wanted to know if you could help him with this subject for a pre-test tomorrow, Shez. But you weren’t here and then suddenly Malik, Salma and Sabila came asking me where you were because they all needed help from you to do the homework. Then Coco instead offered to help them. He just left an hour ago. He asked me to tell you that he was going to Massimo’s house to study there.”


It was so shocking that Shez fell to the sofa. She couldn’t believe Coco did that. Terry noticed how staggered Shez was and that her face was pale. Shez couldn’t say anything so Terry asked Miranda, “How long did he stay here, Mrs. Hakeem?”


“For about three hours. After helping to do the homework, he ate dinner with the three of them and played for a while before he went home. Malik seems to be very interested in him. He stuck to him everywhere,” Miranda said amusedly.


“Oh my God,” Shez said.


Terry had to hide her victorious smile. Maybe this was really the time for another Laurentiis brother to have a permanent girlfriend. She said to the still baffled Shez, “Come on, Shez, it’s nothing bad. He was just helping you… besides, you did him a favor a lot of times by helping him study!” 


Miranda commented, “He’s a very nice young man – very polite and funny.”


“Mama!” Shez protested. “You should have called me that he came here to do that!”


“Shez, darling, don’t be too angry… why is it sometimes you seem to hate him and then the next minute you like him very much?” Miranda asked perplexedly.


Shez shook her head. “I don’t hate him!” she said. “I am just…” Then she paused… for a long time.


Miranda and Terry waited for her next words but they didn’t come out. Terry asked, “Just what?”


“Just exasperated!” Shez said.


“Why?” Terry asked.


“Oh, I don’t know, Terry…” Shez said. She looked exhausted all of a sudden.


“All right, darling, whatever you want to say… now, I’ll fix you two something to drink… you look very tired,” Miranda said nicely then departing to the kitchen.


Terry came to sit next to Shez. Terry encircled Shez’s shoulders with her arms. “Shez, what are you complaining about? Do you really hate it if he takes over your place in helping your siblings with their homework?”


Her friend sighed heavily and shook her head. “No, it’s not that.”


“Then, what is it?”


Shez took a while before answering. When she did, she sounded as if she wanted to cry next. “I am just so annoyed because he’s too nice! It makes me not able to hate him!”


Terry was confused. “What?”


“Oh, God, Terry… I love him,” Shez finally confessed.


This time Terry was utterly shocked. She even pulled back from Shez and stared art her disbelievingly. “WHAT?! So you do like him all along?”


“How can I not? How can anyone not like him?” Shez replied exasperatedly. “He’s handsome, he’s rich, he’s highly intelligent, he’s funny, he’s nice, he’s not too mushy, not dandy at all, he’s independent, he loves his family… and on top of all, he’s always courteous to me and always makes me happy!”


“And that’s a problem for you?” Terry asked.


“Of course it is! This is unrequited love, Terry! He doesn’t love me!”


Terry was again nonplussed. She responded straightforwardly, “But he does!”


“How would you know?”


“Shez! He has come here to help your siblings, even when you’re not around, and he always picks you up and drive you around from wherever you are to wherever you want to go. You’re always together. At the Autumn Ball, while you were dancing, he was looking at you with that kind of look, look of love or something…” Terry said.


“Yes, but that doesn’t mean he loves me…”


“Stop denying, Shez! The reason why he doesn’t say to you that he loves you is because you never really showed him how you truly feel for him!” Terry said intensely. She was taking this good chance to make Shez see that Coco did have feelings for her so that they could be together. “Now, listen, have you ever truly showed him how you feel?”


Shez’s eyes widened in panic. “How am I supposed to do that?” Shez retorted. “I am not going to make the first move! It’s… unthinkable! I’m the girl!”


Terry shook her head. “Shez, this isn’t the stone age! You can do whatever you like with a guy!”


“Terry, I’m not like Fio… I am not that beautiful to make a first move on a guy!” 


Terry countered, “Doh! You’re not even going to be doing the real first move… he has already done it by befriending you, darling! Why did you think he wanted to become your friend up until this far? He must like you very much!”


Shez snorted. “I don’t believe that!”


“Well, Shez, you have to start believing…” Terry said. She sighed. “Listen, even I didn’t get to be that close with Alessio before we got together. He never actually courted me, brought me to parties and danced with me. Coco has done much further than what Alessio did to get me… don’t you think it’s proof enough for you that he likes you very much?”


Shez shrugged. She was really confused and didn’t know what to say to that. Terry could see that Shez needed time to think about all this. “All right, Shez, perhaps I better leave it at that. Think about what I said. And whatever you feel, just follow your heart, okay?”


“Whatever,” Shez replied. She shrugged evasively. “Thanks for the advice, anyway.”


Terry hugged Shez tightly and stifled her laugh. She couldn’t help feeling elated. This was definitely good news for Coco… and for the rest of his family too, she imagined. Now, if only Shez would do something about it… 


That night, Shez couldn’t sleep thinking about what Terry told her. Perhaps Terry was right. She never did really express her true feelings for Coco. All these times, she had been the passive one and he the very active one.

 Whenever Coco spoke to her in an affectionate way, she tended to withdraw and kept her distance or acted very neutrally to his words. They were together most of the time, which made them seem inseparable, but that wasn’t because they couldn’t leave each other’s side but more because Shez not having too many other friends to hang out with. Coco was always offering to take her home or to pick her up. He carried the heavy books for her to class and sometimes even waited for her to come out from one class. He paid for lunch or every meal they ate together. He didn’t mind going to all sorts of trouble for her. But she never really did something to repay him. 

Of course, she was friendly to him. She listened to everything he told her, from family problems to the latest car technology. She never told this to anyone, but perhaps she was the only female in this world who wasn’t a Laurentiis but knew a great deal about that family of his. She even already considered him – secretly – as a best friend. And she was really falling in love with him because of all the things he had done for her.

He had the ability to make her feel as if she were the only girl he cared about in this world and he could make her feel as if she were a princess despite her social background. He didn’t mind at all that she wasn’t as rich as he was. He didn’t care that her family lived in a poor suburbs, away from the glittering areas where most of his other friends lived. He saw her as Shez and Shez only. 

For the hundredth time, Shez turned and tossed in her bed. She could just scream right now. What could she do now?
 

“Good morning, Shez,” Massimo greeted her when she appeared in front of the campus building the next morning. He was sitting next to his girlfriend, Mica, on a bench.

“Ciao, Max,” Shez replied with a smile. “Ciao, Mica.”

Mica replied Shez’s smile. Then she evocatively said, “Where’s Coco? I thought the two of you would never be separated for the rest of your lives.”

Shez just smiled a little in response. “I don’t know.”

“He didn’t pick you up?” Massimo asked. It was no secret that Coco always picked up Shez in the morning.

Shez shook her head. “I went here by myself.” 

A group of girls passed by next and they suddenly stopped for a while near where Shez was standing. Shez noticed their sudden break but she didn’t bother to look at them. But then she felt their eyes on her and glanced to them a little. When Shez looked at them from the corner of her eyes, they immediately departed again – whispering. 

“What was that all about?” Shez asked.

Mica smiled. “Oh, don’t worry, Shez. They’re probably wondering if you and Coco had already broken up or not.”

“Huh?” she asked blankly.

Mica waved her hand dismissively. “It’s nothing… trust me. Everyone thinks that you and Shez are a couple, especially since the Autumn Ball, and…”

“WHAT?!” Shez asked in shock.

Mica and Massimo stared at each other. Then Max asked, “Shez, don’t you know about this?”

“About what?” Shez retorted irately.

“About… well, this thing that everyone thinks about, especially the girls. They all think that you and Coco are lovers,” Massimo said.

“But we’re not!” Shez countered.

“We know you’re not… but you give the impression that you are,” Massimo said.

“Oh my God…” Shez said.

“Don’t worry, Shez. Your reputation is not going to be shattered, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Mica consoled, knowing that Shez was actually a very virtuous person. She stroked Shez’s back and continued, “In fact, you and Coco make a very good couple, even as friends. You and him look good together and you are very close friends, which is also good. So, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Massimo then ruined what Mica had said with a little mumble, “Except for Lidia and…”

“Massimo! Enough!” Mica warned.

“Who’s Lidia?” Shez asked.

“Lidia, you know…” Massima said evasively.

Shez glared at him. “Who is Lidia?” Shez persisted almost furiously.

Mica and Massimo seemed very uneasy about this. Then Massimo sighed. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes,” Shez answered sternly.

“Va bene,” Massimo replied. “Do you remember Angelica? Or Angela? That’s her nickname.”

Shez stared blankly at him. Massimo continued, “She was that girl who talked about you in the toilet that made you angry at me… you remember, that time when we…”

“Yes, I remember now,” Shez quickly said before Massimo continued to say anything else in front of Mica about the time when they used to do date each other. But Mica didn’t seem to bother. So Shez asked, “Well, what does Angelica or Angela have to do with Lidia?”

“Lidia and Angela are friends… they, uhm, well…” Massimo stammered trying to find the right words.

“They are worshippers of Coco,” Mica provided. “They live for Coco… and they are a bit jealous when they found out Coco and you went together to the Autumn Ball. You see, they had thought that you had nothing to do with Coco until that far to go to the Autumn Ball together. They… well, they are now trying to, well, sort of, like…”

“Mica! Please… just tell me,” Shez pleaded.

“They are badmouthing you to anyone who would listen,” Mica confessed finally.

“Like how?” Shez asked suspiciously.

“Well, they’re trying to say that Coco was only going to be with you until he manages to… have sex with you,” Mica said.

Massimo then quickly said, “But don’t worry, Shez, no one listens to them… people like Coco too much to think that Coco would do such a disgraceful thing. And before you blame Coco, we want you to know that he has got nothing to do about this… he doesn’t know that those girls are talking about him behind his back either. He would never do such thing to you or to anyone else. You can have my word.”

Mica gazed at Shez sympathetically. “I am sorry about all this… if there’s anything I can do…”

“No, Mica, thanks very much for telling me… don’t worry… I won’t say anything to them. I hope Coco is not hurt if he hears about this. Don’t tell him, okay?” Shez said.

“We won’t,” Mica said. 

“But, seriously, Shez, you and Coco should really be together… you are perfect for each other,” Massimo said sincerely.

Shez just flashed him a smile. She replied, “Thanks.” Then she walked away towards the entrance of the building. She had mixed feelings after hearing the information from Massimo and Mica. But she decided, she shouldn’t care about it. What matters the most was Coco and no one else.

“Ciao, bella,” Coco said to Shez from behind and tousled her hair.

Shez frowned slightly and turned around to knock Coco’s head with her pencil. Coco yelped but laughed afterwards. He turned around a chair and sat next to Shez in the opposite direction so he could face Shez without turning his head. And so that he could steal a kiss from her when she was not being so serious.

“Why didn’t you call me last night?” Coco asked.

“Well, I couldn’t,” Shez answered. “I was so sleepy and had to finish studying.”

“How did the pre-test go? Good?”

“Così così,” Shez answered with a shrug.

“I’m sure you’ll score highly,” Coco said confidently. He smiled at her and started to play around with her hair like he usually did every time he was in a joking mood. He knew Shez hated it whenever her hair was messy. 

Surprisingly, this time Shez didn’t mind at all her hair being played like that. Coco was slightly confused but he didn’t bother to ask why because moments like these don’t come too often. Shez was still difficult to tame.

“Do you think you could spare me some time the day after tomorrow? I’d like to discuss something for our archeology assignment,” Coco said.

“Co, do you really need my help?” Shez asked with a sigh. “You’re already smart and… don’t even try to deny it, Laurentiis. I know how good your brain is. I am sure you can do it alone.”

Coco furrowed his eyebrows. “And I know how good your brain is too, Shez,” he replied. “That’s why I always ask you to study with me together. I know I am good too but two good brains are better than just one. Isn’t that logical? Or… are you bored with me already and don’t want to help me?”

Shez shook her head. “No, it’s not that, Co… I mean… you are naturally very smart. You don’t need to struggle all the time to memorize everything from every subject. But I do… I have to. And it’s not easy for me to study everything at one time like you do…”

Coco squeezed Shez’s hand and shook it slightly. “Shez, stop it. Don’t say that. I don’t like hearing you underestimating yourself. I think you’re smarter than me… because you have a very good organization and you know how to be serious. At least, you realize that it’s important to be serious… more than I do. That’s why I need you. Please?”

Shez sighed. He was looking at her with those puppy eyes again. How could she resist a man who looks at her that way? Not mentioning this was the man she loved. But she would rather die first than telling him how she truly felt. 

“Fine,” she agreed.

“Good… but I am afraid we’d have to do it in Pippo’s office. I have to help him afterwards,” Coco said. 

Shez nodded. “All right.”

“Great! I knew I could count on you… being friends with you is so beneficial,” he said laughingly, rumpling her hair once again.

Shez then remembered what Terry said and what she thought about last night. Coco had done so many things for her and now Shez knew how to repay him. She could help him with this. If it made him happy to study with her, then it should always be that way. And she owed Coco another thank you because he had helped Malik, Salma and Sabila last night.

“I guess I should thank you too now,” Shez said.

“For what?” he asked blankly.

“For helping Malik, Salma and Sabila. You were very kind. Thank you,” Shez said.

And suddenly, out of nowhere, she had the courage to lean forward to him and pressed a light kiss on his cheeks… which left him shocked and static. His eyes were wide in surprise, as he didn’t expect her gratitude would be followed by a sweet kiss. 

Shez withdrew after that quick kiss. Surprisingly, she didn’t feel surprised by what she just had done. She thought it was normal because they had been friends – close ones – for quite a while now and since those people who weren’t friends liked to kiss each other – on the lips even – then why shouldn’t she do it to someone she was really close with?

“You’re welcome, Shez,” Coco said, trying to keep himself calm, after regaining his composure back.

Shez was slightly disappointed with his seemingly nonchalant attitude but she decided not to hope for anything more. She was just happy that they were good friends.

“Are you done with your lunch?” Coco asked.

“Yes,” Shez said. She had been eating lunch as well as studying.

“Shall we go to class?” Coco asked. They would have a lecture together.

“All right,” Shez replied.

As usual, Coco pulled the chair back for Shez, took the heavy books for him to carry and then walked together with Shez to wherever they were going.

Chapter 74


The girls once again gathered in Amanda’s apartment two days later but they weren’t actually studying this time. They were there to have a good time. For the next day, there wasn’t any test so they could relax for a while. Amanda had prepared cold pasta salad and chicken soup for them so, once again, they ate together in the living room and chatted for hours.


“Hey, I’ve got another news for you,” Terry announced.


“What?” Amanda asked.


“D’Amico is planning to ask Kayla out on a date… this time it’s for real,” Terry said.


“It’s about time!” Amanda said. “He’s been calling her all the time but never asked her out… even Luca and Daniele knew that this is already too late to ask her out.”


“Better late than never,” Fio said.


“Amanda, seriously, is Elena really dating Luca and Daniele at the same time?” Shez suddenly asked. 


Amanda laughed and shook her head. “No, of course not! But those two boys like to court Elena together… well, actually, Daniele is supposed to be with me.”


“How come?” Fio asked.


“Well, when we were in high school, there was this couple system in my class. It just so happened that the number of girls and guys in our class were balanced so one girl got one guy. Elena was with Luca, Daniele with me and Kayla with this boy named Enzo. Enzo moved away to study in the States, so he is not with us anymore. We liked to have triple dates… sometimes also with the other couples in the class… but then Daniele once told me that he actually liked Elena very much. But Luca did too so… then they found out and they decided to court her together so that they didn’t have to fight each other,” Amanda explained.


Everyone chuckled. It was a sweet story. Amanda then clicked her fingers. “Hey, how about this… there are four of us and four of the Laurentiis brothers… Terry is already with Alessio, Fio and Sandro are supposedly meant to be together… OW!” Fio had pinched her and was glaring at Amanda. But Amanda didn’t flinch. She continued enthusiastically, “And Professor and I are guardian and ward, then Coco with Shez together! Cool, no? We are each related to one Laurentiis brother!”


“Amanda, it’s not funny,” Fio protested.


Amanda ignored her. She thought it was about time Fio started thinking of hearing Sandro’s explanation and Shez to realize that she was very close in getting Coco as a boyfriend. 


“No, but it’s true… isn’t it, Terry?” Amanda said.


“Yep,” Terry agreed wholeheartedly.


“Ah! Please!” Fio snorted.


Shez then said, “I wish…”


“What do you mean you wish? You can!” Terry said.


Amanda was lost there. “What?”


Terry then told the others, “Shez likes Coco.”


“TERRY!” Shez protested.


“WHAT?!” Fio asked excitedly. “You do? Davvero? Beh, grandissima!” She hugged Shez. “You’re going to be Coco’s girlfriend!”


Shez broke free from Fio’s tight embrace. “Hold it! I didn’t say anything about being Coco’s girlfriend! I just said I like him. We’re friends, we’re supposed to like each other, right?”


“Oh, please! Stop denying!” Terry said. “You like him romantically!”


“Well, not that romantically,” Shez said.


Amanda squealed in zeal. She was practically jumping. “Great! Romantic!”


“Amanda! It’s not rom…”


Fio cut her immediately, “But that’s a good sign… you’re realizing that he’s actually a very attractive person, aren’t you?”


“Sort of,” Shez admitted with a faint blush.


“Very good!” Fio exclaimed.


“So, tell us, did he do something special today when you were together in Pippo’s office?” Terry asked.


Everyone was all ears. Amanda smiled dreamily. Shez sighed. She told them, “Well, nothing… he just made a mess out of my hair, as usual…”


“Oooh… he likes your hair,” Amanda said.


Shez narrowed her gaze at her while Amanda just grinned at her. She carried on, “And he took me here. He actually wasn’t supposed to do it because he had something to do with Pippo… but he did…”


“Oooh… he sacrifices precious time for you,” Amanda started again.


Shez rolled her eyes and said, “Finally… he kissed my cheeks before he left…”


“Oooh… kisses,” Amanda said again.


“Amanda!” Shez said.


“Sorry,” she said with a cheeky smile.


Fio then shook Shez’s hand. “Congratulations… you have captured Francesco Laurentiis’ heart!”


“Now, how would you know?” Shez quickly retorted.


“Because I know what he’s like. We used to hang out with the same crowd, remember? And usually, from my observation, whenever he liked a girl for a good time, he liked them because they were either blondes or have big bosoms. He would never go as far as sacrificing time unless to flirt with them. They always yielded themselves so easily to him that those girls turned him off. He certainly never followed them around everywhere like he does to you… and he never volunteered to kiss any girl unless he thinks they’re really worthy,” Fio said.


“But then how come I heard he was a playboy?” Shez asked.


“That’s because he has been trying to find the perfect girl for him. He changes girlfriends all the time because he soon gets bored with one girl so he could move on to the next in his pursuit for the perfect girl,” Fio explained. “At least that’s what Valentina, Nadia and I thought. He even tried to flirt with each one of us once… but we weren’t that cheap to concede him everything in the first meeting. That was how Coco and I got to know each other… he introduced himself to me and flirted with me.”


Everyone laughed, even Shez. Coco and Fio together wasn’t actually the perfect picture. Fio seemed too regal for someone who was sweet and wild at the same time like Coco. Fio smiled dryly. “I know what you’re thinking… him and I don’t fit the picture at all…”


“But you and Sandro do,” Amanda said.


Fio glowered at her. “No,” she said implacably.


“Oh yes you do!” Amanda said. She then began to list their compatibilities, “You and him both like to smile only a little bit! Sandro always walks with his chin up and you do too… You and him both have sensual lips …” Terry and Shez couldn’t contain their gales of mirth. Amanda ignored them and Fio’s fierce look and continued, “You are so feminine and he’s so masculine.” Terry and Shez were dropping tears in their laughter now. Even Fio had to choke her laughter because Amanda was so absurd. 


“Amanda, you are such a character!” Terry said.


“You can thank my parents for that… there are no one like them!” Amanda replied dryly.


Fio then said, “All right, fine, whatever you want to say, Amanda.”


Amanda said, “Fio, give Sandro a break. He really wants to change, honestly.”


This time Shez took Amanda’s side. “Fio, I did tell you what happen that time when I came to Pippo’s apartment, didn’t I? He seems very desperate to get rid of Marco so he can get to you freely.”


“Well, if only he understands that his violence frightens me and stop acting childishly fighting with someone else, I’d be happy! That goes to Marco too… I am not coming home until he changes his attitude!” Fio replied exasperatedly.


Terry nodded. “We know… but they’re boys! They fight!” 


“Well, go fight all they want. I don’t like fighting men,” Fio replied stubbornly.


Amanda shook her head. Melting Fio’s heart was very hard. “Okay, enough. Sorry I brought it up.”


“So, now, shall we tune into the news?” Shez suggested innocently, ready with the remote control.


The other three laughed. Shez was actually being a bit sarcastic on Amanda’s strange hobby of watching the news. “Why do you love watching the news so much?” Shez asked amusedly.


“Because it’s fun,” Amanda answered. 


The others laughed again. Fio teased her, “Oh, Amy, no wonder your guardian idolizes you so much… you tune into the news… do you follow the stock news as well?” 


Amanda stuck out her tongue. She then cheekily said, “Only when I know Professore’s company is going to make money so I can buy the same stocks as they do!”


The girls were still giggling when they went downstairs because Shez and Terry were going to go home. They had been making jokes about the people they saw on TV before and now they couldn’t stop laughing. Coco and – surprisingly – Sandro stared at them as if they were crazy.


Fio stiffened when she saw Sandro and Sandro suddenly turned dark when he saw Fio. But Amanda was determined to make them speak to each other again without making them fight. She cheerfully greeted the two brothers, “Ciao, fratelli!”


“Ciao,” Coco replied enthusiastically while Sandro just nodded.


Amanda then pushed Shez forward to Coco. “There, she’s all yours!”


Shez blushed being treated like that but Coco was agreeing to Amanda. “Thank you, Amanda.”


“You’re welcome, Coco,” Amanda replied.


Coco encircled Shez’s shoulders with his lengthy arm. He tousled her hair once again. Shez nudged him. Amanda then said to Sandro, “You came too?”


“Yeah, I was just accompanying Coco. We were just from another family dinner,” Sandro said.


Coco then said in a deep tone, “Didn’t Pippo ask you to tell Amanda and Fio something?”


Sandro sighed. He then heavily said, “Pippo says hi to you, Amanda, and he,” A momentary pause. He turned to Fio and said, “He says take care of you.”


Fio just nodded icily. Sandro quickly looked away. Amanda was satisfied. That was somehow a start. Amanda replied, “Thanks for letting us know the message, Sandro.”


“You’re welcome, Amanda,” Sandro said. He stared at Fio, expecting a thank you as well.


Fio realized that she was obliged to express her gratitude. She curtly said, “Grazie.”


Sandro was the one who nodded icily this time. Fio wanted to drown him in the river. Terry then said, “No message for me from Alessio?”


“I think he said, ‘tell Terry not to mess up my car and pick me up tomorrow morning’. Yeah, I think that was it,” Coco said.


Terry laughed and slapped his arm. She said, “Well, I better get going then. Maybe I should pay him a visit before I go back to my dorm.”


“Cool! Want me to tell him beforehand that you’re coming?” Coco offered.


“Stay out of this, Laurentiis,” Shez warned.


“Which one? Me or him?” Sandro joked.


Amanda smiled. Sandro was actually joking again. Even Fio smiled a little hearing that joke. They said their goodbyes after that. The others smiled happily when they saw Coco opening the door for Shez and as Shez stepped inside the car, she smiled gratefully at him and said thank you. Coco then nuzzled her nose with his in a flash. Sandro entered the car, taking the passenger seat at the behind. He glanced at Fio. Fio, who was looking at him, quickly looked away. He frowned as he slammed the door to close. Coco waved his hand and then drove away. Terry followed soon after that. Amanda and Fio returned back inside.


“What a beautiful couple Coco and Shez would make,” Fio said when they entered the apartment.


Amanda smiled behind her. She whispered to herself, “You and Sandro would too.”


“Shez! Wait up!”


Shez turned around and saw Massimo come running to her. Shez stopped to wait for him. Massimo arrived in front of her, smiling brightly. He greeted her cheerfully, “And how is our beautiful Mrs. Laurentiis today?”


Shez slapped him on the arm immediately. She said, “Don’t call me that.”


Massimo tittered. “Why not?”


“Because I’m not,” Shez replied.


“You mean not yet,” Massimo countered.


“Whatever you say,” Shez said as she exited. 


Massimo followed her from behind. He tried to catch up with her because she was walking quite fast. “Sorry, Shez, but I can’t help… I saw you coming down from his car and I thought you two looked so cute together.”


“Doesn’t everyone think that way?” Shez said wryly.


“Yes, they do actually,” Massimo replied.


Shez frowned. “Whatever.”


Massimo put his arms around Shez’s shoulders. “Let’s eat lunch… we’re sitting with Coco, if that’s all right with you,” Massimo said.


Once again, she replied him with, “Whatever.”


Shez and Massimo met Mica and Gennaro who were waiting near Massimo’s car. They were going to eat at La Primavera for lunch. After kissing his girlfriend, Massimo asked, “And where’s Coco? Isn’t he supposed to meet us here first?”


“Coco said he’s going to be late, he has to meet a professor of his from his other major,” Gennaro said.


“Ah… va bene. So he’s going to follow us to Primavera?” Massimo asked.


“Of course,” Gennaro replied. “First, he’s a pig. He’s not going to survive without lunch. Second, he’s in love. He’s also not going to survive without Shez.”


Shez glared at him. Gennaro smiled sheepishly at her and apologized. But Shez waved her hand dismissively then. She decided not to comment on that one because she was trying to accept the fact that those people were not going to stop at all. Mica chuckled and took Shez’s hand. 


She said, “Come on, Shez, forget about these guys… they have no brains at all!”


Massimo and Gennaro just stuck out their tongues. Shez and Mica entered the car shaking their heads. The guys were still laughing when they mounted the car. 


La Primavera was full, as usual, especially during lunchtime like now. Shez smiled at Antonio who greeted them at the door. Antonio smiled back and winked at her. He showed them to an empty table and then took their orders. When he was about to leave he once again winked at Shez.


“Why is he looking at you like that?” Gennaro asked suspiciously after Antonio had walked away.


“Oh, nothing,” Shez replied. “Antonio is a friend of my friend.”


“Which one of your friends?” Massimo asked. 


“Fio,” Shez answered honestly.


“How is she?” Mica asked sympathetically. She had heard about what happened at that time on campus from Coco, Massimo and Gennaro.


“She’s fine,” Shez answered. 


“Shez, can I ask you a question?” Massimo asked seriously.


“What?” Shez replied.


“How close are you with the Laurentiis family? It seems that you know a lot about that family… does Coco really confide in you about everything?” Massimo asked.


Shez tired to figure out a way of how to answer that question. She felt uneasy with it because she didn’t know if she should reveal her closeness with the family. Finally she said, “I am not really close with the family, only with Coco. But he likes to take me to his brothers’ office sometimes so I know his brothers. And I am close with Fio, Amanda Maldini and Terry De Rossi… so I hear a lot of stories about Coco’s brothers from them. You see, Amanda’s guardian is Professor Filippo Laurentiis and Terry is dating Coco’s second brother, Alessio, the racer.”


“Oh, I see… but does Coco tell you a lot?” Massimo replied.


“Actually, yes. I know a lot about his family from him. He tells me things,” Shez said.


“Amazing,” Gennaro said.


“Why? Because I know a lot about the Laurentiis family?” Shez asked.


“No, because Coco tells you things,” Gennaro answered. “He must trust you very much. I don’t think he even tells us, his close male friends.”


Shez smiled. “I think that’s because you’re too crazy, Gennaro.”


Everyone laughed. But suddenly Mica stopped laughing and frowned. She stared straight at the door. Massimo noticed it. “What is it, Mica?” he asked softly.


“Ugh… those girls are here too,” Mica spat.


Shez glanced at the direction where Mica was looking at and she saw four girls entering the café with two guys. Shez had never seen the guys before but she definitely recognized the girls. She had seen all of them walking with Massimo in the campus yard before that day when Coco first asked her to become friends with him instead of enemies. She frowned in displeasure. She hated the looks of them.


“See, Shez, those are Angela and Lidia… you know, those two blonde ones,” Mica said derisively.


Shez indeed saw them. She didn’t like them at all. “I see them.”


“And I see Coco. There he is!” Gennaro said.


Coco entered the café with Antonio opening the door for him. Antonio recognized him immediately and escorted him straight away to the place where his friends were sitting. Coco followed Antonio and as they were strolling to the table, they talked to each other. 


“Is Shez with them?” Coco asked lowly.


“Don’t worry, Co. She’s fine with them,” Antonio answered with a smug smile.


Coco blushed a little because Antonio seemed to know his feelings for her. Antonio chuckled seeing Coco like that. He didn’t think Sandro would act like Coco if he were in love. Sandro hardly showed any feelings for anything. 


Antonio and Coco arrived at the table. Antonio excused himself while Coco greeted his friends. “Ciao, tutti.”

 
Coco sat down, taking the seat to Shez’s left. He did his ritual to her – rumpling the hair and pressing a light kiss on her cheek. Mica, Massimo and Gennaro bit their lips so they wouldn’t smile.


“So, what did your professor say, Co?” Massimo asked.


“Well, I just asked him a few directions with my thesis,” Coco answered.


“You’ve already done your thesis?” Shez asked.


“Not finished yet,” Coco answered.


Everyone was surprised. Shez told him, “You never said anything about already starting the thesis! You said you wanted to wait!”


Coco smiled apologetically. “Sorry I didn’t tell you but I’ve already started them since early this semester so I can graduate next summer and then continue with history and archeology.”


The others just shrugged. They know that Coco had the brains of a genius. He didn’t even need to go to university if he wanted to because he was too smart already. He seemed to know a lot of things, especially about business, and they just came naturally for him. Shez believed Terry completely now. The whole family must be like that. 


“All right, so have we ordered?” Coco asked. “Ho fame!”


“I told you,” Gennaro commented dryly.


Coco said dryly, “Let me guess… I am a pig and I can’t survive without food.”


“How did you know?” Mica asked amazedly.


“I’m Coco, I know everything,” Coco replied haughtily with a smirk.


Shez laughed at him and nudged him at the same time. She decided that he was crazy indeed and that she loved him because of that. Coco seemed to be able to make everyone smile and he was so easy to please. She now wondered why it took her so long to realize that Coco was utterly adorable.


Coco then commented, “When you’re friends with Gennaro for two years, you’ll notice that he keeps repeating the same comments on someone.”


“You know me too well already, amico,” Gennaro replied.


Antonio came with the orders for the others but he was yet to ask Coco what he wanted for his meal. Antonio asked him, “All right, what do you want, Co?”


Shez answered for him, “I think he would love two big pieces of croissant sandwich – one with cheese and tuna, the other should be with egg and cheese. Then he’d take on a plate of cold pasta salad. He’d also love to finish off with a portion of tiramisu…”


The others laughed. Coco was indeed a heavy eater. He could eat anything at one mealtime and still felt hungry in the next mealtime as if he hadn’t eaten anything for weeks. But, amazingly, he managed to keep his body buff and trimmed. 


Coco smiled sardonically when Shez trailed off laughing with the others. He pulled Shez and twisted her arm a bit as a punishment. “So, you’re playing around with me, huh?” he challenged.


“You always play around with me. Why can’t I do the same?” Shez retorted.


Coco then banged the table with his fist. “All right, Antonio! Bring on the food! I’ll eat them all!”


“Right on… two croissants, one pasta salad and tiramisu!” Antonio said then leaving the table to get the orders.


“Shez, let’s go to the toilet,” Mica said. “I think I need to fix my hair.”


“I think need to do that too,” Shez replied, glaring at Coco for rumpling her hair before. 


When Mica and Shez rose from their seats to go the bathroom, the other three guys gave them a look that said, “Women!” Mica and Shez ignored them. The toilet of La Primavera was as classy as the dining area was. It was clean and spacious with the same classical decorations as the café was. It was only waiting for time to let fashion and lifestyle magazines come to this place and make a special report out of it.


“Shez, did you know, I almost envied you that night at the Autumn Ball?” Mica said.


“Why?” Shez asked confusedly. “Because Coco and I won the King and Queen title?”


“No, it’s more because you looked so beautiful that night. Seriously, have you ever considered of becoming a model?” Mica asked.


“No,” Shez answered. “No way. I am too short to become a model and I think I’m slightly too dark. Besides, there is no way I am going to strip off in front of the camera for public viewing.”


Mica laughed. “Why do you say that? Not every model has to strip off.”


“Still, the idea of being a model doesn’t appeal to me,” Shez said.

 
Suddenly the toilet door was opened and four people came in. Shez and Mica were surprised. They gasped a little but then Mica’s surprised expression changed into one of disgust. But only for a moment, though, because she couldn’t really let Angela, Lidia and their two friends knew what she really felt for them.


“Oh, hi, Mica!” one of the girls greeted her. Her name was Bianca. She was in Mica’s study group.


“Ciao, Bianca,” Mica replied. And she nodded to the other ones.


“Lunch with Massimo?” Angela asked nicely to Mica. This Angela girl, Mica and Shez thought, was very hypocritical, because they knew Angela liked Massimo so much.


“Yes,” Mica answered. “And Gennaro and Coco and Shez.”


“Obviously,” the other girl whose name was Ilaria sneered. She shifted her gaze from Mica to Shez and stared at her with arrogance from top to bottom. Shez lifted her chin up defiantly. She wasn’t going to be put down by these girls.


“Oh, so Coco and Shez are there too?” Lidia asked as if Shez was nothing but wind in front of her.


“Yes, as a matter of fact I’m there,” Shez suddenly spoke up.


Lidia was a bit taken aback to hear Shez speak up like that. So were the others. But Mica smiled victoriously. She wanted Shez to say something more so that those girls could really shut up.


“Well, I hope you can make Coco happy, Shez,” Lidia said. “As far as I know he is quite hard to please. Only the really beautiful and daring ones can do it.” She gave her a haughty smile. “If you would take my advice, Shez, if you can’t do it… don’t even try it.”


Shez fists were clenched on each of her sides. She would love to show this arrogant blonde what she was really made of. Some of the karate moves she learned all these years might come handy now. She wasn’t a black belt for nothing and this blonde was asking for it badly. But she held on to her ground and fought off her anger.


Instead she calmly replied, “Thanks for the advice. I am very sorry about your failure.” Mica coughed off her laughter while Lidia’s mouth fell open in indignity. Shez continued, “Isn’t that how you know what advice to give? Because you’ve tried before?” 


“Why, you…” Angela said.


“Let’s go, Mica… I believe Max, Coco and Gennaro are waiting,” Shez said as she strode casually towards the door, pulling Mica’s hand.


Once they were outside, Shez shook her head in amusement while Mica burst out laughing. Shez then said, “Seriously, why are those girls being very despicable just because of this? So what? What if Coco and I are close? We’re only friends!”


“Oh, Shez, it’s because they can’t even become his friends,” Mica said laughingly.


Shez shrugged. “How strange! All they have to do is be nice and I am sure Coco would be their friends in an instant.”


“But can you really imagine people like Angela and Lidia being nice persons?” Mica asked.


“Absolutely not,” Shez answered with a cheeky smile.


“There, you have your answer! No one deserves him better than you!”


If only…

Chapter 75


“Oh, God, finally, it’s already the seventeenth!” Shez exclaimed happily.


“What’s up with that?” Fio replied dryly. She had her nose stuck in a book that she couldn’t complete reading since a few weeks ago while she needed to get the knowledge from it for tomorrow’s pre-test, the last before they had their holiday.


“Be quiet, please,” Amanda whispered warningly. She pointed her finger to a sign that said Silenzio! that hung on a shelf in the library.


“Why are you happy about it, Shez?” Terry asked.


“Tomorrow my father is coming back from Turin!” Shez said excitedly with her voice lowered this time.


Terry smiled. “You must be very happy… you haven’t seen him for a long time, have you?” 


“No, I haven’t. And he will be staying with us for three weeks… I hope his company would let him stay in Rome this time,” Shez said hopefully.


“What is he again? Engineer?” Terry asked.


“Yes, electrical engineer,” Shez answered. 

Personally, Shez thought her father’s bosses had less intelligence than her father did. Her father was made to work like a common labor while actually he could be the head of all those projects his company were making. But the company just had to choose those sometimes-irresponsible people as head of projects. From what Shez heard from her father’s talk with her mother whenever she just happened to be nearby when the conversation took place, her father often talked about the idleness of the managers in the projects.


“I’ve never met your family. Can I do that sometimes?” Fio asked. 


“Oh, God, no! Don’t! My siblings are going to give you a hard time,” Shez said.


“Why?” Fio replied.


Amanda warned them again, “Be quiet.”


Fio waved her hand dismissively at her and then asked Shez to answer why. Shez explained, “They’re so hyperactive… well, at least, my brother Malik is hyper. Salma and Sabila, my sisters are fine, but they just tend to ask too much questions to strangers. They’re nosey.”


“Better nosey and hyper than cruel,” Fio said dryly.


Shez and Terry smiled. Suddenly Amanda stretched her body and yawned. She sighed, “Ah, thank God it’s already the seventeenth!”


Fio, Shez and Terry giggled. Fio asked, “Why? It’s time for you to come home to Milan?”


“No, tomorrow is the last of pre-exams and I’ve already submitted all of my assignments so I have nothing else to worry about for the semester finals! Then I can go home to Milan to my family and then go back here, take the test and finished!” Amanda said happily.


Fio’s face fell. “You’re going back to Milan? Why? Are you going to leave me alone?”


“Fio, don’t you want to spend the holidays with your family?” Amanda asked.


“Of course! But I am still going to live with you,” Fio said.


Amanda sighed. “Fio, not that I don’t want you to live with me, but think about your mother… don’t you think she wants you back in the house? Fi, she misses you. She’s been calling me in private and asking me when you are coming back home.” 


Fio shook her head fiercely. “I am not going home. I don’t want to see Marco.”


Amanda gave up. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to change Fio’s mind through an argument. Fio was the you-can-persuade-me-but-don’t-argue-with-me type of person. So she said, “We’ll talk about this later.”


Terry and Shez were actually in accord with Amanda. Fio seemed to be running away from Marco and Sandro instead of facing them, which was not going to really work for long-term situations. What she was doing now was no different than what she did the last time – hiding. Although Amanda didn’t seem burdened by Fio, but Terry and Shez knew Amanda was actually trying to make Fio see the reality of her situation. Sooner or later, Fio eventually would have to return to her own house and must face Marco. Not only that, Sandro seemed to be running out of patience although he hadn’t done anything dangerous anymore lately.


“What are you going to do for Christmas, Terry?” Shez asked, changing the subject.


“Well on the 24th, there is going to be a small celebration with the team. I am going there with my father and Alessio. Then Alessio is going to take me to his family’s Christmas celebration,” Terry said.


“In Naples?” Shez asked. 


“No. They are going to celebrate it in Licia’s parents house here in Rome,” Terry explained. “Her parents have a house here.”


“Ah, I see,” Shez replied.


“I think Kayla is also going to that Ferrari party with D’Amico,” Amanda said.


“I think so too. Andrea and Kayla are really going out together now, aren’t they?” Terry replied.


“Actually, they haven’t officially announced that they were going out together but I am sure they must. It’s one of those relationships, you know, where you just know you’re going out together without even having to ask each other to become boyfriend and girlfriend,” Amanda said.


Her words struck Shez. She didn’t realize it before but sometimes she did feel that way with Coco. It was always natural for him to do the things he always did to her and when she wasn’t being well aware of it, she also didn’t think it was strange for him to do the things he did to her. Sometimes even she did it as well… such as seeking for Coco’s hand when they were sitting next to each other and leaning on him whenever they were standing or sitting side by side. 


Everyone now was saying that Coco and Shez were already like going steady with each other. They must have shown it to everyone so that everyone got that kind of impression from them. And sometimes when she said that they were only friends, she felt like what she said was just a lie. Perhaps she would feel not so lying if she were to say that they were indeed a couple.


But she didn’t want to jump into conclusions first before knowing how Coco would really feel. Of course, she knew now that Coco had a special attention for him but she was not going to be so blatant to ask him whether he felt the same way as she was. Or maybe, Shez thought, Coco was feeling the same confusion that she often felt sometimes when it came to figuring out what their status was. Perhaps she should really talk to him. 


“All right, I have to go. I have a lecture by Professor Laurentiis in ten minutes,” Amanda said. She turned to Fio, “See you later.” Then she said goodbye to the others.


Shez suddenly asked, “Hey, can I ask you a question?”


“What?” Fio replied.


“As long as it’s not about your subjects. I know nothing about history and archeology,” Terry said.


“No, it’s about me. And Coco,” Shez said quietly.


Terry and Fio were awake in an instant. “What about him?” Fio asked curiously.


Shez hesitated for a while. But then she continued with her question, “Do you think Coco and I are like what Amanda said about that type of lovers… you know, the ones who don’t really have to declare that they’re an item but already know that they are?”


Terry and Fio were speechless. First of all, they were very surprised. They didn’t know Shez was going to ask something like this, especially this was about her relationship with Coco. Secondly, they were happy because Shez seemed to be aware that she did have a relationship with Coco that was more than friendship. Thirdly, they wanted to scream yes.


Terry really did want to scream yes but she couldn’t because they were in the library. So she grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled hastily in very large letters: YES! She even added four more large exclamation signs. Fio nodded fiercely and hugged Shez in excitement. She pointed at Terry’s paper with her thumb up.


Shez laughed seeing her friends’ reaction. Then she said, “Fine. Now I believe it.”


“Believe what?” Terry asked.


“That we are,” Shez answered with a loving smile on her face.


And at that, Terry and Fio did shriek. 


“Shez!” Coco called.


Shez stopped walking. Fio quickly signaled Terry that they should leave immediately. Of course, Terry understood very well. The two of them said goodbye quickly, saying that Amanda was already waiting for Fio in the parking lot to go home. 


“Wait,” Shez said.


“What is it?” Terry replied.


“Well, are you sure that we look like… you know,” Shez said hesitantly.


“Yes, yes, and more yes,” Fio convinced her. She hugged Shez and said, “Go for it!”


Terry and Fio scurried off immediately before Coco approached the place where Shez was standing. They wanted Shez to have privacy with her “boyfriend”. Shez understood their gesture and just smiled at their silliness in getting away from the spot. Coco arrived seconds after and, as usual, he disheveled her hair slightly.


“Ciao,” Coco said.


“What’s up?” Shez asked lightheartedly.


Coco raised one of his eyebrows in interest. “Ah, someone’s feeling happy today.”


Shez smiled. “Well, yeah… my dad is coming home tomorrow and holiday is coming soon… is there a reason not to be happy?” she replied.


“Good point,” Coco said. He then said, “Well, I have another reason for you to be happy, Shez.”


“And that is?” Shez replied.


“Well, Romano is inviting you to another party,” Coco said.


“Romano? As in that friend of yours who knew three quarters of the people in Rome? The friend in whose party you met your brother’s enemy?” Shez replied.


“Exactly,” Coco answered with a nod. “He wants you to come to his party next Saturday, at his house again, but this time earlier. It’s at 6.30 in the evening.”


“What is it this time?” Shez asked.


“I don’t know. He just likes throwing parties… I think one of his cousins who knows half the people in Rome is having a birthday party or something… so… it’s a joint party,” Coco said.


“Next Saturday… ah, I’ll have to check on my schedules… maybe I have to persuade my father to let me come to the party. I believe next Saturday is the day he comes home,” Shez said.

“Well, then I’ll help you persuade him,” Coco said. “I’ll pick you up and explain to him, if you want to.” But then he slapped his own face. “Oh, damn! I can’t. I have to accompany my mother in the afternoon to her friend’s house whose son is my friend as well.” 

“Don’t worry about me. I think I can handle my father,” Shez said. 

“But, Shez, I can’t pick you up early,” Coco said disappointedly. “It’s going to be really late if I pick you up…”

Shez shrugged. “You don’t have to…”

“But you have to come to the party… Romano really wants to see you there!” Coco said.

Shez smiled. “I’ll come if you come.”

“Of course! I will be there… but…”

“Francesco Laurentiis, I said don’t worry about me. I’ll go by myself. There’s always the taxi and maybe I can hitch a ride with Mica and Massimo, if they don’t mind. You just take care of your mother first. All right?” Shez said with a chuckle. 

“Are you sure you’re going to come and not going to leave me alone in that party?” Coco asked suspiciously.

Shez pinched his cheeks. “Of course I am going to!”

Coco smiled and removed her hands from his cheeks. He kissed the back of her two hands. He said, “All right. I will take your word on it. You better be there, Shehnaz.”

“I will, Francesco,” Shez said.

Coco felt the urge to kiss her but he was afraid it would frighten her. He wanted to do it so badly. But he knew he must take it slow with Shez. Shez wasn’t easy to conquer. Being her close friend was already good enough for Coco. But he definitely wanted more. But to get more he also needed to be slow and steady. So if this was what Shez liked, then let it be that way for a while… until he could win her heart completely.

Shez combed her hair and tucked her long bangs neatly behind her ears. She then applied her favorite jasmine perfume to her neck and wrist. She checked her overall appearance. The earth colored make-up she wore was slightly too sheer but she didn’t really care. The important thing was she had already emphasized her eyes, which she thought was the best feature on her face. The dress she wore was also very elegant. She put on a dark lace dress and a soft cotton cardigan of the same color. She didn’t know what made her want to put this dress, which was overly seductive in her opinion, but all she cared about was pleasing Coco. The last time they went to a party together Coco said he had felt like he was dating his professor. So Shez didn’t want to look the same this time.


Suddenly she heard shrieks and squeals from outside. Her father must be home! She quickly grabbed her handbag and snatched her shoes that were still unworn. Then she stormed out of the room to meet him.


“Papa! You’re home!” Shez exclaimed. She ran to her father and kissed him on the cheeks fiercely.


Salma, Sabila and Malik took one step backward when they saw Shez. Miranda, who picked up her husband at the station before, also became static. Rafi stared at Shez as she hugged him tightly. Noticing the sudden silence around her, Shez pulled back. 


“What?” she asked at her eyes gaping family.


“Wow!” Malik finally said. “Are you Shez?”


“What are you talking about?” Shez replied.


“Oh, my God, Shehnaz… you are so pretty!” Salma commented.


Shez smiled. “Oh, you mean because I dressed up tonight?” 


“Are you going somewhere?” Miranda asked.


Shez looked at her parents nervously. “Mama, Papa, I know I haven’t asked you about this but tonight Coco’s friend invited me to his party and I promised Coco that I would go there. I know that this is the day that Papa is going to come and I should be at home and spending time with the family but I have to go. I promise I won’t come home too late. It’ll only be until 10 and I will ask Coco to drop me here as early as possible.”


For a while, Rafi and Miranda didn’t say anything. Shez felt very tense. What if her parents didn’t agree? What should she say to Coco? But suddenly, Rafi and Miranda smiled widely. Rafi then hugged Shez and said, “Go! You have to!”


“Yes, darling, just go. We understand,” Miranda said.


That was easy, Shez thought, too easy. “Are you sure?” she asked.


“Yes!” Rafi and Miranda answered fiercely.


“Thank you!” Shez replied excitedly. She hugged her parents both and kissed them.


“By the way, darling, where did you get that dress? It looks very lovely but I don’t remember you having it,” Miranda said.


“I bought it just yesterday,” Shez replied. She asked them, “How do I look?”


“You look beautiful,” Rafi complimented. Then his eyes twinkled and asked her, “Is this for Coco?”


Shez blushed. But she didn’t let them know the truth. She replied, “Well, if I don’t dress up, I’ll look absolutely rubbish next to him.”


The others laughed. Sabila tugged at her skirt and told Shez to bend down so she could kiss her sister. Shez complied. After Sabila finished kissing her, she heard a knock on the door. That must be Mica! She had asked Mica if she and Massimo could pick her up and they were more than happy to do it. Shez then quickly put on her shoes while Malik went to get the door. 


It was indeed Mica. Malik was stunned once more to see yet another beautiful girl in his house. But Mica was also surprised to see that a very handsome man open the door for her in Shez’s house. Before neither of them could say anything Shez already excused herself form her family and then walked outside the house to join Mica. She closed the door before Malik could humiliate her by saying something.


“Who was that, Shez? Your brother?” Mica asked.


“Yes,” Shez answered.


“Wow, he’s handsome. Are the other members of your family handsome and pretty like you and your brother?” Mica asked.


Shez laughed. She always thought her mother and sisters were very beautiful and she thought her father and Malik were also very good-looking. But she never considered herself beautiful! “Well, the others are but not me,” Shez replied laughingly.


Mica smiled. She then complimented Shez, “Shez, I think you look adorable tonight.” Then she jokingly threatened, “Stay away from Massimo, or else…”


Shez laughed. They arrived at Massimo’s car. Gennaro was inside as well. They were both talking to each other. Suddenly they saw Shez and Mica and they stopped talking altogether. Both of their eyes were wide open in surprise and astonishment. Shez was absolutely stunning, very sensual and at the same time sweet. Mica shook her head in amusement when she saw their reaction.


“Ciao, ragazzi! Are you going to open the door locks for us or not?” Shez asked when the two of them did absolutely nothing.


Massimo returned to reality and then opened the doors. Mica and Shez slipped into the backseat. They giggled when they saw Gennaro hadn’t returned from his trance. 


“Gennaro! Wake up!” Mica said.


Gennaro shook her head in disbelief. Then he said to Shez, “God, Shez, I thought it was only the Autumn Ball… you do look beautiful!”


Shez and Mica burst out laughing as Massimo drove the car away, telling Gennaro that if he was thinking of courting Shez it was already too late. Massimo said to him that he should meet the end of Coco’s fist first, which he had experienced before. 

 
After a twenty minutes ride, they arrived at Romano’s house once again. Massimo’s cell phone suddenly rang and he answered it. He spoke to the caller for a while and then he told the others, who were dismounting the car, that Coco was already inside and he was waiting for Shez… impatiently.


Romano was the one who opened the door for Massimo and his companions. He greeted them enthusiastically. Then he said, “Hey, do you bring Coco’s girl? He’s been frantic for twenty minutes, wondering where she is.”


Mica pushed Shez forward. “Here she is.”


Shez smiled at Romano and greeted the host. But Romano was speechless. He was also entranced when he saw Shez standing there. He stared into her eyes and he was lost. The girl he met a few weeks ago at the other party was pretty but the same girl now standing in front of him was more gorgeous.


Massimo and Gennaro laughed out loud. They slapped Romano’s back and said, “Romano! Wake up!”


Romano shook his head. “Oh, sorry…” He then shook Shez’s hand and said, “Forgive me for staring at you… but you are absolutely gorgeous.” With a wide smile he said, “No wonder Coco likes you very much. You are the most beautiful girl he has ever dated. No one else more beautiful than you…”


“Thank you very much,” Shez said, flattered. She found the attention from the males were very, very flattering. 


“Let’s go see Coco. He’s with Andre,” Romano said.


Gennaro stopped. “What? Andre? He’s back from America?”


“Yes!” Romano said.


Shez had no idea who Andre was and she didn’t want to ask first. She followed the group to the living room. Shez noticed that his party was less crowded than the one before, perhaps because it was more like a Christmas party. People were still hanging out in every corner of the room but the spaces in the middle were less packed than before. Shez thought she preferred this party than the one before and as long as Marco didn’t show up again, she would be just fine. Thanks to the more genial atmosphere at the moment, she was smiling very brightly. And, without her knowing, some men were already turning their heads as Shez passed by, trying to get a better look.


“Coco! Your girl is here!” Romano announced.


Coco, who was sitting next to a man with light brown hair and a very cute face that could melt any girl’s heart, turned his head to see Romano and his face lit up immediately. He asked immediately, “Where?”


Mica once again pushed Shez forward. Shez presented herself before Coco and smiled at him. She said, “Ciao! I told you I’d come!”


But her smile then disappeared. Besides the man with the cute face, around Coco were the girls who had sneered at her in the toilet at La Primavera a few days ago – Lidia, Angela, Bianca and Ilaria. 


However Coco didn’t notice at all that Shez smiled had changed into a frown. All he cared about was how stunning Shez looked. He felt like trash next to her. He didn’t even have the chance to go home and change his outfit and went to the party using the very casual clothes he wore when he went with his mother to her friend’s house. 


He was amazed to see Shez. When he first met her, he knew immediately that Shez had the ability to look extremely beautiful but he hadn’t seen it until the Autumn Ball… and now. Even now she was even more beautiful. She was dazzling, utterly captivating and whatever else he knew in his dictionary for beautiful. Perhaps it was her lips, or maybe her eyes, but whatever it was, he liked her very much.


“Wow,” Coco breathed finally.


“Oh my God… is this Shez?” the cute man next to Coco said in amazement. “I didn’t know she was this beautiful, Co.”


“Stop it,” Shez said to that man, whoever he was. She didn’t like something that was exaggerated and she felt like all the compliments were too much. She just needed Coco’s approval and that was it. Obviously, these people had never seen Terry, Amanda, Kayla, Elena, Fio, Valentina and Nadia before or else Shez was sure they would be turning heads to look at them and her. “I am not that beautiful.”


“You are to me,” Coco said and he kissed her on the cheek.


That was all she needed. She smiled back at Coco, forgetting that those annoying girls were still around. “Thanks,” she said.


“But you are!” Gennaro argued.


Coco held Shez’s hand and said to Gennaro, “Gennaro… if you’re thinking of courting Shez, you have to…”


“Meet the end of your fist,” Gennaro, Massimo, Mica and Shez said simultaneously.


Everyone else laughed. Shez noticed that the girls who were surrounding Coco before had already made a move to leave. She was glad. The last thing she needed, besides Marco’s appearance, was another scornful comment from those girls in front of Coco, whom she wanted to impress very much tonight.


Shez’s attention then was shifted to another matter. Romano and Coco introduced her to Andre, who turned out to be the cute man that had been sitting next to Coco before Shez came. Andre smiled at Shez and complimented her looks, commenting on her beautiful dress, which reminded him of a dress he saw on Parisian fashion show a few months ago. Andre was half French and he was a medical school student who had just finished studying in the United States. He now practiced medics with the Red Cross because besides being a doctor, he was also a humanist. Shez was very interested in his job and soon they were both engaged in a serious conversation about the Red Cross.


Much later, after she had talked about a job in the Red Cross with Andre, she just realized that Coco had gone from her side. Mica and Massimo were still around and Shez asked them where Coco had gone. Mica told her that he went with Romano and Gennaro to meet another friend of theirs who had just come back from Australia.


“So, Shez, tell me, why do you study archeology?” Andre asked.


“Oh, I am just interested in those kinds of things… you know, history, ancient cultures and civilizations, historical discoveries… it makes me sure that we came from something and we will make something come out of us. Do you understand?” Shez said.


Andre nodded. “What a very philosophical thought! So you think we came from apes or from Adam?”


“Adam,” Shez answered. 


“If so, then how come those fossils of ancient humans were found? What were they? Animals? Gorillas?” Massimo suddenly joined in.


Mica said, “They were something that came close to humans but I also believe that we also came from Adam first.”


That was something that could trigger history and archeology students like Massimo and Shez to have a long discussion. Andre and Mica were just as interested and that discussion was inevitable. Not so long afterwards, two friends of Massimo’s came and they asked them what were they talking about. Soon enough the two of them were also deeply involved in the conversation.


Coco, Gennaro and Romano and their Australian friend, Chris, entered the living room once more. They saw Shez, Massimo, Mica and Andre and their friends Ale and Guglielmo speaking to each other… or rather they were debating. Coco smiled seeing Shez. This must be about history and archeology or politics. Shez was very eloquent about it. He loved seeing Shez talk like that. Her eyes were always bright when she did and it made her look even more attractive for him.


At that moment, Coco decided that he was going to get her as his girlfriend soon. He didn’t know how she felt right now for him but he knew that he couldn’t wait any longer. He longed to kiss her lips and hold her in his arms. He wanted to treat her the same way Alessio treated Terry. In fact, he wanted him and Shez to be like Alessio and Terry. When he saw Alessio with Terry, his envy for his brother almost doubled than it had already did before. He was always jealous of his brothers who could find serious girlfriends, even though personally he thought the girls weren’t necessarily nice, like Laura. Still, he envied them for being able to find stability in their lives. He wanted to be like them and because of Shez he was sure of his life for once.


“Coco,” called a seductive voice.


Coco turned around and saw Lidia behind him. He smiled at Lidia. “Ciao, Lidia! There you are! Where did you go before? You were suddenly gone.”


“Oh, I wanted to see the others,” Lidia answered. She entwined her arm with Coco’s and pulled him aside. Coco followed her, thinking that he’d meet Shez later on when she was less occupied with the discussion. 


“So, we haven’t finished our conversation about your scholar life… how does it feel to going to have dual degrees in your hands, smart guy?” Lidia asked.


Coco smiled. “Oh, it’s not in my hands, yet… and I am not even sure I am going to pass.”


“But your thesis is ready and all,” Lidia said. “You know, a friend of mine who is studying in Milan also did a double degree like you are doing right now and he said that once you’ve finished one, the other is going to be easy to follow. He told me all his studying strategies, which I found too complicated for me…”


Coco was interested. Thanks to Shez, he was more interested in studying than even before. And perhaps this advice was going to be good for him. “Lidia, come on, tell me, what was the strategy?”


“It’s going to be long and boring,” Lidia warned as she played around with Coco’s collar.


“Please?” he asked.


“All right. But you have to get me a drink later because I am afraid my throat would get sore from telling you all this… trust me, it’s going to be very long,” Lidia said.


“No problems! All right now, tell!”


In conclusion, Shez and most of the parties believed that Adam and the homo ‘creatures’ co-existed, Adam being the first perfect human to be one earth and the ape-like men were almost perfect men. But they all agreed to research for it and then report their new findings if there were any.


After the long discussion, Shez were introduced to Ale and Guglielmo. The two of them were, like the other men, delighted to see Shez. They didn’t only think that Shez was pretty but they thought she was also very eloquent and well researched. Mica then interrupted, saying that she wanted to know where to get books on the issue of the first man on earth. Shez told her and the two of them now were discussing the good sources for reference.


“An intelligent party, Romano, this is the first time! Well done!” Ale said. 


Guglielmo said to him, “You should invite more people like Shez and Mica… pretty and smart.”


Romano laughed. “Haven’t you heard already? Only 10 percent of the population of people in this world has intelligence! There aren’t many like Shez and Mica out there!” 


“Ah, yes, good point!” Chris said. “But the number of women is larger than of men. So it would be easier to find more like Shez and Mica than ones like Massimo and Coco!”


Gennaro added all of a sudden, “And I think the latter is in deep trouble.” 


“Why is that?” Massimo asked.


They looked at where Gennaro was looking and they saw Coco sitting in one corner with Lidia and Bianca, talking seriously to each other with Lidia’s arm linked with Coco’s. Meanwhile Shez was staring at them from across the room in displeasure. Mica also looked very furious with it. But the next moment, Shez turned around and pulled Mica away. Romano sighed gladly. He thought Shez was going to scream at him. But, then again, Shez didn’t seem to be the outrageous type when she was angry, according to Romano. She looked more like the revenge type. Most smart girls were vengeful, Romano thought dryly.


“Ugh! I can’t believe Coco fell for Lidia!” Mica said exasperatedly. “Doesn’t he know that she’s a two-faced liar?”


“Forget about it, Mica, let him do what he wants,” Shez said tiredly.


“Shez! You’re not going to let Coco be with that girl like that, are you? Come on! Lidia almost shattered you into pieces in the toilet that time and she is badmouthing the both of you to all the other horrible people!” Mica said.


“Oh, whatever… listen, if that’s how Lidia wants to play it, then let it be that way. Who cares?” Shez said. She then added, “If Coco really falls for her, then he’s not half the man I thought he is. If he’s just being friendly to her and nothing else, he’ll not go further with her. Don’t worry. He’s a big boy, he can take care of himself.”


Mica sighed. “Okay, fine… but the moment they start making trouble for you, you have to kick ass!”


“All right,” Shez replied laughingly. Then she said jokingly, “Besides, if he can talk to girls like those, I can talk to another guy, can’t I?”


She was actually surprised by herself. Somehow she managed to keep cool and calm in this situation. Perhaps it was because she knew Coco wasn’t that foolish to fall for those girls. Or maybe it was because the way the men in this party had been complimenting her all night long for her looks. She didn’t feel lonely anymore. She had been able to make some friends, most of them male, and it boosted her confidence in herself, something that she didn’t have for almost her lifetime. Of course, she would love it if Coco didn’t have to be involved in those girls at all, but she just didn’t care too much. For the first time in her life, she felt loose in the middle of strangers and not her close friends such as Amanda, Fio and Terry or Coco, Massimo, Mica and Gennaro. She felt… free.


“Hi, good evening!” greeted someone.


Shez looked up and met a pair of very green eyes of a man through his eyeglasses. His handsome face was extremely familiar. “Yes?” Shez replied.


“You’re Shehnaz, aren’t you? Ciao! I’m Nicola. We’ve met before, on stage at the Autumn Ball. I announced your victory as the King and Queen of the Ball with Coco,” he said genially.


Now Shez remembered. This was the vocal host in the Autumn Ball! “Ciao, Nicola! Sorry but I didn’t remember you for a while there!”


Nicola grinned. He had known Mica before and he greeted her. “Ciao, Mica! You didn’t tell me you were coming.”


“If I had known you would have come, I wouldn’t even tell anyone I was coming at all!” Mica joked. She laughed. She then said to Shez, “Shez, be careful with this clown. You think Robin Williams as Patch Adams was crazy, well, this man is crazier.”


Nicola and Shez laughed. This was the second time she met a medical student the night and she immediately asked him questions, just as she did to Andre. Another long conversation took place and Mica was so happy that Shez seemed to be getting the hang of being in parties!


“Where’s Shez?” Coco asked when he finally disengaged from Lidia and Bianca. He caught a glimpse of Shez glaring at him while he was speaking to the two of them before and he guessed correctly that she didn’t like him to talk to Lidia and Bianca. He wanted to find her now to see how she was doing.


“Over there, talking to Rai, perhaps,” Gennaro answered absently as he was in a conversation with a beautiful redhead. 


Coco tried to find Shez after that. He searched the large living room for Shez but he didn’t find anyone. He went to the next lounge and saw that Shez wasn’t there as well. Thinking where she could have gone, Coco entered the dining room. And there she was! He finally found her! He saw her with Rai, indeed. And Coco couldn’t believe it! 


There were a dozen of men near her in the room and they were all gaping at her! Rai was perfectly normal but the way those men gazed at her adoringly made Coco feel sickly jealous. Somehow he felt jealous. Just plain jealous. Even though the men didn’t actually come to her and talk to her, he still felt jealous. He didn’t feel like sharing Shez with another man. And who knows how many males who had come to her and ask for introduction?!


“Shez,” Coco called for her.


Shez and Rai flipped their faces to face him. Rai smiled at him. “Ciao, Co! Where have you been? I thought you didn’t come until Shez told me you were talking seriously with Lidia…”


Coco and Rai shook hands and embraced each other. “Sorry I didn’t greet you, amico,” Coco apologized. “Have you been here long?”


“Yes, about an hour or more… I was bored until I saw Shez talking to Nicola and Mario and I decided to join in. Then the two of them left to see where their dates are and I talked with Shez,” Rai explained.


“Thanks for keeping her company,” Coco said. He turned to Shez and asked her, “You’re not angry with me because I talked to another girl, are you?”


Shez shook her head. “It’s okay. I talked with other men too.”


Coco hated that answer. Jealousy was creeping up on his spine once more. She had turned into a conversation specialist now. And Coco hated it that she was speaking to other males but not to him. He hadn’t even talked to her about anything tonight! He wanted to smack each and every one of the men she spoke with.


“All right, well, I’ll leave you two alone, lovebirds,” Rai excused himself merrily.


After he left, Shez fixed her gaze on Coco. She noticed how Coco looked a bit rigid tonight. She asked, “Are you all right?”


“No,” Coco answered.


“Why?” Shez asked.


“Nothing,” Coco answered.


Shez pinched his arm. “Answer me!”


“It’s nothing, really, I just feel a bit tired,” Coco said.


Shez didn’t believe him a single bit. She said, “Damn it, Co, don’t give me that kind of answer. I know you’re upset about something.” 


“I am but I don’t want to talk about it,” Coco answered honestly.


Shez frowned. But she couldn’t really blame Coco. She was exasperated by his sudden aloofness but then again she often did that too to him and now she understood how he must have felt. She decided not to prick his sensitive temper.


“All right, Co, if you’re not feeling all right, then maybe we should leave. You obviously don’t seem to enjoy this party,” Shez said.


Suddenly a man passed by and he said, “Ciao, Shez! Ciao, Coco!”


“Ciao, Mauro!” Shez and Coco replied at the same time.


Coco’s jaws tightened after that. How did she know Mauro? He didn’t remember introducing her to Mauro! Mauro must have come to her earlier and asked for an introduction! He felt like punching his buddy at that time.


“How did you know Mauro?” Coco asked, trying not to sound too cold.


Shez frowned. She didn’t mistake the meaning behind his question. She said, “We had a conversation before.”


“Oh, so you’re very good at engaging conversation now?” Coco asked.


“No,” Shez replied. “I didn’t start it. He just came to me. I didn’t ask for them to come at all.”


“Well, maybe if you didn’t wear something like…” he started to say but he stopped himself before he continued too far and hurt Shez. He was going to say that if Shez didn’t look too beautiful in the dress she was wearing, no one would come to her and in the end make him jealous. How absurd his argument would sound like.


But Shez could already guess what he wanted to say and somehow she felt like smiling rather than slapping him. He was acting like a very jealous man and perhaps he was truly jealous. She didn’t care but she found his behavior very strange and yet amusing at the same time. 


Shez gave up. Coco was already in a bad mood. “Let’s just go home, okay?” Shez said.


“Are you sure? Don’t you still want to be here and talk?” Coco asked with more sarcasm than he had wanted it to sound.


Shez frowned and glared at him. She said, “You know what, I hate it when you’re being childish like this. It makes me wonder either to hug you and tuck you into bed or punish you and lock you up in the bathroom!”


Coco frowned back at her. He said, “You want to go home? Fine! Here!” He took his keys and gave it to Shez. “Use my car. Keep my car. I don’t care.”


Shez did slap him at that time. Coco’s scowl became darker. Shez then sighed. She couldn’t believe what she had done. “Look, this is stupid. Co, I don’t like talking to you like this. What do you want from me? Just tell me! I am trying not to make you upset but you seem to be very upset with me tonight. Is this some sort of revenge that you want to give me because I often treat you like this? If it is, I am sorry. Obviously I made a mistake that makes you terribly furious.”


Coco still didn’t say anything. Shez sighed again. Then she said, “Okay, fine, you don’t want to talk to me. But I would like to go home. Can you take me home right now? Please? I’ll be out of here so I don’t have to bother you anymore.”


When Coco kept his silence, Shez became really tired and then she pulled Coco’s hand. He followed her hesitantly. She took him to Romano who was talking with Andre, Gennaro, Massimo and Chris. When Romano saw them, he was surprised.


“Shez, Coco, what’s the matter?” Romano asked.


“Romano, I am sorry to leave the party early. But Coco and I have decided to go home now,” Shez said.


“Why?” Romano asked.


Shez looked at Coco and seeing his rigid face, she knew she wasn’t going to receive any help from him at all. She said, “Personal problems.”


The others stared at Coco and saw that he wasn’t looking the happiest. Shez then thanked Massimo and Gennaro for picking her up before and then she asked Massimo to tell Mica that she went home earlier. She also thanked Romano and said goodbye to the others. She left the party, dragging Coco by his arm to the car.


Coco obediently took Shez home but they were in silence all the way home. Shez was absolutely desolate with Coco’s iciness. When Coco pulled up the car, Shez felt like she couldn’t take it anymore.


“Co, stop it! TALK TO ME OR SOMETHING! If this is revenge, just tell me!” Shez finally said.


“I don’t want to talk about it, okay? Can’t you understand my feelings?” Coco replied harshly.


“But at least tell me what I did wrong… you always tell me not to get angry at you without a clear reason to be. So now, I want to know what reasons you have to get angry with me,” Shez said.


“Nothing. I am not angry at you,” Coco said tersely.


Shez was totally fed up. She replied, “Fine. Whatever you want to say.”


Then she walked out of the car. Before she closed the door she said, “Don’t talk to me for the next few days, okay? I am not in the mood to talk to you either. Thanks for the ride anyway.”


She slammed the door to a close and walked inside the house, leaving Coco to speed his car up angrily to the streets in the night.

Chapter 76


Coco really didn’t talk to Shez for a few days. Shez didn’t even bother to look for him and talk to him either. She was already too exhausted to take care of a “kid” like him. School works were quite demanding so Shez dedicated herself to working them. She rarely saw him in lectures, even if she did, she didn’t want to speak to him or sit next to him. Coco was always sitting alone in the corner at the front of the room lately, without company. His friends had been asking Shez what was going on with him but Shez answered that she didn’t know either.


As for outside the class, Shez spent her time with Amanda, Fio and Terry and their friends or with Mica. Thanks to them, her collection of friends was adding up. Shez twice saw Coco in the company either Lidia or one of her friends. But Coco always looked preoccupied every time she saw him so she guessed he must not be having the greatest time either even with those girls. 


One day before the holiday officially started, Shez decided that she must talk to Coco. She wasn’t going to leave college for the holidays bearing enmity for Coco, whom she considered a best friend as well as someone she liked very much. So she was determined to find him today. 


On that day, she looked around for him everywhere. Finally she found out where he was. He was consulting with some professors from his other major about his thesis in the library. It was Gennaro who told her that. So she went there and prayed that Coco was still there. 


Suddenly, in the middle of her way there, she was stopped by her archeology lab group mate, Jose. “Ciao, Shez!” Jose greeted.


“Ciao!” Shez replied. “What’s up?” 


“Shez, do you mind if I ask you for a favor?” Jose asked.


“No, of course I don’t mind, as long as it’s something within my reach,” Shez said.


“I hope it is…” Jose said. “You see, Shez, I have this overdue assignment. I have to submit it tomorrow. I have to make a report on the last lab experiment with the artifacts’ age something… I somehow don’t know how to put it into words. If I don’t submit it tomorrow, I won’t be able to join the exam. Can you help me arrange the report? I am clueless.”


Shez sighed gladly. This was something she could do. “Oh, all right. Why didn’t you tell me you had problems before? I could’ve helped you right away!” 


Jose grinned sheepishly. “Well, I didn’t want to interrupt you… at that time, you seemed very preoccupied doing your own work.”


Shez nodded. “I was, actually. All right, I’ll help you… what if we meet this afternoon at La Primavera?”


Jose agreed, “All right. I’ll see you there, at five?”


“Five it is,” Shez confirmed. “See you there.”


They said goodbye and Shez continued her journey to the library. She had momentarily forgotten about Coco and now she was worrying about him again. Shez decided she should move on anyway and talk to him no matter what his reaction was going to be. She just hoped he was in a better mood.


The librarians said hi to her when she passed by the front desk. She asked them if they saw Coco and they directed her immediately to go to the economics section. They said Coco had been there in that section for the whole day. Shez went there straight away. As she was walking there, she saw Fio and Terry in one corner talking and giggling quietly at each other. Shez furrowed her eyebrows. Why were Terry and Fio there and looking as if they were hiding? As she passed bye she spotted Amanda who had her nose stuck in a book once again. Shez smiled. She had an idea now why Fio and Terry were sort of hiding… they must be avoiding Amanda, who was likely to tell them to start studying… at the end of school day! 


Finally, she found Coco. He also had his nose stuck in a book seriously in the economics section. A professor who was unfamiliar to Shez was talking to him in a low voice and giving him instructions. Coco flipped the pages of the book he was holding quickly and then he showed something to his professor. The professor took a quick glance and his austere face broke into a smile.


“Benissimo,” he said. “This is the most relevant information you can write for the topic.”


Coco’s serious face also broke into a smile. He said thank you to the professor and shook his hand. “Grazie, professore… I appreciate your help.”


The professor smiled and then he told Coco that he must go and he expected to see the first draft of the thesis after the holiday. Coco readily complied and then the professor left. When the professor was absolutely gone, Coco began to collect the books scattered on his desk and gathered them into one neat pile. Shez approached him without sound and waited behind him until he was finished.


A few minutes after, Coco turned around and faced Shez. He gasped. “Shez!”


“Ssssh,” she replied.


“You surprised me!” Coco said. He sighed in relief. “I thought you were someone who was stalking me and…”


Shez chuckled. “Silly…”


“What are you doing here?” Coco asked.


“I came here to meet you,” Shez said. “To know if you’re finished being angry with me.”


Coco bent his head down and then looked away. He felt terrible now for ignoring Shez for these past few days. Then he said, “I am sorry I didn’t talk to you, Shez. I just figured that we were not going to be in amiable terms if I speak to you after our fight. I decided to wait for a few days.”


Shez nodded full of understanding. She said, “I am sorry as well… I shouldn’t really be too hard on you that last time. Honestly, I felt terrible after we had a fight. So, I’m sorry.”


Coco waved his hand dismissively. “Ah, forget about it, Shez. Even I have already forgotten why we were fighting in the first place,” he said genially.


Shez knew he still remembered but she also knew he didn’t want to fight again. She accepted his words. “So… truce?” Shez asked, offering her hand for a shake.


Coco smiled at her and nodded. “Truce.” He shook her hands.


“Grande! Need help with those books?” Shez asked, looking at the books on the table. There was a bunch of them and it looked no lighter than the books Shez read.


“No, thank you. I am not so sure you’re strong enough to bring this to the shelves,” Coco said jokingly.


Shez stuck out her tongue at him. She then took the top five books from the pile and said, “Maybe not all, but I am sure I can manage half of it.”


Coco chuckled and then rumpled her hair. The two of them then returned the books to the shelf already smiling again to each other. Shez loved him even more now. He was so easy to forgive and he also forgives easily. What man was better than Coco? He had everything she wanted in a man. Shez understood completely now why everyone loved him. And she, like everyone else, now hoped that he, at least, liked her in return. But if he wasn’t going to say it now, she was willing to wait forever to hear him say that he did.


After returning the books, Shez asked, “So, what are your plans for the afternoon?”


“Actually, I have to go to Pippo’s office. But I think I am going to finish off reading the materials for my thesis for a while. Would you like to join me?” Coco replied. “You can read a novel or something else while I read my economics books. It’s not going to be very long, around 45 minutes… I can take you home afterwards.”


Shez was just going to say yes when she suddenly remembered her promise to Jose. She regretfully declined, “I’m sorry but I have an appointment with someone else. I promised to study with a friend.” She avoided mentioning Jose’s name in case Coco was going to be suspicious. She didn’t want to make him suspicious.


“Oh, all right,” Coco replied casually. Actually he felt like asking who this friend was but for their peace’s sake, he bit back his tongue.


“Will you call me tonight?” Shez asked.


“Sure. Want to go to the movies tomorrow?” Coco replied. “My treat?”


Shez smiled. “I’ll check with my parents. Call me?”


“Sure,” Coco replied. He leaned forward to kiss her temples.


“Ciao, Co,” Shez said. 


“Ciao, Shez!” Coco replied.


Shez waved her hand at Coco and walked away. Coco smiled at her for one last time before he turned around to pack his bags and then leave. He was planning to study at La Primavera this afternoon because studying alone in the library was a drag. At least, at Primavera, there were some noises and he didn’t have to feel lonely. So he grabbed his bag and his books and then left immediately for the café.


Coco’s table at Primavera had papers all over them. He had scribbling notes from the book he was reading. He worked like an automaton. His concentration didn’t break at all even though he had to focus on four different things. He had to write the notes with his right hand, flip the pages and eat his croissant with his left and read the book with his eyes. Antonio, who came to serve him, and Nadia, who nervously did too, were practically ignored. Coco didn’t pay attention to anything else.


An hour passed and he still hadn’t stopped. Antonio watched him in amazement and a little fright. According to Sandro, Coco was the second laziest among the brothers in his family. But now, he seemed to be the most diligent!


“Co, come on, amico, what are you trying to pull here? You’re freaking everyone out,” Antonio said to him after an hour and five minutes had passed since he started.


Coco lifted his face. “Oh, I am?” he asked.


“Damn it. This is a café not a library… no matter how handsome you are, girls can be a bit freaked out if they see a dork,” Antonio said.


Coco sighed. He did feel a bit tired. So dropped his pen and placed his book on the table. He said, “All right. I think it is time to stop for a while…”


“Good, you need help with the papers?” Antonio asked.


“No. I’ll do it by myself. Can I have more coffee please?” Coco asked.


“Sure! The same one again? Decaf with two blocks of sugar?”


“Make it with caffeine now,” Coco said. He yawned. “I’m sleepy.”


Antonio chuckled. “I can see that!” He then went to get his coffee.


Coco then cleaned up the table from the papers he had placed all over it. One by one he listed the papers from the first page he wrote. There were ten pages of them, a summary of main points from 134 pages of the book he read. He read them quickly as he piled them up. He felt satisfied. He could already make one chapter for his thesis from the material he was reading.


Suddenly Lidia showed up. “Ciao, Coco!”


“Hey, Lidia!” Coco replied. He stared at her and remedied the situation for a while. He kept running into her lately. He wondered why. “I keep running into you!”


“Can I sit with you?” Lidia asked.


“Have a seat,” Coco replied.


Lidia was in front of him in no time. And she didn’t take her time slowly with him. She grabbed his hand and caressed it with her fingers. Coco just smiled amusedly as he usually did whenever a girl tried to seduce him. He was far too experienced to know when a girl wanted to seduce him or not. Girls like Lidia or Valeria, his previous dating partner before he met Shez, were everywhere according to his opinion. And he was so bored with them all.  


“You look gorgeous today,” Lidia said.


Step one, compliment on how I look today, Coco said in his heart. He politely replied, “Thanks.”


“And why are you alone?” 


Step two, always ask me why I am alone. That’s because I want to invite hungry women like you and slag you off later. Coco smiled and said, “I wanted to be alone.” Oh God, Co, be creative… you always say that!


“You don’t mind my company, do you?” 


Step three, the inevitable attack – offering company. Do these girls learn these in school? Coco just smiled but didn’t answer. Lidia stared at him alluringly. Oh good, the more I become secretive they always try harder. Damn it.


There was nothing else Coco wanted at that time but to call for Antonio and ask for his bills but he had yet to finish a cup of strong coffee. Now he was going to face her longer. He was screaming for help… he was screaming for Shez to come to her rescue, like she did once in the restaurant when Valeria tried to do him in public place.


Suddenly, the answer for his prayers came… Shez entered the café. But Coco gaped when he saw that the savior he wanted to help him came with another man. Coco was furious beyond belief. He knew it! ‘Studying with a friend’ was just an excuse! ‘A friend’ she said! He should have known that ‘friend’ meant ‘guy’. And why didn’t he see it before? Shez had very little female friends… she had more male friends! Coco felt like strangling her.


Shez and the male, whom Coco recognized as Jose, their lab partner, was talking very closely and seriously with each other, further igniting the fury in his heart. If only there were a meat knife, he would like to stab Jose with it for being that physically close to Shez. 


Shez and Jose took a seat near the table where Coco was occupying. They were both so absorbed talking to each other that they didn’t realize at all that Coco was shooting them dagger’s look. Shez continued on talking to him and Jose kept listening intently. Suddenly, Shez felt a pair of burning eyes looking at her. Somehow she just felt it. Then she shifted her gaze to a table near them. She gasped.


There he was. It was Coco. What was he doing there? Didn’t he say that he was going to study in the library? But why was he there what more with a girl? And the girl was Lidia! Shez wanted to throttle him! How could he? Shez felt so betrayed. He did say that he was going to study… was that just another reason to meet Lidia? Shez knew it was absurd to think that Coco would be interested at all in Lidia… but what if he did? Shez felt so angry. For God’s sake, he was there with Lidia!



The two of them stared at each other sharply. Each of them could sense each other’s exasperation for one another. It was almost they could burn or freeze each other only with their eyes. The expression “if looks could kill” was very appropriate… Shez and Coco would be dead by now because their looks could kill each other. 


For a certain eternity, they didn’t stop staring at each other. Numerous expressions, all of rage, came across their eyes for each other.  Shez was more of disappointed and Coco was more of jealous.


Suddenly, Coco rose from his seat, ignoring the blabbing Lidia. He stalked to Shez’s table. Shez stared at him defiantly. Jose was aware of the situation now. Coco looked very fierce and could kill anyone in his sight. Jose decided not to interfere and when Coco spat at Shez, he quietly stepped aside.


“What are you doing here with him? You’re supposed to be studying with a friend!” Coco hissed dangerously.


Shez replied just as cynically, “And you what are you doing with her? You were supposed to be studying not dating!”


“Well, studying doesn’t have to be in the library, does it?” he replied sardonically.


Shez folded her arms in front of her chest and retorted, “And a friend can be anywhere, can it?”


“But it doesn’t look like you’re studying with a friend… it’s like you’re dating him instead!” Coco said jealously. 


“OH!” Shez replied indignantly. She stood up and poked Coco’s chest with her index finger. “So what? You don’t look like you’re studying either… it’s like Lidia is trying to do you like that other blonde did!” 

Antonio came with Coco’s coffee and he stopped midway when he saw what was going on between Coco and Shez or whatever was going to happen between them. He grimaced, afraid that they would distract the other visitors. But when he looked around, the visitors at this hour were mostly students and they seemed to be interested in what was happening there between Coco and Shez.

“But at least I tried to ask you to come with me!”

“I had an appointment!”

“You should’ve said that the appointment was with a guy and not a girl!”

“And why does it matter so much to you? Do you really care what happens to me? It’s my life and I can take care of myself!”

“So your life is flirting with other men? Get real!”

“So what? You spent the rest of your life before flirting with women! Why can’t I do the same? Besides, what do you really care about?”

“I do care!”

“But you don’t have to hiss or shout at me! What is wrong with you? I thought we were on truce! Suddenly you’re acting up on me again! If this is your idea of avenging me for those times I ignored you when I was angry at you, I can tell you this: I think you are very childish!”

“I am not avenging you! You can keep being a shrew all you want. I have no intentions of becoming like you?”

“OH! How dare you?” She slapped him. “And you didn’t even have to bother of befriending me before!”

“You really needed help from me, you know? You were so shrewish that…”

“Oh yeah? Well let me tell you, you so-called lady-killer! I don’t need you at all! In fact you were the one who needed me the most! You were so disorganized and you couldn’t find even one decent girl to date, unlike your brothers… at least they were steady! You needed me to even tell you to study! What kind of man are you?”

“God, I didn’t know your tongue is that sharp, Shez! And I thought you were the sweetest girl on earth!”

“Right, and I almost believed that you were the most courteous man in the world! You know what, I was wrong!”

“You have just proven me wrong too! I thought you were going to be with me for a very long time. I believed that… you know why? Because I had feelings for you! But, no, you just can’t see that, can you? You enjoy being in other men’s company while I watch you with them, flirting around. I was willing to change, Shez, just for you! But you don’t seem to want me to change! You want to be the good one always… you want to be the nice one so you can keep on scorning me! I know you’re smart, you have brains and you have beauty… that was the first reason why I loved you. But you think you’re just too good for a boyfriend like me while, me, I just loved you on and on, even when you’re being such a difficult girlfriend! Do you think you’re on top of the world?”

After that long tirade, Coco suddenly just realized… everyone was staring at him. And reality suddenly struck his mind: he had just confessed to Shez how he actually felt for her. He had just told her his feelings. He told her that he loved her. His angry expression changed into something of panic. He looked at Shez for real this time, without anger. And he could just shoot himself with a gun then and there… Shez was crying. 

He panicked for real now. Not only did he just yell at her, he scorned her and called her names… 

“Oh, God, Shez, I am so sorry… I didn’t mean what I said… Oh God, I didn’t mean to call you a shrew and…”

Shez sobbed loudly. Coco didn’t know what to do. A very big, life-sized guilt surged to his veins and then spread all over his being. He wanted to take Shez in his arms and hug her and told her that he was really sorry and he’d do anything to make her forgive him. But he was afraid if he did that it would only rub her the wrong way and she would never forgive him at all. 

“Shez?” Coco asked.

Shez was still crying. She was weeping even worse now. Coco then gathered enough guts to reach for her hand. He begged her desperately and began to speak quickly, “Shez, please, I am so sorry… I didn’t mean to say that. Cara, I would never ever hurt you… I may not be the perfect boyfriend for you, Shez, but I would never ever hurt you. You’re the first steady girl…”

But Shez broke into a worse crying right after Coco said that. Antonio grimaced even more and he was actually sweating. He couldn’t help it anymore. He just pulled her into his arms and then hugged her.

“Shez, please stop crying… come on, let’s talk about thi…”

Coco never did get a chance to finish his sentence because soon enough Shez’s lips were already all over his to claim him in a longing kiss. Coco’s eyes were wide open in surprise. But after a while, he didn’t care anymore what she was thinking or what he was thinking. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the kiss.

The kiss also seemed to last forever. Shez was the one who pulled back. She seemed mortified at the realization of what she had done to Coco. She struggled away from him but Coco held her close and kept her in his arms.

“Oh God…” she breathed.

“Did what?” she asked dumbly.

Jose suddenly said laughingly, “Kissed him.”

Neither Coco nor Shez said anything. Coco looked around and saw that everyone was looking at them with big smiles on their faces. The bartender did too and he shouted, “Bene! Grande!” And that started a loud applause. Even Coco was staggered. He saw Shez was still very confused so he excused himself to the clapping others and led Shez outside so they could talk.

Coco took Shez to his car. When Shez was inside, he got into the driver’s seat. He didn’t wait any longer to ask her, “Why did you do that? At least you could have given me a warning.” He wanted the matter set straight soon. 

Shez took a while before answering. She needed to think about it. Why did she do it? She just wanted to, that was why. And she wanted to because… because he said that he was her boyfriend and that she was his girlfriend. And it was also because he said that he actually had feelings for her. But most important of all, he said that he would never hurt her…

“Shez? Will you forgive me for yelling you and making a public scene out of us in the café?” Coco asked as he reached for Shez’s hands.

“Co, did you really feel that way too?” Shez asked suddenly after overcoming her own shock and then finishing her thoughts.

“Feel that way what?”

“That we’re actually already boyfriend and girlfriend without even having to say to each other that we are?”

Coco was silent for a moment. He thought about it with a couple of sighs and his eyebrows furrowed. Then he spoke, “Yes, I did. Sometimes I forget that we are only friends… I have to force myself to say that we’re only friends to everyone because I wasn’t sure how you felt for me. It’s because… every time I touch you and hold you, you never actually complain or brush me off… so, I assumed that we had a relationship going on more than just friendship.”

Shez gazed at him, right in his soft brown eyes. She said, “I feel that way too… I didn’t want to admit it because I was afraid that if I did, you wouldn’t have the same feeling for me. I liked you very much… even more than that. You are my best friend. And I love you so much. So, I didn’t want to hope for something that might not happen and in the end ruin what we already have.”

Coco didn’t smile. He felt too every muscle in his body was strained so that he was immobile. This was what he wanted to hear from her. He wanted her to say that she actually cared about him as much as he did for her. And now that it had happened, Coco had a hard time believing it because he almost thought that it would never happen because Shez was such a difficult girl to “tame”. 

Suddenly he felt Shez’s hand on his cheeks. He turned his head around so that his lips met the palm of her hand. He kissed it and then reached for her hand to hold it. He smiled at her then. She deserved a smile.

“Can I say it?” he asked quietly.

“Say what?” Shez replied.

“I love you,” Coco said.

Shez only smiled and she leaned forward to kiss him again. This must be heaven, Coco thought, it was the second time she kissed him. But he thought that even if it weren’t a kiss, it would still be heaven. It was because he was with Shez and Shez was his heaven.

Chapter 76


It was going to be a long holiday for Fio. The vision of a lonely Christmas and a lonely New Year’s celebration traveled in her mind for a while as she stared at the piles of clothes Amanda had dumped carelessly in the suitcase she was going to bring back home to Milan. She stayed there, immobile and quiet, not being able to tidy them up as she promised to her friend before. 


Amanda had decided that she must go back home to Milan. She missed her parents so much. Fio couldn’t blame her. Who could blame anyone for missing their parents? Even she missed her parents. But she didn’t want to go back to her house because she didn’t want to meet Marco. Whatever she did, she didn’t want to see him and have an unpleasant moment. Amanda did let her stay there during the holidays. 

In fact, Amanda was hoping that Fio could move in permanently with her so that she could have company. Fio hadn’t decided anything yet but she thought it wasn’t such a bad idea but Amanda also wanted her to come back home to her parents for the holidays, like what Amanda was doing too, because she thought it was necessary for children to meet their parents every once in a while.

But Fio just couldn’t. Whatever Amanda was going to say, Fio didn’t want to come back to her house. Not when Marco was around and looking for excuses to harass her or do something outrageous to her. Of course, Sandro wouldn’t be there so Marco wouldn’t have any reasons at all to treat Fio harshly. But still, her trust for her brother, and Sandro too, was still not recuperated.

 The telephone shrilled from the living room. Its sound brought Fio back to reality and realized that she hadn’t done any of the packing, which she promised Amanda to do. She spat at herself but then she remembered that the phone was ringing and she needed to answer that first. 

“Pronto?” 

A harsh sound of breath was heard on the line. Then came a clipped voice, “Buon giorno. Is Amanda there?”

Fio stiffened. She knew exactly who was on the other side of the phone. It was Sandro. Fio recollected her momentarily shattered conscience upon hearing his voice and replied casually as if she didn’t recognize the voice. Obviously Sandro already recognized her voice and she figured that it was the reason why he sounded so snappish.

“She’s not here but she will be back in about an hour. Perhaps you would like to leave a message?” 

“Will you tell her that her guardian has already got the plane tickets she wanted to have for a two-way flight to Milan? I want to know whether she would like to take the tickets in her guardian’s office, as her guardian would like to have a word with her before she leaves, or to have me deliver the tickets there. If she can, we are expecting her call for the answer before six o’clock today.”

“I will see to it that she received the message.”

“Thank you. Arrivederci.”

Fio slammed the telephone to a close. She was angry. There were two reasons why she was angry. The first one was because that damn bastard didn’t even introduce himself to her. He was too brusque, impersonal and indifferent. The second one was because she was angry with herself. She wanted to chop herself into pieces when her heart gave a flutter while hearing his deep, sensuous voice. She remembered very well the tone in which he used to speak to her. It was his natural tone after all. He always sounded sensuous like that. And when he did speak to her in a special way, particularly that night where he kissed her in the party, he sounded even huskier. How she longed for those days to return!

But Fio straightened her stance the minute after. She wasn’t going to let herself for in despair for something like that. She must be strong and never forget the pain and the suffering he and her brother caused. She must always remember their callousness and their stupidity and everything else they represented. She was not going to suffer or be tormented again. She was going to be strong.

Suddenly the door was opened. Amanda entered the apartment soaked wet from head to toe. Fio turned around and gasped seeing her friend. “Amanda! What happened? Why are you soaked like that? And I thought you and Elena were going to be at Kayla’s house until five this afternoon!”

“Oh, I just felt like walking home and when I started walking home, somehow, suddenly it rained,” Amanda said.

“Yes, but why did you decide to walk home and return so early?” Fio asked, already helping her out from her wet coat.

“Andrea came and I didn’t want to disturb them. Then Luca and Daniele came too and they picked up Elena to go to the movies together. So they went together to the movies with Andrea and Kayla.”

“And you didn’t come along with them?”

“I haven’t finished packing, remember? And besides, I decided that, for today, I couldn’t stand seeing my friends with their boyfriends. It’s just that… well, suddenly, I remember Ethan and I missed him so much and since he’s not here so…” 

Amanda didn’t say anything else after that. Fio nodded understandingly. Lately, especially since they had talked about her dreams of finishing college and then marrying Ethan when they had that study session, Fio could see that she missed Ethan very much. She was always hovering over her computer to check e-mail from Ethan and every time she always returned to Fio in disappointment saying that Ethan had only very little to write to her about because he was busy.

Fio suggested to Amanda that she should just call him with collect call or something but Amanda said that she didn’t have the number of Ethan’s new apartment in New York. And she always said that she didn’t know if calling him would be a good thing because she knew that if she called him, it would just make her miss him very much and felt miserable all over again.

Yesterday, Shez came over and told them what happened between her and Coco. Amanda was excited to hear about it and she even planned to make a small party to celebrate the thing. Of course, Shez, Fio and Terry thought she was just joking but then she brought in a few glasses of sparkling wine and then she proposed a toast for Shez and Coco. Fio thought she was crazy! But then after Shez and Terry went home suddenly Amanda’s mood altered. She became very quiet and when Fio asked why she said that she was thinking of someone. Fio knew without a doubt that it was Ethan.

“All right, Amanda,” Fio said, “You must get changed now or else you are going to make your guardian worried sick again.”

Amanda nodded. She went to her room and then took a warm bath before finally emerging out of if already wearing dry clothes and a towel on her wet hair. She asked, “I think I put in too many clothes in the suitcase. It looks horrible.”

Fio felt guilty. She said, “Don’t worry. I’ll fix them up later. Are you warm enough already?”

“I am. Don’t worry.” She sat down on the couch and then asked her, “So, what have you been doing all afternoon?”

“Nothing, actually. I was just trying to figure out how am I going to tidy your suitcase up when suddenly the phone rang and it was from Pippo’s office,” she said. She sighed. “It was from Sandro.”

“Oh.” She paused for a while. Then she asked, “Why did they call?” Amanda asked.

“Pippo wants you to know that your plane ticket is already there. He wants to know if you could take them in his office because he also wants to have a word with you before you leave or, if you can’t, then he’d send a messenger, uhm, Sandro, here to give it to you. He’s expecting an answer from you before six.”

Amanda nodded. She knew Fio would rather die than seeing Sandro around in the apartment again. She reached for the telephone receiver and dialed Pippo’s office number. She talked to Gloria for a while. She said to her, “I think I am going to take the ticket by myself, Gloria. I’ll be right there soon. I just have to dry my hair first. No, don’t send the ticket here. I don’t want to trouble Professor Laurentiis. I can go there. Besides, I need something to do… what? Oh, really? What for? Ah, I see… all right, I’ll take her there too. I’ll see you later.”


Fio commented, “Why didn’t you just ask them to send it here?”


“And risk another fight between you and Sandro? Not likely, Fi,” Amanda replied. “Besides, Fi, Professor wants you to come there too. He also wants to speak to you.” 


Fio grimaced. She had an idea what this might be about. It must be one of her assignments. She knew some of the assignments she submitted was a bit crappy. They were done in such a hurry that she didn’t know if they were good or not. 


“Oh, fine…” Fio replied.


“Can I drive the car to the office?” Amanda asked.


“Can you drive?” Fio replied suspiciously.


“Of course I can,” Amanda replied indignantly.


Fio furrowed her eyebrows. “Since when? You never told me you could drive.”


Amanda winked. “Ethan taught me how to. Haven’t I told you yet? We sneaked out on weekends for my driving lessons… of course, my parents don’t know about this!”


Fio shook her head. “You are such a pervert!”


“I’ll take that as a compliment. Don’t worry, Fi, I won’t ruin your precious car.”


“All right. Let’s see how good you are! Come on, dry your hair and we’ll leave before the rain gets heavier!”


Amanda was a good driver indeed. Ethan taught her well, she said. And even though it seemed that it had been a while since she had driven a car, Amanda handled Fio’s car very well and very cautiously. Fio had to hand it to her. She could drive.


When they arrived at the office, they parked the car and then they went to the building. Amanda, as usual, greeted the receptionist and was given two visitor tags. She gave one to Fio and then put hers on while they were in the elevator. 


“Are you sure you want to come up there? What if you run into Sandro?” Amanda asked.


Fio had been dreading about it as well. But she decided that as long as Pippo and Amanda were around, Sandro wasn’t likely to do something “weird”. “Don’t worry, Amy. I’ll use you as my weapon to face him. You’re sharp enough for him.”


Amanda smiled. Not so long afterwards, they arrived at the executive floor. Gloria was around the lobby. She smiled seeing Amanda and Fio there. 


“Ah, ladies, welcome! Mr. Laurentiis is waiting for you,” she said.


“How is Professore doing, Gloria? Is he busy?” Amanda asked.


“He’s a bit touchy. But this time the reason is because he’s a bit desolate. He misses the university already. Now that it’s holiday, all he can work in is here!” Gloria said.


Amanda and Fio chuckled. They knew the story already. Their professor was very in love with teaching. They knew he didn’t mind office work also but they knew also that he would be much happier if he had been in the lecture hall. Now that the holiday had come, the professor must undoubtedly miss the university lecture halls very much.


“I’ll get him for you,” Gloria said.


Amanda and Fio sat down in the waiting lounge. Suddenly they heard the elevator door opened and saw someone coming out of it. To their surprise it was Coco. But it wasn’t him that surprised them but it was what he was wearing. He was wearing a business suit! What an unexpected view! Amanda and Fio bit their lips so they wouldn’t giggle. They struggled to keep quiet. But they just couldn’t. They wondered if Shez ever saw him in a business suit looking every inch like a businessman! And to think that he wanted to become a historian/archeologist!


Coco stopped himself abruptly when he heard the sound of laughter from the waiting lounge. He spun himself around to see who were there. When he did, he smiled. “Oh, so, there you are the two of you!” He greeted them, “Ciao, belle!”


“Ciao, bello,” Amanda giggled.


“Coco, I am so happy for you! We knew you and Shez would make a great couple!” Fio said excitedly as she ran to him and hugged him tightly. “Congratulations!”


Coco blushed. He was indeed very happy. “Thanks, Fi!”


Gloria returned. She smiled at Coco but she summoned the two girls. “Amanda, Fio, Mr. Laurentiis is waiting for you.”


Amanda and Fio nodded. Coco asked them, “Are you here to see him?”


“Of course. Who else?” Fio replied.


Sandro, perhaps, Coco thought seriously. When he told his brother that he was going out with Shez for real now, Sandro told him that he was very happy for him. But Coco knew better than that. Sandro longed for someone like Shez too and he was hoping for Fio to be that someone. 


“Over here, please,” Coco said, leading their way. He said to Gloria, “I’ll bring them to him.”


“Thanks, Co,” Gloria replied.


When Gloria was out of their sight, Amanda whispered to him, “She calls you Coco too?”


“Yeah, I’m the only one the secretaries know personally. My three brothers are too vain to be known personally by the secretaries,” Coco joked.


They arrived in front of Pippo’s office. Coco knocked on the door. It was opened only seconds after. Sandro was standing there. He halted when he saw Fio but he didn’t look surprised at all. In fact he was rather cold. He lifted his gaze to meet Coco’s eyes and Coco glared at him, as if warning his brother to be polite.


“Come in,” Sandro said expressionlessly.


“Thank you,” Amanda replied. “Ciao, Sandro.”


“Ciao, Amanda,” Sandro responded with a vague smile. 


Fio had to struggle to keep herself calm from the emotions that were thundering inside her heart. She didn’t like seeing him there but he was very gorgeous in the business suit, identical to Coco’s. He was far more handsome in it than Coco! But Fio didn’t let herself for that. She reminded herself of the sufferings… 


Once Amanda and Fio were inside, they could see that all four brothers were there. Alessio was wheelchair bound but he was also wearing the business suit, meaning that he must be there to work. Alessio smiled at the two girls and greeted them. Pippo then rose from his seat behind the desk to greet the girls.


“Ciao, Amy, Fio!” he said.


“We’ll be in the other office, Pip,” Alessio said. He drove the wheelchair to the connecting door and opened it. He signaled Coco and Sandro to follow him. Coco dashed there immediately and played the devoted little brother, pushing Alessio’s wheelchair. Sandro walked slowly to the door and before he closed it, he looked at Fio in a meaningful way but Fio couldn’t quite make what the meaning of his look was.


Pippo asked Amanda and Fio to sit with him in the sofa instead in front of the desk. “Nice to see you two, my students. I was kind of hoping you would come here…”


“So you can at least meet your students from the university, professore?” Amanda replied.


Pippo and Fio laughed. Pippo said, “Gloria told you about my missing the university, didn’t she?”


“We figured it out on ourselves, Professor. It’s easy to guess. We know the story,” Fio said.


“Well, congratulations for the two of you. You’re qualified to do the finals next January. But, Fio, I am afraid to say I am worried about you. You have missed many of my lectures and some questions in the exams will depend on what you know during my lectures. You missed many lectures when you were away. So I asked you to come here to advice that you see your friends’ notes and read some references to understand more about the subject. Some of the books that I used for the lecture are a bit difficult to find. I will lend you two that I have and tell you the rest of what you need.”


He then took two books from a bag that was placed on the cushion and then gave it to Fio. “Here. I used those two books.” He then issued a piece of paper from his jacket and gave it to Fio again. “And these are the rest of the references. Some of your friends might know about it because they have come to me to ask for these books.”


Fio clutched the books and the paper and said to Pippo, “Oh, thank you very much, professor. Thank you! This means a lot to me. I should’ve come to you and ask you myself… but I had so much things to do…”


“I understand, Fio,” Pippo said with a sympathetic nod. “I don’t believe someone with your brain and your grade record could be so inattentive unless there’s something occupying your mind terribly. I knew you were busy catching up.”


Fio smiled gratefully at her professor. This was why the students had high respect for Professor Laurentiis. He was never judgmental or prejudiced. He was fair and generous to his students and at the same time disciplined.


“Am I in trouble too?” Amanda asked worriedly.


Pippo beamed at her and said, “Academically no. You’ve been one of the best students last semester, Amy.”


Amanda sighed gladly. She then asked him, “Do you have my tickets?”


“Yes, I do,” Pippo said but his tone turned slightly grave. Pippo went to his desk and returned with the ticket. “Here it is. We managed to find you a seat but the only one left is in the business class. And it’s for the 24th. There was no earlier flight that had empty seats.”


“Uh-oh, I have to pay double?” Amanda asked in concern. She didn’t have much money left in her savings for this month. She asked her parents not to send money for her this month because she was coming home to Milan anyway.


“Yes,” Pippo answered. “But you don’t have to worry about that. It’s already been covered. Your father sent me more than enough to pay for it. I even have the change and he told me to give it to you so that you’d have something to hold just in case. The money is in that envelope.”


Amanda glanced at the envelope that was attached to the ticket. She nodded. “Thank you very much, Professor.”


“But, Amanda, now that I’ve thought about it, I am not so sure if you should take the flight,” Pippo suddenly said.


“What? Why not?” Amanda replied.


“Because of the weather. I somehow don’t feel safe letting you go like that, Amy, I am afraid that something must happen. There was an emergency landing case yesterday and I am just worried that if you…”


“But, Professor, you don’t understand! I must go home! I want to see my family! I have to see them,” Amanda said. 


“I know you do, Amy. I understand that… but I just want you to…”


“I’ll be careful. Nothing is going to happen. Trust me! I can take care of myself! Besides it’s only a few hours flight from here to Milan!” Amanda said determinedly.


“I know, Amy, I know,” Pippo replied. He sighed heavily. “Just… take care.”


“I will,” Amanda replied. She was sure nothing was going to happen to herself.


For a while everyone was silent. Fio was the first to break the silence. She said, “Well, I think it’s time for me and Amanda to leave, Professor. I must help her finish packing.”


“Yes, Professor, we must go,” Amanda said.


Pippo rose from his seat quickly. “Wait… there’s one more thing… wait here.” He scurried to Alessio’s office and disappeared behind the door. Amanda and Fio were surprised to see his sudden haste. They exchanged curious and confused looks. A few minutes later, Pippo returned. His brothers came along behind him. Coco was grinning. In his hands he held two wrapped boxes.


“Amy, Fio, these are your Christmas presents,” Coco said. 


Amanda and Fio exchanged surprised looks now. Coco gave the boxes to them. Amanda and Fio stared at it in disbelief. “What for?” Amanda asked.


“It’s a gift, from all of us…” Alessio explained.


“For two of my favorite students,” Pippo said with a big smile.


“But, professor, we can’t take them,” Fio said.


Suddenly Sandro spoke to her in a gently voice, “It’s all right, Fio. Just take it. We wished you could spend Christmas with us, like Terry and Shez are going to. But you’ll be with your families. So, we just give you the presents now.”


Fio was surprised that Sandro was talking to her. She smiled a little at him and said, “Thank you.”


He stared right into her eyes and said, “You’re welcome.”


Amanda looked at the present and she was still denying it. “I can’t. I don’t have anything to give you back.”


“You don’t have to!” Coco replied with a chuckle. 


Amanda stared at her present and she suddenly felt like crying. She was so touched. She didn’t think she would ever make friends with these people – the professor she admired, the racer she idolized and the seniors she looked upon. They accepted her as a friend and that was something she could never forget. Amanda then told Fio to hold the present for her. Fio did and she watched as Amanda approached the four men standing in front of them.


Amanda hugged each and every one of them. She started with Alessio, who was startled but pleased. She thanked him as she bent down to embrace him. Then she moved to Coco and did the same thing. The third one she hugged and thanked was Sandro. Sandro hugged her back tightly as he thanked her back for her help all along. Finally, Amanda stood in front of Pippo and stared at her guardian.


“Thank you, Professor, for everything… for taking care of me, for admiring my father and for all the help you’ve given me,” she said.


Pippo could just break down and cry then and there. He hugged her ward as she did to him. He pressed a gentle kiss on her forehead and then rumpled her hair. He said, “You’re most welcome.”


Amanda then released him and smiled at the others. “Thanks. You’ve already made my Christmas beautiful.”


“Thank you very, very much, everyone,” Fio said once again. She smiled at them all. The others returned her smile.


“See you after the holidays, everyone,” Amanda said. 


“Want me to escort you down and bring those boxes for you?” Coco asked.


“No, thanks, Co. We can manage,” Amanda said, taking her box from Fio. She then said goodbye once again and the two of them left.


Sandro watched Fio leave and something intense surged in his body. He wanted to scream that he loved her. She was so beautiful when she came and she actually spoke to him. He longed to have her in his arms and kiss her once again. Then he determined that whatever happens, he must get her back no matter what.


The packing was completed at ten o’clock that night. Amanda and Fio were so tired. They had not only packed Amanda’s suitcase but they also cleaned up many parts of the house. After everything was done, they went to their room and got ready to sleep. Amanda snuggled inside her blanket and then stared at the ceiling.


“What are you thinking?” Fio asked.


“No, I was just thinking how… well, how lucky Terry and Shez are. They have great partners such as Alessio and Coco,” Amanda said.


“Yes, they are,” Fio said as she slipped in her warm blanket. She stretched out on her side and looked at Amanda. “Why?”


“No, I just envy them. And I miss Ethan again,” Amanda said.


Fio smiled. “You and Ethan were so lovely together. So ideal!”


Amanda stared at her. “Were we?”


“Yes,” Fio answered. “You and Ethan were so… I don’t know how to say that… compatible.”


“I wish he were with me right now,” Amanda said sadly.


“Don’t worry, Amanda, you’ll find someone else soon,” Fio said.


“But I don’t want someone else. I want Ethan,” Amanda said.


Fio decided not to argue about that. She wanted to say that perhaps Amanda would be better off if she tried to look for someone new but she knew this was a sensitive case and didn’t want to upset her.


But then Amanda said, “You’re speaking to Sandro again. Why?”


“I thought it was the proper thing to do. It wouldn’t polite in front of his brothers if I didn’t reply him.”


Amanda nodded. “You’re right.”


“Well, he wasn’t such a jerk in the office,” Fio admitted.


“No, he wasn’t at all…” she said. Then she furrowed her eyebrows, thinking thoughtfully about something. Fio noticed the look on her face and told her to say what was on her mind. Amanda then said, “You know… Coco, Sandro and Alessio look positively gorgeous in their suits. But I like the way Professor Laurentiis looks like in the casual clothes he wears when he teaches better than the business suit.”


Fio chuckled. “Amy, them four brothers look good in anything.”


Amy grinned smugly. “Including Sandro?”


Fio sighed and replied, “Including Sandro. I never said he was ugly. He’s just… scary. That’s all.”


Amanda chuckled. At least Fio was now on speaking terms with Sandro even tough just a bit. That was a progress. And Sandro actually “behaved” in front of Fio and didn’t try to force her. 


“All right, let’s go to bed. You still have to do Christmas shopping for your parents tomorrow,” Fio said.


The lights were off three minutes later.


Amanda and Fio went Christmas shopping the day after. Amanda had already known what she wanted to buy for her parents and the other members of her big family in Milan plus her friends and every time she walked out of a store she brought more and more things. Fio had fewer items to carry because she only bought presents for her parents, Valentina and Nadia. She knew perhaps she was never going to give it to Nadia anyway because it came out of habit that every year she bought presents for her friends. The two of them later on remembered to buy Shez and Terry each a present and they did.


At three, their shopping was done and they decided to eat before they went home. After they ordered their food, Fio asked her seriously, “How long will you stay in Milan?”


“Practically for the whole holiday. I will be back two days before college starts again,” Amanda said. “I hope you don’t mind.”


“I don’t… not at all,” Fio replied. “Well, your place is safe with me for the whole time. I will take good care of it!”


“Are you sure you can take care of yourself?” Amanda teased.


“Cheeky,” Fio replied as she pinched her friend’s arm. “I can take care of myself!”


Amanda laughed, “Well, if Marco or Sandro comes to bug you, just use the tennis rackets there are in my closet.”


“Check!” Fio said and the both of them giggled. 


Amanda suddenly banged the table with her fist and exclaimed, “AH!” Fio stared at her confusedly. She exclaimed, “We have to buy something for Professor Laurentiis and his brothers!”


Fio stared at her. She asked, “Do we have to?”


Amanda gaped. “Fio! They have been so nice to us! We at least do something in return!” she said.


Not that Fio was objected to buy something for her professor and his brothers but she didn’t want to give anything to Sandro…


“Oh, come on, Fi… please?” Amanda pleaded with large puppy eyes. 


Fio sighed. When Amanda was throwing that look at her – or at anyone – there was no other resistance could be put forward. She was going to get what she wanted. So, right after they finished their lunch, they set off for another gift search for Professor Laurentiis and his brothers.  

Chapter 77


It was raining cats and dogs on the day of Amanda’s departure. Fio stared outside from the window with a dark frown on her face. She wasn’t sure if Amanda going away in this kind of weather was such a good idea. What if the flight was delayed and she had to wait in the airport until the day after without company? What if the flight was canceled and Amanda couldn’t go home after all? What if… what if the plane crashed in accident because of the weather?


Fio shuddered at the thought of such thing. She decided not to show her worry to Amanda. It might just worry her needlessly. Amanda already set her heart on going home to her family in Milan for the holiday and there was nothing else Fio could do about it. 

Besides, everything was already arranged. Today was the 24th and if Amanda wanted to spend Christmas Eve with her family, she would have to go now. Then Terry and Shez were going to come to Amanda’s apartment and they were going to the airport together to bid her farewell. Kayla, Elena, Daniele and Luca were also going to be there to say goodbye. After that, Terry and Shez were going to accompany Fio for a while in Amanda’s apartment before Terry had to go to this Ferrari celebration party and Shez to the Laurentiis family home to partner Coco in the Christmas Eve family gathering Coco’s family was having.


“Fi, do you know where the key to the lock of my suitcase is?” Amanda called out from her room.


“It’s on your desk in the room!” Fio replied.


There was a momentary silence. Then Amanda shouted again, “Can’t find it!”


Fio started to walk to Amanda’s room. Suddenly, Amanda appeared with a grin on her face and said, “No, don’t worry… I’ve found it! It was in my pocket already! Sorry…”


“Why you…”


The doorbell rang. Fio was going to smack her in the arms when it did. Amanda avoided the smack and pointed at the door. “Guests!”


Fio frowned. “Hah! That was too close… you were saved by the bell!”


Amanda just smiled as she walked to the door and opened it. Terry and Shez appeared on the doorway. Amanda welcomed them and showed them in. The two of them looked anxious.


“You’re ready?” Terry asked Amanda.


“Yep. I’ll just get my bags,” Amanda said, skipping to her room to get her stuffs.


Fio greeted Shez and Terry. “Ciao. Why are you looking so nervous?”


Shez pulled Fio closer and whispered, “Fi, the weather is really bad, you know? I don’t think we can even get to the airport. The rain is too heavy. It took us an hour to get here, you know? And what more the weather is not suitable for flights! What if something happened to Amanda?”


Terry added in a low whisper, “Pippo is panicked about this… I think he wants to cancel off Amanda’s flight. He has even called her parents and asking for advice.”


“I know,” Fio replied. “But Amanda is really looking forward to going home to her family. I don’t think nothing can stop her.”


Amanda reappeared with her large suitcase, backpack, a shopping bag and her laptop case. “I’m ready!”


“Amanda! You are not going to move houses! Why bring so many things? Are those going to fit the baggage?” Shez asked in panic.


Amanda waved her hand dismissively. “Nonsense! These aren’t many!”


“Your laptop!” Fio objected.


“I need to do my assignments, study and write you guys e-mails!” Amanda said.


“Fine!” Terry said. “Let’s just go before we get there late!”


Amanda smiled at Terry. “Wait! Before you go, Fio and I have to give you something.” She looked at Fio, who caught the cue and then scurried off to the study. When she returned, she brought four wrapped gifts and handed them to Terry and Shez two each.


“Our Christmas presents,” Fio said.


Terry and Shez were touched. “Aw, that’s so kind of you! Thank you very much!” Terry said. She then hugged Amanda and Fio and issued two small boxes from her pocket and then gave it to Amanda and Fio. “And this is from me!”


Amanda and Fio beamed at her and hugged her in return. Shez then said, “My gifts for you are in the car! And we better get there soon or else…”


The trip to the airport was better, according to Terry and Shez, although the rain was still very annoying. In the whole journey, it was Amanda who kept chirping and telling stories so that they were entertained. She was in a jolly mood despite the terrible weather, which relieved the nerves of her friends a bit.


Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele were already there. Amanda was excited to see them. While Fio parked the car, Amanda already dashed out of it and greeted her friends. Fio, Terry and Shez joined the others after the car was parked.


“So, I will bring you more stuff when I get back from Milan,” Amanda said. She had just finished giving her friends their Christmas presents from the shopping bag she brought.


“Thank you, Amanda! You are so kind,” Daniele said. He pulled Amanda to his arms and then kissed her cheeks. Luca did the same thing while Elena and Kayla enthusiastically embraced her.


“Will you bring your brother back from Milan? He’s so cute and perhaps he can be my New Year’s present,” Fio joked.


“Christian is not that cute,” Amanda said.


“Oh, don’t believe her! She’s just jealous. She’s always jealous whenever someone says her brother is cuter than she is,” Elena teased.


The others laughed out loud. Amanda stuck out her tongue at Elena. “I am not jealous!”


A flight announcement was made a few moments later. Fio looked at her watch. “What time is your flight, Amanda?” she asked.


“Oh no, it’s an hour later than that,” Amanda said. Her flight was at five o’clock in the afternoon and it was only four now.


“Well, although it’s only an hour, you better check in right now, Amanda. The flight must be crowded and everyone’s going to get the best seats if you don’t hurry,” Terry said. Her experiences with flying to all those countries for the races were enough to teach her that check in must come first!


“You’re right,” Amanda sighed. Then she said, “Oh, I am going to miss you all so much.” She then hugged each and every one of her friends to say goodbye. She was dropping some tears but her excitement was bigger.


“Now, go on! You’ll be late!” Shez said.


“Be careful, Amanda,” Fio said worriedly.


“Give our regards to your parents and brother,” Terry said.


Amanda nodded. She started to walk away from them but a few moments afterwards, she turned around and faced them as she shouted, “Fi, don’t forget the presents for Professor Laurentiis and his brothers!”


“I won’t,” Fio replied halfheartedly. The task of giving the presents fell onto her and she was going to have to meet Sandro tonight to give the presents. But she did it for Amanda’s sake so she wasn’t complaining.


“Ciao, tutti!” Amanda said again.


“Arrivederci!” Elena and Kayla replied in unison.


“Sì, arrivederci.”


Fio closed the phone. She was just talking with Valentina. Valentina and her sister went to Switzerland to pass the holiday there along with the New Year with their family. Before Valentina called, Martina did. As Fio could have guessed before, her mother begged that she came home for Christmas. Martina sounded so desperate and made Fio realize that she wasn’t being fair to her mother and father. In the end, Martina convinced her to stay for just one night there and she could come back to the apartment after the 25th.


So now Fio was packing a small bag with her clothes and toiletries for a one night stay at her own house. Shez helped her while Terry got dressed for the party. 


“Is this all?” Shez asked after Fio had thrown in the last item in her bag, which was a comb.


“Yes,” Fio answered gravely.


Shez sat down next to her friend on the bed. “Oh, come on, Fi… it’s not that bad. Your family is going to be there and there will be so many other people. Marco won’t have a chance! Besides, if Nadia is coming there to partner Marco, he would be occupied by her.”


Fio sighed long. “Ah, I don’t know. I just… I am just not ready to see him…”


“Fi, the best way to handle a problem is to face it and not to run away from it,” Shez said. “Besides, at least now you only have Marco to worry about. He’s your brother and he thinks you will do whatever he tells you to do. All you have to do now is show him that there is no way you are going to succumb to him! Meanwhile… Sandro has shown some good intentions of wanting to make up for what he had done to you, hasn’t he?”


Shez had a point there but Fio was not too sure about her own emotions. Fio felt that if she were to meet her brother or Sandro, she could just murder them when she remembered what the two of them had treated her like before. 


Terry came inside the room. Now she was already dressed up in a simple but very elegant dress colored dark crimson. She wore her hair down and only put on a thin layer of make-up but her exotically beautiful Latin features didn’t really need any emphasis in the first place. She also wore a matching set of earrings, necklace and bracelet all made of ruby.


“Wow, stunning!” Fio complimented.


“It’s not even half the way you look without dressing up, Miss Beautiful!” Terry said laughingly to Fio.


“No, seriously, you look wonderful! Where did you get the jewelry anyway? I didn’t know you liked jewelry, Terry! I thought you were a complete tomboy!” Fio said in amazement.


Terry touched the ruby necklace she was wearing tenderly and then softly explained, “My father gave them to me. They belonged to my mother and he wanted to give them to me now because he said it was about time my mother’s precious belongings are given to me.”


“Very beautiful,” Shez whispered adoringly at the necklace. She remembered the set of jades she saw in her mother’s drawer once and she had wondered if one day she would be allowed to wear it.


“Thanks. This really makes me feel as if my mother is close to me even right now,” Terry said. Her eyes gazed sadly for a while as she said, “I wish she were here.”


Fio suddenly missed her mother very much. Terry had to endure losing her mother at such a young age and Amanda bore the distance and time she was away from hers. But she… she had her mother right there for her in her home but she didn’t want to come back there, even for her mother’s sake, just because of Marco. And yet she knew how much her mother missed her.


At that moment, Fio felt like crying because the feeling of missing her mother was so intense. But she held her tears back and told herself that in a few hours she would be with her mother once again. She was going to be with the person who loved her most in this world and it was more than anything else she needed. She didn’t need Sandro’s love or Marco’s affection. She just needed her mother.


“Ah, now you make me miss my mother!” Shez joked.


Fio thought Shez was the luckiest among all of them. Her mother was still alive and well and living together with her. And it was not only her who loved Shez very much. Her father and brothers seemed to love her very much too. All of Shez’s siblings sounded very interesting although Shez liked to complain a little about her brother. Fio envied her very much. Shez might not be the richest in material but she sure was the richest in love. What more with a boyfriend like Coco!


Shez then grabbed her bag and headed towards the door. “I guess I better get changed as well.” She also brought a dress and was now going to change to it in the bathroom. She was gone the next moment.


“So, Miss Beautiful,” Terry said addressing Fio once again with the joking term, “What do I lack?”


Fio smiled and answered, “Nothing except for a partner!”


Terry smiled. “Alessio and Coco are going to pick us up soon… they must be on their way.”


“Oh, good… I should get changed too so that if they come we’ll all be ready,” Fio said.


“So, you’re all right about this? I know spending Christmas with Marco doesn’t sound too appealing but at least you won’t be alone,” Terry said.


Fio nodded. “I don’t mind… I just want to be with my parents.”


“Good,” Terry said full of relief. She was happy that Fio had accepted her mother’s offer to stay. She was sure if Amanda heard this, she would be very happy too. “Is there going to be a party too at your house?”


“Ah… yes, of course… my father is receiving a lot of guests tonight and my distant relatives are all coming to the manor,” Fio said. She almost shuddered remembering how crowded her place usually was at Christmas with people coming to stay there for a few days. 


Twenty minutes later, Coco and Alessio came. Fio told them that they didn’t need to go upstairs to the apartment because they were all coming down anyway. The three of them were beautifully dressed. Shez wore another lace dress with a satin layer inside (Coco had particularly asked her to wear it because he thought she looked beautiful in lace dresses) colored green. She and Terry would make the perfect Christmas girls because their dresses were on the theme. Fio, on the other hand, wore a long glittery dress colored blue with a low cleavage with matching shawl. 


They had to snatch their dresses up so it wouldn’t get wet and somehow they managed to enter their cars safely after they had said goodbye to each other. Coco, Shez and Terry went into their car before Fio. A few minutes after they departed, Fio did too. But then she realized her stupidity. Why didn’t she just give the presents to Coco and Alessio and let them give Sandro and Pippo’s share later? She could have avoided meeting Sandro!


But it was too late… perhaps she could ask her mother to accompany her to give it to Professor Laurentiis and his brothers after the Christmas ceremony tomorrow. All she cared right now was going home to her house and meet her mother. 


Fio arrived in front of the mansion’s gate. For a while she deliberated whether or not she should go in. Suddenly, one of her father’s guards saw her and ran to her car. Fio opened the window so she could speak to him.


“Good evening,” Fio said. “I am here to meet my parents.”


“Dear God! It’s you, Miss Costacurta!” the guard replied in awe and surprise.


“Ciao!” Fio replied laughingly. “Will you let me in?”


“Certainly, Miss!”


As she drove her car inside, she greeted the other guards who were also glad to see her back. When she reached the front of her house, under the pillared driveway and front steps, she stopped her car and walked out of it, carrying her bags. Several guards came rushing to her.


“Miss Costacurta!”


“Hello, everyone. Nice to see you again! Is my mother home?”


The guards nodded excitedly and said, “She would be happy to see you!”


Fio smiled and felt very elated. She hurried to the front door and rang the bell. It took a while before it was answered. Finally, it was opened and Martina herself was standing on the doorway. 

“FIO!” Martina exclaimed when she saw her daughter.


The guards who were standing by at the front door and acting as valet for the guest cars all smiled when they saw Martina claimed Fio in a tight embrace. They were also touched when Martina shed tears seeing her daughter coming back home. Their faces were beaming because they were also happy that the young mistress was home again at last.


“Martina?” Billy asked as he emerged from inside the house. He stopped dead when he saw Fio. “Fio?”


“Ciao, papa!”


Billy didn’t waste anymore time. He hugged Fio and his wife at the same time. He couldn’t control his emotions. Although he was in communications all the time with Fio and saw her during the time they were both free but seeing her again at home was such an event for him. He also dropped tears.


“Oh, papa, I am so happy to see you,” Fio said.


“Oh, we are so happy to have you back!” Billy said.


“You are coming back permanently, aren’t you?” Martina asked hopefully when she saw Fio’s back as she eyed Fio’s large bag. Fio had changed her bag to a bigger one because she decided to stay a few days longer with her parents.


But Fio answered instead, “We’ll talk about it later, Mama.”


Martina didn’t want to ruin what was happening right now so she just stayed quiet and once again hugged Fio. Billy then escorted them inside to the tranquil house. Fio was surprised to see her house very quiet. 


“Papa, aren’t you having guests tonight?” 


“Oh, they haven’t arrived yet. They will be here later… around eight or nine. It’s going to be a late party, darling. And our relatives haven’t arrived yet,” Billy explained.


“So, how are you, Fio?” Martina asked.


“I’m fine. I am just a bit… well, I am quite worried about some small things but it’s not really important,” Fio said.


“How is Amanda?” Martina asked. “Was she fine when you took her to the airport?”


“She’s very ecstatic. She misses her parents so much,” Fio said.


“Yes, Paolo and Adriana do miss her very much. We were just on the phone with them yesterday and they said that they couldn’t wait for her to come,” Billy said.


“Well, let’s settle down first,” Martina said. “Let’s have some drinks!”


Fio followed her parents to the salon. She wondered where Marco could be. She just hoped Marco wouldn’t harass her when he realized she was there. After a long thought, she finally asked her parents, “Where’s Marco?”


Her parents looked uneasy for a while but they sobered up very quickly after that. Billy said, “He’s gone to pick up his girlfriend. I don’t know who she is but I hope he’s changed girlfriend since that last one… Liza someone…”


Fio was struck with horror. Nadia was going to come? 


Her sudden paleness must have shown that much to her parents that they immediately scurried to her side. “Fio, are you all right? You don’t want Marco around?”


Fio calmed herself down and she said to them, “Don’t worry, Mama… everything will be all right.”


She sure hoped God listened to what she said and granted her just that.

Chapter 78


Licia entered the living room but no one noticed her. Her parents and their cousins, Pippo’s parents, were conversing with each other and didn’t hear her coming. Licia smiled inwardly. Her parents and her aunt Marisa and uncle Arturo were unstoppable in talking to each other every time they meet. Licia thought dryly that perhaps this meant that she was going to be the one who would be opening doors and greeting guests that night. 


But then she spotted Sandro sitting next to the window, looking outside with a blank sort of despairing look on his face. He seemed grave. Licia was concerned but then she reminded herself that perhaps Sandro was just in a deep thought. Licia had learnt a long time ago that Sandro always looked serious and deep even though he was in normal mood. Maybe this was the reason why girls were attracted to him. He was cool and mysterious and girls were curious about him. However, he can look a bit unemotional and indifferent which struck some people as cold. He was neither disgusted nor besotted by the flinging females. He was just… nonchalant.  


Then there was Fioraia Costacurta. She had only heard the story from Sandro’s brothers, not straight from Sandro. But even that was enough for Licia to know that Miss Costacurta was special. And why not? She was the only girl who could make Sandro go crazy and ballistic! Coco said that even when he broke up with his last girlfriend, Gabriela, he didn’t cry or become furious. He just looked grave for days and kept his emotions locked inside. But with Fio… Licia knew there was something intense that they were feeling and she hoped that Sandro would, in the end, get the girl and be happy just like his brothers.


By the time Licia had finished her thoughts on Sandro, she had decided to talk to Sandro. When they were growing up, Licia rarely had time to talk to Sandro. She was too old for him to play games with and he was too private to converse with at any times. He also seemed to always be busy taking care and keeping an eye on his favorite brother, Coco, and studying his lessons that everyone didn’t want to disrupt him.


“Hey, there, handsome. Looking good tonight!” Licia greeted him genially. 


Sandro shifted his gaze from the view outside the window to Licia’s eyes. “Oh, hi, Licia!” Sandro replied.


Licia sat in front of him in a vacant chair. “Why are you looking outside the window?”


“Oh, I am just thinking…”


“Dear God, Sandro… you are a thinker, aren’t you? You and I are as different as… I don’t know as what actually. You are so considerate and I am impulsive…”


Sandro gave her a smile. Licia swore that if she weren’t some seven years older and was his cousin, she could just fall in love with him. He said in his usual resonant voice, “I don’t think you’re impulsive. You’re brave.”


Licia lifted an eyebrow. “That’s new! Someone is actually telling me that I am brave… wow! Cool! And why am I brave?”


“You had the guts to jump on a plane and leave the country to start a new life in a faraway place!” Sandro said.


Licia chuckled. She thought it was pure impulsivity. And here, her serious cousin thought it was bravery! “Sandro darling, that is not brave. That is stupidity and impulsivity…”


“Ah, but it worked out in the end, didn’t it?” Sandro countered. “You have a very successful career there.”


“Yes,” Licia agreed. “Senza un uomo nella mia vita!”


This time Sandro was the one who chuckled. “You know, if we weren’t cousins and we weren’t some years separated in age, I could fall in love with you!” he said.


Licia burst out laughing at that. She replied jokingly, “I thought your type is the dainty ones… you know, the ones who fall right down on their knees at the moment you give them roses!”


“Licia,” he said warningly but with a hint of laughter, “Don’t even think that I give women roses!”


“You don’t?” Licia replied innocently.


“No,” Sandro admitted. “I’ve never given anyone flowers. Well… I did once. It was for Amanda. But it’s for friendship anyway. I gave her a white rose and that was because I knew she liked white roses.”


“Amanda Maldini?” Licia asked in surprise. She didn’t know Sandro was ever close with Amanda. Amanda was very highly Coco’s type or Alessio’s or even Pippo’s! Anyone but Sandro’s! She was too bubbly for Sandro. 


“Yes, Pippo’s Amanda,” Sandro answered. 


“Ah, the guardian’s ward!”


By now, everyone had heard about Pippo acting as a guardian for Amanda. Licia bet the only person who didn’t know yet was Stefania. She bet that Stefania would be a bit jealous hearing that Pippo was seriously taking care of one of his students instead of her only. She knew Pippo and his women too well to miss the guess.


Licia told him something that came to her mind, “You know, when I first saw Amanda at the hospital with her friends, I thought she were the other girl’s sister. You know… Fioraia?”


Of course Licia thought so, Sandro said to himself. He sometimes even thought Amanda and Fio were twins! He could still remember how similar they both were when he was on a date with Amanda. But somehow he knew that it was a way of restrain from Amanda’s part because she was holding herself back just in case he did anything wrong. Now that he had thought of it, no wonder Amanda was frightened by him at that time. He wasn’t exactly Mr. Nice Guy to Fio.


“So, tell me, you’re not inviting anyone here tonight?” Licia asked, referring to a girlfriend. Pippo was at Stefania’s parents’ house at the moment, Alessio was with Terry at the party and Coco was visiting Shez’s family. They were all going to come to Licia’s house with each of their girlfriends. 


“Well, now I am left to be the only one without a partner,” Sandro replied.


Licia offered her hand. “Will you be my partner?”


Sandro lifted his eyebrows in amusement. He smiled and whistled a bit. Then he took her hand and clasped it tightly. “Gladly, Licia.”


“Good! Now, since the others haven’t arrived yet, maybe you can help me!” Licia said.


“With what?”


“With the food for tomorrow… we need to check if we have enough food for everyone!” Licia said. 


Sandro groaned. “Oh, why do you always take me or Coco for kitchen stuff? Why not Pippo and Alessio?”


Licia gave him a look of consternation. “No way! Pippo can’t even turn on the stove properly while Alessio… he might as well blow up the kitchen!”


Alessio was enjoying the Ferrari party even though he was sitting on the wheelchair. His doctors had restricted him from almost everything but sleep. Alessio thought he would go crazy at first, without walking and making love to Terry, but then he learned that while he was on the wheelchair, he got more spoilt treatment from his mother and his girlfriend. So now he didn’t even bother to complain.


His gaze swept all over the room. In one corner, he saw Beppe de Rossi talking to Ross Brawn, the technical manager. He frowned. They were not the persons he wanted to see. He wanted to see Terry. Suddenly he spotted her. She was in one corner with Kayla and D’Amico. Alessio smiled. Terry was so lovely that she could make him smile anytime. Like always, he felt warm every time he thought of her. 


Terry sensed that Alessio’s eyes were on her so she turned her head around a bit and then saw Alessio watching her. Terry glanced and smiled at him. Alessio saw her smile and then returned it. Kayla and D’Amico somehow noticed that Terry and Alessio were exchanging gazes and the two of them smiled knowingly and started to poke Terry, making her blush. D’Amico then suggested that they should come right ahead to Alessio’s place so they could talk together.


“Ciao, Alessio! We bring you your Terry,” D’Amico teased when he came in front of Alessio.


Terry smiled. She leaned forward to give Alessio a kiss. “Sorry I left you for quite a while.”


“I was thinking of calling the cops and find out where you are, Oil Girl,” Alessio teased her.


Terry glared at him but couldn’t quite hide her smile. “Oh, so that’s the way you want it, huh? All right, smartie! We’re back on verbal war again?”


“Are you challenging me, Miss De Rossi?”


“You bet I am, smartie.”


“Stop, stop! I can’t stand it when you two do that!” D’Amico said. “You two, you are a couple now… stop it with this little fight already.”


“I think it’s kind of cute,” Kayla commented.


“Well, Kayla, you are welcome to do that anytime with Andrea,” Alessio said.


“I can just smack you, Al, but since you’re still injured, I’ll spare your life this time. Next time, I’m going to hit you for real!” D’Amico retorted.


“Oh, so you’re challenging me as well, huh, boy?”


“Who are you calling boy?”


Kayla looked stricken. She turned to Terry and asked, “Are they always like this?”


“Well, they may be at daggers drawn most of the time but actually they’re actually very close like brothers,” Terry informed.


Actually, it was public knowledge that Alessio and D’Amico were very best friends even though they liked to slag off one another. Secretly they really liked each other. Unknown to most people, Alessio and D’Amico always spent time together when they were away for races and they actually shared many things such as stories, advice and sometimes even rooms.


“In your dreams,” D’Amico said at the same time Alessio said, “Per favore! Get real!”


“Okay, you two… break it up!” Terry said.


Kayla linked her arm to D’Amico’s. “Andrea, let’s get a drink!”


“Okay. I’m leaving. But remember, Al… we still have a fight to finish,” D’Amico winked.


When Kayla and D’Amico already left, Terry sat down next to Alessio and smiled amusedly at him. She said, “You and Andrea should really learn how to be friends in public. You really like him, don’t you?”


“Not as much as I like you, Victoria De Rossi,” Alessio said.


Terry smiled as he kissed her. Then he took Terry’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Alessio then lifted his gaze to meet hers and he stared at her intently. He wanted to ask her something but he was afraid to hear the answer. But he needed to know. And Terry knew he wanted to ask her something but was reluctant. She stared at him expectantly.


“Terry,” Alessio began, “I…”


“Yes?” Terry replied anxiously.


“I… uh, want to ask you something.”


Terry tried to stay calm. “What?” she asked casually.


Alessio took a deep breath for a while. Then he bent his head, avoiding Terry’s eyes, and asked her slowly, “Are you still going to leave the team?”


Terry was struck. She knew the question was coming. And she didn’t know how to tell Alessio her answer. Instead she replied with, “Why? Does it matter to you if I’m in the team or not? Even if I’m not part of the team, I can still be there with you as a guest, not a mechanic.”


“Yes, it does matter,” Alessio said. Then he sighed. “Terry, I think… I don’t know how to say this… but I am thinking of leaving the team.” 


Terry was once again struck and this time it struck her like a bolt of lightning. She was speechless, not knowing what to say to him. For a long while, she just stared at him without response. When she did find her voice again she sounded shaky.


“Alessio, you’re not serious, are you?” Terry asked.


“I have been thinking seriously about that, since I crashed the race in Malaysia… I was thinking too much about it that when the car came behind me, I didn’t know what to do. I sat there, Terry, just thinking about quitting… and then suddenly someone’s voice brought me back to reality and I realized my car was on fire. So…”


“But, WHY?” Terry asked furiously.


“Because I don’t want to be there without you,” Alessio said. “And not only that, I want to be serious in the company. I want to work with my brothers. I just realized that working with them is the next best thing after racing. I also want to give Andrea a chance to be the first driver and win the Championship…”


Terry was already shaking her head. “Alessio, please you can’t do that! I understand if you want to be with me… but you know why I want to quit, don’t you? I need to study! For the next two years, I need every time I have to concentrate on studying. But I can still be with you… you can also still work with you brothers with your racing schedule! You did it last season perfectly! Why can’t you do it once again? And… Andrea! He’s so young! His way is still long… you’re 29… this is the perfect time for you to be number one while you still can! Oh, Alessio… please don’t stop.”


Alessio bent his head down. “I…”


“Alessio, please? You’re supposed to be a professional!”


“Terry, look at me now! I’m on a wheelchair! There is no guarantee from the doctors that I will be fit again for the next season… even I am going to miss the test drive…”


Suddenly Beppe and Ross came by to Alessio and Terry’s spot. Ross chuckled as he greeted the two of them, “Hah! You two are always together! Ciao, tutti! Having a good time?”


“Yes,” Alessio and Terry answered instantly. They quickly put on a smile so that Ross and Beppe wouldn’t be suspicious.


“Terry, I hope you’re taking good care of Alessio… we will need him for next year’s championship. We should be aiming for two or three years in a row with Alessio,” Ross said.


Alessio smiled. “Perhaps next year we can do something to make Andrea compete for the champion as well.”


“Of course! He already showed great competition for Ashton and Graham and the rest of them, didn’t he?” Beppe replied.


“But I think Alessio is still going to be better than the rest. He will race for Ferrari and win again!” Terry said determinedly.


Alessio smiled at that. He decided to leave the discussion at that. Actually he hadn’t told Terry something else, another reason why he wanted to leave. But now that Terry was already saying it to Beppe and Ross, there was no other way he could back off. And that girlfriend of his was glaring down at him secretly to warn him not to say anything else so he had no choice but to play along her words.


“Yes, I will race and win again,” Alessio confirmed.


Somehow Alessio was not convinced. Meanwhile Ross was already saying, “It’s good for a variation that this year’s party is held in Rome…”


“It’s supposed to be that way, Ross… our two drivers are from Rome and they don’t want to waste time going to Monza and leave their girlfriends behind,” Beppe said, chuckling.


Ross nodded in accordance. “I think so too,” Ross said.


Suddenly, Alessio’s cell phone rang. He reached for it inside his pocket and checked out the number. When he found out who was calling, he handed it to Terry and said dryly, “Answer it for me, will you? It’s Sandro and I don’t feel like talking to him in the mood he’s in right now.”


“Sandro? Moody? And we all wonder why!” Terry replied. They knew perfectly well the only reason Sandro can be moody nowadays was because of Fio. “Pronto, Sandro? Sono io Terry. Che cosa succede?”


 “Hey, I was just wondering when the two of you are going to come here… many of the others are here… well, except for Pippo and Stefania, but the others are.”


“Oh, I think the president is going to make a speech in a moment and then we’re off.”


“Oh, all right. Hurry, okay?”


Terry hung up and handed the phone back to Alessio. And at the same time, just as Terry said, the Ferrari racing team president, Luca Di Montezemolo, called for everyone’s attention and started a speech. Terry was only paying half attention to what he was saying because she was preoccupied with what Alessio just told her. Alessio seemed to be quitting just because she was. But she mustn’t let that happen. Alessio must race. He must win again next year. Terry knew how much he loved racing. She just knew quitting this job would mean hell for Alessio. Perhaps if she didn’t quit…


“And now, we’ll honor one of our team members who has done a marvelous job throughout the year even though she’s only a part-time member… hopefully next year she can join us full-time! Beppe, you must be very proud of her… let’s toast for signorina Victoria De Rossi!” the president announced.


When the applause erupted, Terry realized that she was being saluted. She smiled at the others while they clapped their hands and toasted their drinks in her honor. Alessio grasped her hand gently and smiled at her. He pulled her down to give her a kiss. Everyone laughed when they saw Alessio displaying his affection for Terry.


The president continued, “Thank you for being a part of our team, Terry. And you’ve made Ferrari very unique for having the only female mechanic in the team last season!” He approached Terry and then gave her a small gift box, which Terry received with a blush.  


“Speech, Terry, speech!” they were all saying.


“Oh, no!” Terry replied.


“Come on, darling, you’re a future diplomat… you’ll have to be able to deliver speeches!” Beppe told his daughter.


Everyone was demanding Terry for a speech. Alessio squeezed her hand encouragingly. She finally spoke up, without releasing her hand from Alessio’s, “Well, what can I say? Thank you very much for saluting and honoring me. I am very proud to be a part of the team. My contribution is actually nothing compared to what the others did last season… certainly the real heroes of this team are Ross Brawn, my father Beppe, and the other mechanics who work full time!”


Vano then remarked, “Oh, but, Terry, you’re our real hero! If it weren’t for you, Alessio wouldn’t have won his last few races and we wouldn’t be champion!”


Everyone, including Alessio and Terry, burst out laughing. They all applauded Terry once again as she smiled sheepishly. But Alessio just grinned at her, looking very proud of her. When the applause subsided, she continued, “Well, maybe that’s my biggest contribution: supporting Alessio.” She glanced at him. “That’s the least I can do. And I will keep doing it forever.”


Alessio held her hand even more tightly as she went on to say, “And as long as he is still in Ferrari, I will always be next to him, in the team and working to help him as well as helping Andrea.”


Alessio’s eyes flickered at that notion but only Terry could see it. Terry almost sighed gladly, knowing that Alessio looked very happy when she said that. Terry then concluded, “Once again, thank you.”


When Alessio kissed Terry again, everyone clapped their hands once again and laughed. Secretly in one corner of the room, D’Amico was kissing Kayla. The Ferrari team members were very amazed and amused to see that their drivers both had found love – it must be a beautiful ending to their season.


Terry and Alessio were picked up by Coco and Shez half an hour later. Coco and Shez had been eating dinner at Shez’s house and Shez was allowed to spend the rest of the night at Coco’s place. Shez and Terry were going to stay at Licia’s house until tomorrow morning. They planned to visit Fio at her house after tomorrow’s Christmas ceremony. 


Terry was complaining to Beppe when Coco and Shez arrived. Beppe was going to Seville again to visit Terry’s mother’s family. Terry complained because she had wanted to spend Christmas with her father but now she wasn’t going to and because her father didn’t ask her to come along to Spain.


“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this!” Terry said to her father.


“I didn’t think I have to tell you. You are going to spend Christmas with Alessio, no? Besides, I think you’d rather be with him than me,” Beppe teased.


“PAPA!”


Her father pleaded, “Please, Terry, I have to see your mother…”


“But…”


“I miss her…”


Terry sighed. She didn’t have the heart to argue further. If she could be with someone she loved then her father had the same right too. And that look of longing in her father’s eyes was Terry’s undoing. She finally nodded and hugged her father as she said, “Fine! But you must promise to take care of yourself.”



“I will, darling. Don’t worry!” Beppe said. He hugged his daughter in return and then kissed her forehead. He turned to Alessio, who was already waiting with Coco and Shez. He said to him, “Alessio, take good care of Terry, will you?”


“I will, Beppe. Don’t worry,” Alessio said. 


Terry kissed her father and then said goodbye. Beppe kissed her again and then watched as Terry reluctantly walked with the two Laurentiis brothers and her friend away.


Once they were in the car, Terry released her fury. “I can’t believe he’s going to Spain without telling me first! Doesn’t he know that I want to come along and spend the holidays with him?!”


“Terry, he didn’t want to take you because he doesn’t want you to see him being sad,” Alessio said. 


“Oh, what, he told you about it?” Terry asked. 


Alessio just looked at her and she knew right away that her father had actually told Alessio about but didn’t tell her. Terry was virtually furious with her father. “Oh, God… don’t tell me… oh my God… he couldn’t…”


“Come on, Terry, you’ve spent 20 Christmases with him now it’s my turn,” Alessio said lightly. 


Shez and Coco could only smile hearing the argument. Coco said, “Don’t worry, Terry, you’re going to have fun with us… no, actually, you’re going to have fun with Licia. She’ll make any kind of party wonderful. Seriously!”


Terry sighed. “Oh, well, whatever…”


“By the way, Co, have you heard from Sandro?” Alessio asked.


“No, actually. I heard from Pippo,” Coco said.


“What about him?” 


“He’s on his way to Licia’s place. Stefania and him left earlier because Stefania’s parents were suddenly called up to Milan. There was a problem something so Stefania will be spending Christmas with us for the whole time instead of just coming for tonight’s celebration,” Coco informed.


Alessio grimaced. “Oooh, it’s going to be a very hard period for Sandro… can’t get his girl and has to face Stefania. Poor brother.”


“Do you think Fio is okay?” Coco asked Terry and Shez.


Shez and Terry shrugged. “We have no idea.”


Fio kept staring outside the window. She was forlorn. On one side, she was more than happy to return to her parents but she actually missed Amanda. Somehow she felt safer if Amanda were around. She had been waiting for Marco and Nadia to come and she was afraid of what would happen if she were to face them alone. If Amanda were there, she could help her a bit. Fortunately, until now, Marco hadn’t arrived yet. Fio hoped that he would never arrive.  


Suddenly her cell phone beeped. Fio lazily grabbed the device from her desk and checked who called. It wasn’t a call as it turned out to be. It was an SMS. Fio clicked the button to see who was it from.

Buon natale, Fio. Have a good time. Ciao, Antonio.


Fio smiled. At least that was one friend she could count on right now… she began to type…

Grazie, Antonio. Anche vorrei dirti: BUON NATALE. XOXO, Fio.


To her delight, he returned the SMS once again. It said: Are you lonely? I can come to Amanda’s apartment to be with you.

Fio chuckled and then replied again: I am not at Amanda’s apartment anymore. I’ve come home to my parents’ house. Amanda went to Milan. Are you alone too?


Antonio said in the next message: No, actually. I am spending Christmas with my neighbors. Remember them? They invited me to celebrate with them because I live alone.


Fio remembered Antonio’s friendly neighbors in his apartment. She wrote: Yes, I remember. How can I forget? They are very nice. Just like you are to me. Thank you.


Antonio replied for the last time: You’re welcome, cara. I will help you anytime you need me. Just tell me and I will do it for you. Arrivederci, mio fiore.  


As soon as she finished reading the message, she decided to browse the phone number she saved on the phone. Some of them had been there for such a long time that she almost forgot whose number they were. Then a number came up… it was Sandro’s. Fio stared at it. She remembered the time Sandro gave it to her. They had been at Primavera together, in the afternoon that Fio was introduced to Shez for the first time as well. 


“Hey, do you mind if I have your phone number in my cell phone?” Fio asked Sandro.


Sandro smiled. “No, I don’t.” He told her the number and she pressed the wrong digit twice because her hands were actually shaking as she was nervous to be in front of him.


“Good, now my turn!” Fio said lightheartedly.


Sandro took out his slim cell phone and submitted Fio’s phone number. “Wow… your numbers are difficult!”


“Is it?” Fio replied.


“Well, I can’t remember them instantly.”


“I can with yours.”


He smiled at her, his dimples showing, and said, “But I can remember your face easily. It’s just too pretty to miss.”


Fio laughed and threw him a tissue. Sandro caught it and threw it back to Fio. Then they stared at each other. Fio knew the feeling she had for him was shown in her eyes when she did and she could see a bit of emotion in his eyes. She just longed to kiss him…


The knock on the door awakened Fio from the memory. Fio knocked her own head, cursing herself for letting that particular memory return to her mind. Angry with herself, she immediately opened the door. Because of the force and swiftness she opened the door with, her mother who knocked on the door was surprised to see her.


“Fio! Darling!”


“Oh, hi, Mama. What’s the matter?”


“Come down, darling. The guests have arrived… and your brother has too,” Martina informed. 


This was the moment she had been dreading for the past two and a half hours. She was now going to face her brother… and there was a big possibility he was going to be with Nadia. That was something she didn’t want at all either having to confront her best friend... or was it ex​-friend now?


Martina noticed Fio’s obvious hesitant and she felt very uncomfortable now. But Fio couldn’t stay in her room forever. The other members of their big family wanted to see her. 


“Fio, I understand if you…”


Fio interrupted her mother before she could say anything else, “Just give me a minute to get ready, Mama.”


Fio then turned around and then looked at herself in front of the body length mirror in the side of her room. She thought she looked a bit too pale without any make-up at all but the dress could cover it up. The sparkling blue dress she wore was very sexy and attractive. Hopefully people would look at it instead of her face. She must look very stricken and pale right now.


After a few minutes, she tidied up her hair and tucked the long bangs behind her ears. Then she joined Martina to come down the stairs. Martina took Fio’s hand and escorted her daughter downstairs. Fio’s heart was beating violently but she managed to look cool, calm and collected. She reeked of elegance and serenity. Even from the stairs the guests already noticed her coming down and they were all wide-eyed seeing her.


Suddenly, Marco came into sight. Fio felt her heart stopped for a second or two but she was still keeping her cool. Then Nadia appeared. She took Marco’s arm and then looked at the direction where Marco was looking. The smile on her face faded when she saw Fio coming.


“Fio, finally, you’ve come down!” Billy said. “Come on! Your uncles and aunts want to see you.”


“They’re here?” Fio asked.


“Hello, sister,” Marco said. He came forward and took Fio’s hand to be kissed. Fio wanted to snatch her hands away but she didn’t flinch at all. Marco did it very professionally but coldly. Fio almost believed he felt less related to her as a family right now than ever before. Marco then turned to the side and then introduced Nadia, “You know Nadia… of course, you’re best friends. Well, Fio, Nadia is now my girlfriend.”


Fio stared at Nadia. She couldn’t believe her eyes. This was not the Nadia she knew. The Nadia she used to know, her Nadia, was always smiling and joking. Laughter always lingered in her eyes even though it was the worst situation imaginable. The Nadia she knew wouldn’t be looking at her right now with such emotionless eyes. The Nadia she knew wouldn’t lift her chin that high as if she were the queen of the world. This was not Nadia. This was someone else…


“Ciao,” Fio said after a long silence.


Nadia just nodded and continued to cling on Marco. Marco’s eyes were now piercing into hers and he asked her, “So, Fio, you’re not spending the night with your little friend Amanda or your guardian angel Antonio or your knight in shining armor Sandro?”


“Marco,” Billy said bitingly, “You are going to watch your language or else…”


Fio sighed. She was not going to let Marco step all over her. And she knew exactly how to rebuff Marco, even though she’d rather die than having anyone hear her saying it. She then said dignifiedly, “Mama, Papa, everyone, please excuse me. I need to go to the kitchen.”


“What for, Fio?” Martina asked confusedly.


“I want to see if everything there is fine. If I am going to be the wife of someone like Sandro Laurentiis, I have to practice being the perfect hostess. Surely in his house later on, when we’re married, I have to be just like his mother, who is a very lovely hostess,” Fio said with her eyes on Marco.


As she turned around she could see how furious Marco was at her. She knew she had hit the spot. She knew Marco was going to be extremely hurt. She knew he knew she was lying about wanting to be Sandro’s wife but she knew as well that he realized she had did it deliberately to hurt him. She felt good about herself, finally able to hurt one of the persons who had hurt her all along.


And Fio did go to the kitchen to see how things were going. Since living with Amanda, Fio was very familiar with the kitchen. They always cooked together and most of their conversations were conducted in the kitchen with a cup of coffee and biscuits. She loved the kitchen now. It made her feel warm, especially remembering her friendship with Amanda. It meant a lot her now, the friendship, because she just realized how much Nadia had changed. And perhaps the kitchen would provide sanctuary from further confrontations with Marco and Nadia.


The maid in the kitchen and the cook were surprised to see Fio. Fio just smiled at them and told them that she was there to visit and find out how everything was going. After they told her everything was doing fine, Fio decided to linger. She asked them if they had milk and chocolate and biscuits. In no time, Fio was already boiling the milk and assorting the biscuits she wanted to eat.


“Miss Costacurta… don’t you think it would be better if you’re inside there?” the maid asked.


Fio shrugged. “I don’t think so. It’s better here. I like the kitchen now, thanks to Amanda. We always talk to each other in the kitchen while drinking milk and eating biscuits. It’s delicious!”


“Oh, and where is your friend now? Don’t you invite her here?” the maid asked again as she prepared the main course on the silverware.


Fio shook her head. “Amanda flew to Milan earlier today. Her family lives there. She wants to meet her family so badly.”


The maid also shook her head. “Oh, I hope she’s fine. Many flights were bumpy, you know? Why, there was even a plane that crashed half an hour before it landed in Milan!” 


At that moment, Fio felt like life had just been taken out of her body. Her face went positively livid. Her hands began to tremble. She asked in a choked voice, “Where did you hear that? Which place of what hour crashed?”


“I think it was the five o’clock plane from Rome to Milan… it was on the news all evening long…”


Fio dropped the cup she was holding and it broke into pieces. The crash of the glass was so loud that some guards from outside even came rushing in, thinking that something dangerous must have happened. Fio was shaking her head and saying, “No… it can’t be true… it can’t be!”


“Miss Costacurta?” one of the guards asked.


“The plane… Amanda’s plane five o’clock…” Fio stammered.


The guard replied, “Amanda? Your friend? She’s in the five o’clock plane? Alitalia?”


Fio gulped. Amanda’s flight was Alitalia… “Is it true? The plane really crashed?”


“Yes, but what…”


Fio wanted to scream. But her voice seemed to be lost somewhere. She must see her… running out from the kitchen, she almost bumped into her mother. Martina gasped when she saw Fio. Her face looked just as stricken as she was.


“Mama… I… just heard…”


At the same time, Martina said almost hysterically, “Fio, listen to me… Amanda… Amanda’s plane…”


Fio thought she was going to die now. She asked her mother, “Mama, Amanda’s plane crashed?”


“How did you know that?” Martina asked.


Fio really panicked now. She did scream then. The scream was loud that she drew everyone’s attention. Billy rushed from the living room with several of the guests while Marco and Nadia and some of Marco’s friends appeared from the salon. 


Fio then said to her mother rapidly, “Mama, call Professor Laurentiis! I am going to find Terry and Shez and we’ll try to do something about it… and I will call Kayla’s father to investigate about this! Quick!”


 When Licia heard the doorbell, she told Sandro to open the door for her. Sandro obeyed without hesitation, as he would rather open the door than being a slave in the kitchen for Licia, although he actually didn’t mind. Thanks to Licia, Sandro was in a cheerful mood now… or at least he was jokingly grumpy!


Alessio, Terry, Coco, Shez, Pippo and Stefania appeared to have arrived at the same time. Sandro smiled seeing all of them wait in front of the door. “Ah! Finally you have arrived!”


His brothers and their girlfriends entered the foyer. Coco grinned at Sandro and asked, “What have you been doing all night long?”


“Being slave to Licia in the kitchen,” Sandro said.


“Not drinking again, Sandro?” Stefania teased.


Sandro shook his head. “I’m sober tonight.”


“Good!” Alessio replied.


“Okay, let’s get settled… are the guests here?” Pippo asked.


“Not all but some of them yes. Now, I don’t know where you’re going to stay tonight. Licia knows where your rooms are for tonight but unfortunately she’s busy with chicken and onions now,” Sandro said.


“Don’t worry about showing our room… we’ll be coming back to Pippo’s apartment tonight,” Stefania said, encircling Pippo’s waist with her arms. Pippo smiled and kissed her soundly on the lips. Sandro rolled his eyes while the others just grinned. When they had finished kissing, Stefania whispered to him, “I love you.”


Pippo whispered back, “I love you too.”


Suddenly, Licia appeared. Sandro was about to greet her and tease her that her dress looked better with the apron she had been wearing, which she had taken off right now, but then he saw the look of horror on her face and he canceled his intentions. Sandro wondered what was wrong.


“Pippo, thank God you’re here,” Licia said. She pulled Pippo’s hand so that he was released from Stefania immediately. Stefania frowned but Licia didn’t pay attention to her. “Come quick. I think we might have a situation here.” At that, she dragged him away, disappearing to the lounge door.


A few seconds later, Coco’s cell phone rang. Coco reached for it inside his jacket. He furrowed his eyebrows. Who might have called him at this moment? He gaped when he saw whose number was on the screen.


“Who is it?” Shez asked curiously.


“It’s from Fio,” Coco said.


Sandro flinched when he heard the name being mentioned. Without taking his gaze off of Sandro, Coco answered the call, “Pronto?”


“Coco, are you with Shez? I need to speak to her now,” Fio said demandingly.


Coco creased his forehead. He handed the phone to Shez. “Fio wants to speak to you.”


Shez took the phone. “Yes, Fio?”


“Shez, please… you and Terry, get ready. We need to go now!” Fio said.


“But why?” Shez asked confusedly.


Fio’s voice could be heard thanks to the high volume of the phone. Terry heard her name was mentioned. She approached Shez and asked, “What’s the matter?”


“Fio, why do we need to get ready to go? And where to? And how?” Shez asked.


Then they could hear Fio sobbed. “Shez… Ama… Amanda… she… her plane… crashed.”


“What’s going on?” Terry asked almost impatiently. 


Shez looked at Terry in horror and said in a choked voice, “Amanda… she… her plane…”


Terry could almost guess the continuation of her words. She gulped. “What? You mean…”


“Shez, please, come with me to Kayla’s house… we need to… find out… what happened to Amanda…” Fio wept.


Shez couldn’t stand it. She dropped the phone. Terry snatched it before it hit the floor. She asked Fio, “Fio, where are you now?”


“I am on my way to pick you up. Where are you now?”


“We’re at Licia’s place. Do you know the address?”


“No.”


Terry told her the address. Then she said goodbye to Fio. Alessio, Sandro, Coco and Stefania looked at them questioningly. “Shez, Terry, what happened?” Sandro asked in alarm.


Shez told them while Terry stayed quiet, disbelieving the news… but then Pippo and Licia remerged from the lounge. Pippo looked as if he had just seen a real ghost. He said in a choked voice, “Amanda… Amanda’s plane crashed… she never got to Milan. Her parents… just called me. They… they saw the crash… almost no one survived.”

Chapter 79


Kayla was just as pallid as the others were when Fio, Shez, Terry and Pippo came to her house. A half an hour ago, she had just received the news from her father on the phone that Amanda’s plane did indeed crash. Kayla fainted upon hearing the news and she had to be carried to her bed. But now she heard that the others were coming and she forced herself to get up so that she could talk to them.


“Kayla… are you all right?” Pippo asked.


“No, I am not,” Kayla said. She was trembling. Fio quickly held her hand. Kayla said, “Fio, my father just told me… you told him, didn’t you? I was so stupid… I didn’t hear the news. They have been talking about it on TV since it happened… Amanda is dead now…”


“Kayla, are you sure about that?” Terry asked.


“Yes… didn’t you hear the reports on TV?” Kayla said. “There was just one right now… almost no one survived… only three from the business class survived, two of them adult males and one of them an old woman. Only thirty out of a hundred in the other classes survived…” She began to weep.


“Kayla, calm down first… where is your father?” Fio asked.


“Yes, we need to talk to him. We want him to investigate,” Terry said.




Sobbing, Kayla said, “Fio’s father ha… has… alread-dy as-asked him to d-do it… he’s on t-the case right now w-with his pe-p-eople. Th-they… are at the airp-p-ort… asking f-f-for inform-ation… their p-pol-ice friends in M-mila-n hav-v-ve also been ass-sign-ed to… the case.”

  
“Give me the number of your father, Kayla. I need to speak to him,” Pippo said urgently with the nervous tension he was having right now.


Shez took a piece of paper and a pencil from her pocket and jotted down the contact number as Kayla stammered to mention it. After a while, Kayla’s mother appeared in the living room. She told the others that it was the time for Kayla to rest again. Elena, Luca and Daniele were coming over to Kayla’s in just a moment because she had called them to inform what happened with Amanda. Kayla’s mother said that the three of them were just as shaken by the news as Kayla was.


When Pippo, Fio, Shez and Terry entered the car, neither of the girls could take it anymore. They broke down into real tears. Pippo hugged Fio who was next to her in the front seats. Fio wept in her professor’s arms. Pippo felt like doing the same thing as well. He would love to release the tears he had in his eyes and howl. He would scream and shout and yell. But he forced himself not to believe it. He forced himself with everything he had inside him to say that Amanda survived from the accident. He forced himself to expect a phone call from Amanda saying that she was at the hospital in which the crash was and said to him that she was going to meet her parents tomorrow.


“Fio, Shez, Terry… pull yourselves together. We have other things to take care of before we cry. We must find Amanda first. I am sure she survived,” Pippo said encouragingly. None of the girls stopped crying. Pippo looked each and every one of them. They were all in a bad state.


“Fio, come on, go at the back and sit with Terry, Shez and Alessio… I’ll drive you home. We’ll go back to Licia’s,” Pippo said.



Fio did as she was told. Pippo then sat in the driver’s seat and drove the car back to Licia’s place. Pippo really sped his way there, as the streets were quite empty. He struggled to keep calm behind the wheels but his anger toward the situation was mounting. By the time he arrived at the mansion, he felt so irate like hell.


Stefania was coming out of the door. She approached Pippo who had just dismounted the car with the girls. “Darling, I must go now,” Stefania said.


“Where to?” Pippo asked.


“My parents canceled their flight to Milan after hearing the accident. Their private plane is not leaving until the day after tomorrow. I must see them,” Stefania said.


“All right,” Pippo said. He kissed Stefania abruptly and then gave her the keys to his car and apartment. “Here are the keys. I might not be home until this whole case is solved.”


“Fine,” Stefania replied. She kissed Pippo and then left with Pippo’s car.


Licia appeared from behind the door. It seemed that she had been crying too but not as bad as the girls were. She hauled the girls to come inside. Fio, Shez and Terry were in such a sad state that they felt numb and just followed when Licia led them inside. Coco, Alessio and Sandro were inside in the foyer with their parents.


“Pippo!” Sandro exclaimed. “How is it?”


“Kayla said her father is on the case,” Pippo said. “But there seems to be… a very little chance.”


“No! She can’t die! She can’t! I just know she didn’t! She survived!” Shez frantically said.


Coco hushed her and pulled her to his arms. He hugged her tight while she cried. Alessio then held Terry’s hands and told her not to cry so much. Sandro looked at Fio who was leaning to Licia and crying on her shoulders. He longed to take her in his arms, comfort her and tell her that everything was going to be fine. He loved Amanda as a sister, just like he knew Fio did, and he knew exactly how she was feeling at this moment. 


“Pippo, Paolo and Adriana just called again,” Arturo said. 


“What did they say?” Pippo asked.


“They were wondering if you could fly to the location of the accident and then find out… Amanda’s…” Arturo said rather slowly. He paused in the end to take a deep breath before he continued, “Amanda’s body.”


“NO! SHE DIDN’T DIE!” Fio shouted. She clung to Pippo’s shirtsleeves and told him, “Professor, please, we must find her! She must be alive! She cannot die! She just can’t! Amanda is too strong to die!”


“Fio, calm down,” Licia said.


“Professor, please, take me there too… I want to see it for myself… I am sure that she’s not among the dead victims… professor, please…” Fio begged him.


Pippo stared at Fio. He understood. He knew he must find her now. At that moment, he determined that he was going to the place and find Amanda. 


“I’m leaving,” Pippo said rigidly to the others.


“Take me,” Fio said. 


Pippo shook his head. “Fio, you can’t come. This is going to be a dangerous trip.”


The telephone rang. Licia ran to get it. Meanwhile, Pippo asked his parents, “Did Paolo give instructions on how to get there?”


“You are to use Billy Costacurta’s private plane. You will land somewhere in the middle and pursue with a helicopter,” Arturo said. “Billy has called too. He asked if you could… take Fio home to them.”


“No, professor, no… I don’t want to come home… I beg you and I will ask nothing else in my life from you ever again if you take me with you to find Amanda!” Fio pleaded.


“Fio, maybe it’s better for you to stay behind. Coco or Sandro can take you home to your parents. I am sure they don’t want you to come along and risk your life for Amanda. This trip will be dangerous,” Marisa tried to convince.


Fio shook her head vehemently. “NO! It’s not fair… I am the one closest to her! She is my sister! She’s my best friend… she’s my guardian! This is the least I can do for her! I must come with Professor to save her!” She was half hysterical already.


“Fio, please, calm down… you must be logical. Your parents would never agree with this. They understand, we understand, that you are worried about Amanda. But if you risk your life to go there and find her and then you do get into trouble on the way who is going to save Amanda? Who will wait for her when she turned out to be all right and return here? She is going to try to find you first. And if she realizes that you’re not here, she’ll be just as sad as you are!” Sandro suddenly spoke to her. 


Strangely his words came to Fio’s mind as logical. Although she couldn’t think of anything right now but somehow she had the feeling that Sandro was telling her the right thing. She stared at him.


Sandro continued, “It is best if you stay here and only Pippo goes…”


Pippo sighed. “Sandro is right. You will stay here.”


“But I don’t want to wait at my house. I want to wait here,” Fio said.


“That’s all right. We’ll wait together,” Marisa said reassuringly.


Pippo then turned to the others. He said, “All right. I’ll need one car. I will leave tonight.”


Licia reappeared. She informed, “That was your father, Terry. Beppe said that he’s canceled off his flight to Seville because no one was allowed to go aboard the planes. All flights were canceled after the accident. But he can’t go out of the airport either. The way out is jammed. Pippo, you might as well leave now.”


Terry sighed gladly. Alessio then told Coco to give Pippo the car keys. Pippo took them. Then he said goodbye to everyone. He was gone the next minute. Fio, Shez and Terry were all still very sad. Sandro, Coco and Alessio took them to lounge so that they could calm down a bit.


On the way to the airport, Pippo called Fio’s father. He told him that Fio wanted to wait in Licia’s house instead of coming home. Billy didn’t seem to mind. It was as if he already expected his daughter to wait there anyway. Pippo then asked him for instructions. Billy told him that the plane was already waiting for him to be used. All he had to do was go to the airport and meet one of Billy’s assistant in the domestic flight hall and the assistant would give instructions from there.


For the rest of the journey, Pippo tried not to think of what happened to Amanda. He knew the reports said that almost no one survived but he was sure that Amanda was one of the survivors. He refused to believe that Amanda died just because of that. He didn’t want her to die… he somehow felt that if she died, he would too. Pippo never knew he was ever going to feel that way, especially toward a female. But he had grown very much attached to Amanda. She was a student every teacher and professor in this world would want to have, a daughter every parents want to own, a friend every person want to have and a girl every man would dream of. Whatever it was, Pippo knew, if Amanda were gone, his life would never be the same again.


Thirty minutes later, he arrived at the domestic terminal. He parked the car and rushed to the lobby. His eyes searched for the figure of a man whom Billy said as his assistant. This person was going to wear a nametag, indicating that he was from the government, and he was going to wear a brown suit. There was an ocean of people there in the lobby so it was a bit hard for him to locate his assistant but then he spotted him.


“Excuse me, are you Alessandro Costacurta’s assistant?” Pippo asked a man who was wearing dark brown suit and a significant nametag.


The man nodded and shook Pippo’s hand. “I am Dino Bersani. I am Mr. Costacurta’s technical assistant.”

“I am Filippo Laurentiis.”

“Yes, I was told you’re the one who is going to come. Shall we proceed to the gate and leave as soon as possible?”


“Sure,” Pippo said. “I think it is better to rush.”


“Agreed,” Dino replied. “This way please.”


Pippo followed Dino through the entrance to the domestic flight hall. Pippo didn’t inquire him about the flight details or anything. He was too worried to think of anything else at the moment.


Dino suddenly stopped and said, “Mr. Laurentiis, will you please wait here for a while? I must get your identification tag so we can pass the security easily. Perhaps you might go to the toilet first because we will have no more time to do so once we’ve passed the gate.”


Pippo nodded absently. He looked very blank that Dino was not sure of leaving him alone. But Dino couldn’t linger either. So he just went away to get the identification tag while Pippo stayed there. 


Pippo’s cell phone rang. The vibration of it in his inner pocket was the one who sobered him up. It was Alessio. “Pronto?”


“Pippo, where are you? We are very anxious to find out if you have left Rome or not.”


“No, I haven’t left Rome but I am at the airport right now. I am waiting for Costacurta’s assistant to get a special identification for me.”


“Here, Pippo, Mama wants to speak to you.”


Pippo heard the telephone being handed over. There were several conversations going on across the line but Pippo didn’t hear his brothers’ voice. A moment later, though, he heard his mother. “Pippo?”


“Yes, Mama?”


“Please, be careful. The TV just reported how bad the weather is in the North. You might be in trouble as well.”


“We don’t have any other choice, Mama. I need to find Amanda as soon as possible,” Pippo replied determinedly.


Marisa sighed. She said, “I wish you all the best of luck.”


“Thank you, Mama. We need it a lot,” Pippo replied solemnly. “How are the girls doing? Good?”


“Bad. The three of them are already hysterical now,” Marisa said. “Licia took them to the rooms. Fio is the worst… she’s frantic and mad.”


“Take care of them, especially Fio,” Pippo replied.


“I will,” Marisa said.


“Good. I have to go now, Mama. We will be leaving any minute,” Pippo said. “I’ll see you later.”


Pippo felt down again after the phone call. Everything seemed to be in a bad situation at the moment right now. He felt responsible for all this. If only he stopped her… if only he persuaded her harder not to fly back to Milan… why didn’t he follow his intuitions that something like this was going to happen? Why didn’t he just order her to stay in Rome and spend the Christmas and New Year with them? Amanda could’ve stayed with Fio right now and none of the girls would be hysterical at the moment! Fio wouldn’t be hysterical like that! No one would be worried right now! 


Dino returned. He saw that Pippo was still standing on the exactly same spot as he was standing the moment he left him and was amazed to know this.


“Mr. Laurentiis, this is your identification,” Dino said, giving Pippo one piece of tag which had a clip for it to be hanged on the pocket.


“Thank you,” Pippo replied tautly.


“Let’s go.”


Once again Pippo followed Dino’s lead. They walked pass many rooms, halls, lounges, stores and people but Pippo wasn’t paying attention. His mind was on Amanda once again. He was trying to figure out what he was going to do when he found her. He suddenly realized… what was he going to find from her? Her body? Her pieces? Herself alive? Pippo brushed thoughts of Amanda away from his mind right away because he didn’t like to think that she was already dead.


“Mr. Laurentiis?”


“Yes?” Pippo asked.


“Sir, I would just like to say that… I hope we can find Amanda very soon. We are all sure she’s all right. An update on the news has just come up… there were more survivors than they thought. Some of the business class passengers turned up from the clutters of the plane pieces. There is still hope,” Dino said.


Pippo nodded. “I hope so too.” 


Suddenly a group of people coming from the opposite way bumped into Pippo and Dino. Pippo frowned but the moment he saw the sad expression on their faces he sympathized for them. Their planes must be canceled off and they were probably not having the best Christmas ever… just like he was. Perhaps he was having the worst Christmas ever.


“These people have been here since this afternoon… they were very angry when they found out that the rest of the flights were canceled until the 27th of December. But there was nothing else they could do. That’s why the traffic coming out from the airport was jammed. Everyone just decides to come home,” Dino informed.


Pippo nodded. He could understand that.


Suddenly another group of people bumped into him. Pippo frowned again. All right, so you are all very unlucky but I am too so can everyone please stop bumping me?

“Sorry,” some of them murmured.


“Yes, it’s all right,” Pippo replied despite his haste to get to the plane.


Just one second after he said that someone bumped on him again. Pippo felt like screaming. Can’t anyone see I am in a hurry to find my …


“Oh my God…” 


“Professor?”


Pippo had never felt more shock than now. He couldn’t believe his eyes, his ears or anything else in this world. He felt his whole body was shaking with the most complicated mix of emotions. He felt great relief, great anger, great happiness, great bolt from the blue, great urge to cry and great surprise. 


There she was in front of him: Amanda. 


Amanda who was his student, his ward, his ‘adopted’ sister, his friend, his everything… in front of him… She was looking worse than the time Pippo found her lying in her room with bleeding eyes. Her eyes were terribly red and her lips were dry and cracking. Her hair was disheveled and her clothes were unkempt. There was no trace at all of her sweet beauty, the beauty that she usually showed with her smile and the light on her face whenever she beamed.


But still… she was alive! She was breathing. She was… still human.


Pippo couldn’t take it anymore. He didn’t hold back anything anymore. He fiercely and furiously grabbed her and held her close in his arms and he shed tears. He didn’t care if he was making a scene. He didn’t care if people stopped to see an adult man crying, bawling as if someone had just died. He didn’t care if Amanda didn’t like it… he was too glad to care about anything.


“Oh, God, Amanda, carina, I thought I’d never see you again…” Pippo told her. He cupped her face in his hands. “Don’t you ever die again!”


“Mr. Laurentiis?” Dino asked in confusion.


Pippo exclaimed merrily, “Dino! THIS IS AMANDA! SHE IS ALIVE! We don’t need to go that crash location… she is here!”


“Professor? What is going on?” the shaken Amanda asked.


Pippo just stared at her with a tremendous look of reprieve on his eyes, on his face and on everything. He was still holding her face, touching it as if he were touching an apparition. He touched her so gently as if treating a fragile crystal glass. Then he hugged her again, this time more tightly, and kissed her soundly on both cheeks.


Amanda was stunned. Petrified, too… why was her professor there and treating her like this?


“Professor, what is going on? What are you doing here? And why did you kiss me?” Amanda asked in a hoarse voice. Her voice was almost gone.


“Oh, Amanda, you are alive…” Pippo said.


“Of course I am!” Amanda said.


Dino then interjected, “Miss Maldini?”


“Yes?” Amanda replied, looking at the stranger who seemed to be her professor’s companion there. 


“You’re alive!” Pippo said happily.


“Yes, she is,” Dino said in confusion. “Shall I tell Mr. Costacurta?”


“Yes, Dino. But let’s do it on the way home. I don’t want to waste anymore time here. You better tell the plane crew that we’re not leaving. Tell them to call it off. Then you call Mr. Costacurta. Tell him to call me. I am going to take Amanda home right away! She is not flying anywhere at all. She will be staying at home this Christmas… my home. There is no way I am going to lose her again.”

Chapter 80


“You thought I was dead?!” Amanda shouted furiously for the hundredth time on the way back to Licia’s parents’ house.


“Well, Amanda, if only you had called to inform about the being delayed for two and a half hours and then canceled for another two days, it would’ve helped us a lot!” Pippo countered.


“But dead?!” Amanda angrily said in her almost gone voice.


“Why didn’t you call any of us anyway? Not me, not Fio, not your parents!” Amanda said.


“I TRIED, DAMN IT!” she said. “I tried calling Fio at the apartment and there was no answer at all… I tried calling you on your apartment, on your cell phone and on your office and all of them failed. I tried calling my parents but the phone line was busy all the time! What the hell was that?”


Pippo frowned. “Go easy on your voice. You’re almost losing them!”


“And did you know how brutal people were in that airport, huh? Every single phone booth was occupied! You’d have to line up behind at least 20 people in every booth! You’d have to go to the other halls to call and only to find out you still have to line up behind more people! Every time you call, you have people rushing you up from behind!” 


“And what did you do for the past four hours?” Pippo asked.


“I cried in the toilet,” Amanda said. “I kicked and banged the toilet door. I couldn’t stand it. When it was announced that the flights were canceled and will be resumed in the 27th, I was so angry. No matter how much I complained to the officers, they still wouldn’t let me on the plane!”


“GOOD! Because you could have died!” Pippo shouted back.


“But I am NOT!”


“YOU COULD HAVE!”



Amanda frowned. “I want to spend Christmas with my parents.”


“Forget about it. You’re not going anywhere. This year, you’re staying here,” Pippo said implacably.


“That’s unfair! Everyone gets to be with their family during the holidays… even you! Why can’t I do the same?” Amanda replied.


“Amanda, the risk is too great if you try to go to Milan! You know how the weather is! There is still no guarantee that it’s going to get better. Haven’t you heard the news about the plane crash?”


“Yes, but I didn’t think people were assuming that it was my flight. It was flight 226. Mine was 266!” Amanda complained even more fumingly.


“Okay, so we didn’t get that… but no one but you knew what the flight number was! All we knew your plane was supposed to take off at five and that plane departed at that hour. Who knew it was a delayed plane flight?” 


Amanda scowled even darker. “I don’t want to stay here.”


“Bad luck, Amy. You are going to.”


Amanda screamed with her minimal voice to Pippo, “I WANT TO GO TO MILAN!”


Pippo stopped the car that instant. It was so sudden that Amanda, who wasn’t wearing the seatbelt, knocked her head on the glass window in her front. “Ouch!” Pippo turned around to face her and grasped her arms and squeezed them very tightly. He shook her and when he spoke to her, his words came out as a hiss because he was saying them through his gritted teeth.


“Listen to me, Amanda, you are not going anywhere this holidays. I will talk to your parents and I can bet you that they would agree with me. I will repay your money for the tickets. What is important is your safety! Now, do you know that your friends were shocked and almost went crazy, one even fainted and another went hysterical, when they learned about the news that your plane crashed? They thought you were dead! They almost died too! They would hang me if I let you go on another plane to Milan! The least you can do is lessen our worries and stay here! You understand me?”


Pippo looked genuinely distressed and angry over her stubbornness. Amanda stayed quiet this time. She knew Pippo had a very good point. Now that her mind was clear, she just realized her friends must be very upset… and could be even more! She realized that now. Her friends… they thought they almost lost her and they must have wanted her back no matter what. If she tried to go again… then she would only disappoint them and make them worry again…


“Do you understand me?” Pippo repeated more subtly.


Amanda stared at him and nodded. But she was crying now. Thinking of her friends being so worried about her and then even hysterical was not a happy thought. And now she was thinking what if she had been the one flying on the five o’clock flight to Milan… she might be the one who died.


“Oh, I’m sorry… I don’t mean to be angry at you. It’s just that, Amy, we cannot afford to lose you,” Pippo said.


“But… I… only wanted… to… go… to my… parents,” Amanda stammered. Tears were flooding from her eyes now.


Pippo wiped the tears off her eyes and cheeks with his hands. “Amy, I understand how much you miss them. I know it’s hard for you… you’re just on first year of university but your parents live so far away. And I know things haven’t been smooth for you with your ex-boyfriend either. I know you wouldn’t be so inclined to go if he were here. But you must be strong, Amanda. You must be able to see that you cannot get all the luxuries in life all at the same time.”


He sighed as he kept wiping the tears off. “Listen, you may not come home to your family this Christmas, but there’s always next Easter, next summer and next Christmas… in the meantime, you have your friends and you have me. We all love you just the way your parents do. And you can still have fun with us.”


Amanda sobbed. Pippo smiled then and said, “I’ll tell you what… you can stay with me for the rest of the holiday. Your apartment might be a little bit lonely now that Fio has decided to stay with her parents for the holidays while you’re not so you can join me and my parents and my brothers. We’ll be your family for this holiday! You’re practically my sister now, not my student anymore… you know everyone in my family… you know their girlfriends… so, there should be no problem, no?”


Amanda didn’t answer for a while but when Pippo started to stroke her hair she said, “I suppose…”


“You don’t suppose. There will be no problem at all!” Pippo said. “I promise you, Amanda, I will protect you… I will be your parents and your brother for this holiday! You will have the same good times!”


“There they are!” Terry exclaimed when she saw Alessio’s car that Pippo was using pulled up in the front. She immediately dashed to the door, followed by the anxious Terry and Fio. The three of them had been isolated in Licia’s room because they were so hysterical about Amanda’s alleged death, which turned out to be untrue.


Licia also scurried to the door. She had also been waiting with such impatience that everyone would think she was expecting a baby to come. Alessio, Sandro and Coco were not much different. They followed the ladies outside.  


When Amanda appeared from inside the car, the girls hugged her immediately. They surrounded her and embraced her as tightly as possible. Pippo was grinning widely. He looked very pleased and relieved. His brothers embraced him first, showing their support. They had not only been worried about Amanda but they were also worried about their brother because they knew Pippo cared so much about Amanda and Amanda was his responsibility. Pippo hated not being responsible of something.


The girls didn’t want to let her go, even when Licia wanted to hug Amanda as well. Finally, Licia just said, “Let’s bring Amanda in and let her rest.”


And so Amanda and her companions walked together inside the house, everyone feeling relieved. They were finally together again.


Marisa Laurentiis was the one who pampered Amanda the most. The moment she was brought inside the house, Marisa immediately approached her and took over the care of Amanda. Of course, her friends helped, but Marisa did most of the job. Marisa told her to clean up first and after while Amanda took a warm bath, she prepared the warm clothes Amanda could wear from the suitcase. 


When Amanda walked out of the bathroom, the clothes were already on top of the big, white bed in the guest room. Then Terry came with a tray of cakes and a cup of hot chocolate. The next second, Shez rushed inside with the cordless phone saying that Amanda’s parents were on the phone. Fio came in after that to say that the guests were already eating dinner and that Amanda’s dinner was going to get the dinner sent to her room.


It was Marisa herself who came to the guest bedroom with a cart full of delicious food. She said the girls didn’t have to join the others if they didn’t want to and they could eat all they want inside the room. By then, it was already nine thirty and the girls were already too tired to go outside so they just stayed there.


At ten thirty, when the girls had already eaten all the food and dessert there were on the cart, Marisa returned with Licia’s mother, Teresa, and Licia herself came to check on the girls.


“So, girls, how are you doing?” Teresa asked.


“Oh, we’re fine,” Terry answered.


Amanda blinked at the sight of Teresa. She didn’t know the woman because no one had introduced them to one another. Licia noticed it and said, “Oh, Amanda, you haven’t met my mother. This is my mother, Teresa, and Mama, this is, of course, Amanda.”


“Hi!” Amanda said with a smile.


Teresa smiled back at her. “It’s nice to have you with us here, Amanda.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Laurentiis,” Amanda answered.


“Please, call me Teresa,” Teresa replied.


Terry snorted and laughed. “That won’t work for Amanda. She loves calling people’s title. It took Professor Laurentiis a few weeks to convince her that she should call him Pippo only and it only lasted for another few weeks before she started calling him Professor again.”


The others laughed while Amanda blushed a little. Amanda then said, “I like calling him Professor. He’s a very smart man so the nickname suits him.”


“Well, it’s good to know that someone actually thinks Pippo is smart,” Marisa joked. She winked at Amanda and said, “No one would say that, especially your father, when Pippo was still your age, Amanda. He was a very impossible man to handle.”


Amanda wondered why everyone told her that Professor Laurentiis was something like impossible when he was young. But she didn’t voice her thought on her professor. She said instead, “Uhm, thanks for letting me stay. It wouldn’t be for long, though. Fio is going home in half an hour and I am going to come with her.”


“What? You’re leaving?” Licia asked disappointedly. “I was hoping all four of you would stay!”


“We would love to but we don’t want to trouble you either,” Fio said. She actually objected because of Sandro’s presence. “Besides, my parents are waiting for us.”


“Oh, but Amanda must stay! Pippo has asked her to stay here for the rest of the holidays!” Teresa said.


“But I want to…” Amanda started.


Then the door was opened. The man who was in their conversation a few seconds ago entered. Pippo seemed to be very exhausted but he was still beaming. He approached the group of ladies who were surrounding the bed. 


“Hello,” Pippo said. 


“Hi, there, Pip!” Licia said.


Amanda immediately came up in front of his face. “Professor, I want to stay at Fio’s place!”


Pippo’s smile was gone. “Amy, it’s already late. The trip to Fio’s house is going to be very long. I was just on the phone with Fio’s parents. They had changed their mind to tell Fio to come home as soon as possible and asked if she could stay here. Of course I was happy to tell them that she should stay here because her house is quite far from here.”


“Oh, it’s not that far,” Fio said. She was getting more and more uneasy. Was she really going to spend this Christmas Eve under the same roof as Sandro was?


Pippo turned to look at her and stared right into her beautiful eyes. “Trust me, it’s going to be safe. We’ll all be here, Fio.”


Licia said, “You can all sleep in the other guest bedroom, the bigger one. There’s another one across the hall!”


“I prefer going home,” Fio said. “I really hate to trouble you.”


“Nonsense! It’s all right, Fio… you’re already part of the family now as well as Amanda is!” Marisa said. “We’re very glad to have you here!”


Finally, they spent the night there anyway. The four of them shared the bigger guest room across the previous bedroom. Actually, big was an understatement. It was more “enormous” than “big”. It had a large four-poster bed that might contain six adults with a small living room preceding the bed area. It had a connecting door to an adjacent bathroom, which was also spacious. It was like a grand suit in one of the five stars hotel seen on films.


The comfort of the room brought Amanda quick to meet slumber. She closed her eyes and fell asleep even before her head hit the pillows. Once she was soundly asleep, her three friends quickly left the room to give her a chance to rest alone in peace. Instead her friends went to the terrace downstairs, where the party was still going on, even though it was already late at night.


In the middle of talking to each other, Coco appeared. “Ciao, ragazze,” he greeted them. 


“Ciao, Coco,” the girls replied.


“Wow! I must be dreaming! Three beautiful girls in one place!” Coco complimented them.


Although the three of them had changed into sweaters and jeans from their previous party dresses, they still looked very pretty. All three of them were glowing under the lights and despite the seeming exhaustion, they were still stunning beauties.


Coco approached Shez and rumpled her hair before kissing her on the forehead. The gesture was very natural and affectionate that it made Fio feel a bit jealous. She wouldn’t mind having a boyfriend like Coco but with a face like Sandro…


No, wait! Sandro again! You mustn’t think about him!

“Thanks for staying. I hope we didn’t deprive your families of you,” Coco said.


“Well, I miss my father but it’s too late to change the situation now. No doubt he’s going to stay there in the airport until he gets another chance to go to Seville. My father is so determined,” Terry replied dryly.


“Maybe tomorrow he may already be able to go out from the airport and decides to stay here with you after all,” Coco encouraged.


“Not likely,” Terry replied.


Fio shrugged. “This afternoon I missed my mother very much and I wanted to see her and stay beside her more than anything else in this world. But one encounter with Marco spoiled everything. What more with Nadia changing!”


Coco smiled. “Do you know? Licia’s father’s name is Marco.”


“Surely he is much better compared to the Marco I know!” Fio said spitefully.


“Well, I hope Sandro’s presence here doesn’t spoil your fun with the girls,” Coco said.


“Unless he does something that will make it ruined,” Fio replied coldly.


Shez sighed. “Fio, let’s not discuss this right now. Just enjoy yourself! You deserve something to be enjoyed, cara. You’ve been too distressed lately! This is the time to have fun.”


Fio’s eyes looked teary when she replied distressfully, “How can I have fun? One of my best friends could have died, my other best friend is not my best friend anymore, I had to experience a stupid encounter with my brother, I have to spend the eve with someone I don’t want to see and I am far away from home!”


 “Oh, Fio… I’m so sorry that this is such a bad time for you,” Terry said. She approached Fio and hugged her.


“I hate this,” Fio tearfully said.


Shez came over to join Fio and Terry and tried to comfort her friend too. Coco sighed. He understood how Fio felt and he felt very sorry for her. But he also felt sorry for his brother. Fio hadn’t said anything else to Sandro and Coco knew his brother was frustrated with Fio’s cold treatment. But there was nothing else he could do. Fio was his friend and Shez’s close friend. He couldn’t take either side and could only watch and hoped everything would go well for the two of them.


“Okay, girls, I think we’ve had enough emotions for tonight. I know how you feel, Fi, you must be sad. But this is the time you should forget everything and just have fun. Okay?” Coco said. He gestured the girls to come inside the house because it was getting even colder outside. The girls followed him. He grinned like a horse at them and said, “All right! Anyone up for more chocolate pudding?”


Fio, Terry and Shez smiled. “I think that’s a good idea!”


Amanda found herself alone on the bed the following morning. She was still drowsy and exhausted. Her sight was blurry. For a while she was disoriented, not knowing where she was and what had happened before she woke up. But then she recognized the grand chamber as Licia’s house’s main guest bedroom. She yawned and the other things started to come back to her mind. She remembered that Fio, Shez and Terry were supposed to be with her right now because they wanted to accompany her sleeping in that room. But they were nowhere to be seen.


Amanda jumped out of bed. She walked to the small living room and found no one there. There was no sound from the bathroom either. Then her eyes caught the sight of the clock hanging on the wall of the living room. It was already nine thirty five in the morning. Amanda panicked. She remembered that this was Christmas day and she was supposed to be going to church!


She scurried back to the bedroom to get her clothes. After dressing up she realized that she hadn’t taken a bath. But she solved that problem by brushing her teeth as clean as possible, washed her face thoroughly and then spraying her favorite perfume as much as she could on her clothes. She looked and smelt fresh in no time. Finally she slipped on to her shoes and dashed outside from the room to see the others.


But the house was very quiet. It seemed empty. And perhaps it was empty for real. There was no sound at all. Amanda began to question the reality of all this. Perhaps it was just a dream…


Then suddenly a voice surprised her from behind, “Ah! There you are! I was just going to wake you up. If you sleep longer, we’ll surely miss the whole ceremony.”


Amanda jumped hearing the voice but when she turned around and saw her guardian, wearing a simple shirt and pair of trousers, she calmed down. She wanted to ask where everyone was but couldn’t find her voice. She tried to speak but her voice was worse than yesterday! “Aren’t you supposed to be in church?”


Pippo chuckled and rolled the sleeves of his shirt casually. “I was assigned by my mother to wait for you until you wake up and then... give you breakfast.”


Amanda blinked. “We’re not going to the church?”


“The sermon has already begun. If we go now, to any church, we wouldn’t get in. We’re going to have to stay here this morning and watch the ceremony conducted by our dear Pope from the TV,” Pippo answered nonchalantly despite Amanda’s bafflement. 


“Where are Fio, Shez and Terry?” Amanda asked again as Pippo drew nearer and linked his arm with hers.


“They left this morning to their own homes. They wanted to take you with them but I told them not to wake you up because you need all the rest you can get. Besides, since your apartment will be empty, Fio decided that it would be better if you stay here with someone to keep an eye on you. She’s afraid that you might run away to the airport,” Pippo explained. Pippo then escorted her to the grand living room, which looked extremely cozy with the fire on and a complete set of food on the table in the middle of the room. There was a Christmas tree as well with many boxes of presents under it. Pippo told Amanda to sit on the sofa while he fetched the remote control to turn on the TV.


“Have some breakfast first,” Pippo told her. “And don’t speak too much. Your voice is getting worse. Maybe we need to get your throat checked.”


She stared at the delicious cakes on the table dubiously. She felt awkward eating at someone else’s home and not going to church on Christmas day. She wanted to argue to Pippo that they must get to the church no matter how late but she found her tongue tied and she didn’t exactly want to speak in her awful voice.


Pippo returned not so long after with the remote control and turned on the TV. The first channel it showed was the ceremony in the cathedral. “There. Let’s hear what the Pope has to say, shall we?” 


Amanda blinked. Was Pippo really going to stay there and make her sit through the sermon while they were supposed to be there themselves?


“Come on, Amanda, eat. It’ll do you no good if you stay there and blink at the TV with an empty stomach,” Pippo said.


Because Amanda didn’t move, Pippo sighed and took the cakes for her. He gave her a strawberry cake that was poured with chocolate cream. He poured down milk for her as well and then gave it to her. Once again, he ordered her to eat and then watched the ceremony with her. Amanda stared at the food that Pippo put on her hands. Amanda thought it looked delicious so she began to eat. Pippo smiled in pleasure because Amanda finally ate her breakfast.


Thirty minutes later, after Amanda finished her second dish, brownies, Pippo suddenly left the couch and disappeared from the living room. Amanda furrowed her eyebrows and wondered where he went to but she decided not to pay attention. It was up to him if he wanted to miss what the Pope was saying. She returned her attention to the TV and concentrated on the words that were said.


When Pippo returned he had a very smug look on his face. He rejoined her on the couch and took a large piece of brownie and ate it all at once. Amanda again creased her forehead. He must have done something very important or else he wouldn’t have that very satisfied look on his face. Amanda tried not to think about it but her curiosity won.


“Professor, what have you been doing?” Amanda asked curiously.


“Oh, nothing,” he replied dismissively.


“Seriously, Professor,” Amanda replied.


“Ssssh,” he hushed her and pointed his finger at the TV, telling her to pay attention.


Amanda rolled her eyes and replied, “Whatever.”


Finally the ceremony ended and Amanda quickly tore her gaze from the TV to ask Pippo, “Professor, what did you do then?”


Pippo chuckled. “What a persistent person you are, Maldini!”


“I got it from my parents!” Amanda replied. “You should have known by now… my father is very persistent. Now tell me, why did you look so smug?”


“And you are also very nosey,” Pippo said. Then he turned to look at her and said, “I forgot to say the most important thing to you, Amanda.” He then smiled sincerely and said, “Buon natale.” 


Amanda realized that they hadn’t said it to one another all this while. She then nodded and replied, “Sì, anche a te, buon natale, Professore.”


Pippo leaned forward and kissed her cheek. Amanda smiled and shook his hand. Pippo said, “Now, I must give you your Christmas present.”



Amanda gasped. “Oh! Christmas present! I need to give it to you too!”


“You have one for me too?” Pippo asked. 


“Yes,” she replied. “But I don’t have it now! Fio keeps it and I don’t think she brought it back yesterday! And I forgot to ask her about it.”


Pippo cringed. He suddenly placed his index finger on Amanda’s lips, telling her to be quiet, and she was quiet within seconds. “I don’t think we should worry about your present for me. My present for you is, well, a bit… uhm, difficult to contain in a box for very long. And besides, your voice, Amanda… don’t waste it.”


“All right, then, what is it?” Amanda asked.


“Wait here,” Pippo said.


Amanda was very confused. Her eyes followed Pippo’s movement. Pippo was gone for about a few minutes before he returned. When he returned, he brought a very large box. But the box was uncovered at the top. Amanda furrowed her eyebrows and her confusion increased because she really didn’t know what to expect from this.


“Here it is, my second present for you,” Pippo said brightly.


He placed the box on the couch, in front of Amanda, but a bit far from where she sat. Amanda stared at it dubiously for a while and then her eyes moved to look at her guardian. She eyed him blankly, not knowing what to do.


“Go on, look at it,” Pippo said as he beamed.


Amanda slowly moved forward to see what was in the box. She peeked at what was inside and…


“OH! PROFESSOR! WHOA!” she exclaimed when she finally saw it.


“Like it?” Pippo asked. The smug smile appeared again on his face.


Amanda gaped and stared at it for a while and then looked up to see Pippo’s face. Pippo winked and said, “I was told that you love cats and I thought, since I alone can’t make it up for a complete family, I might as well find a companion to make a family for you this holiday!”


Amanda shrieked happily. She shot to her feet and immediately hugged her guardian. Unabashedly, she planted a kiss on each of Pippo’s cheeks and hugged him even tighter after each kiss. Pippo laughed and rumpled her hair affectionately. Amanda was grinning and saying, “Oh, grazie, grazie, grazie… grazie mille, professore!” Amanda then kissed him again before finally releasing him to once again see the object in the box.


It was a little kitten. Its size might just be only as big as her palm was. She could just carry with her two hands. The kitten was of soft ash color with slightly dark linings on some sports. Its fur was thick and long. It looked fluffy.


“Oh, God… so cute,” Amanda breathed.


Pippo joined her peeking inside the box with awe. “She’s cute, isn’t she?”


“Where did you get this kitten?” Amanda asked.


“Yesterday night, when I visited the kitchen after the party, I saw something lurking on the trash. It was a little kitten. I opened the door and she looked at me and stared at me as if begging me to let her come in. I fell pity and then took her inside. I washed her a little bit with warm water because she was freezing cold. Then I gave her something to eat and made her sleep in my room. This morning, I called your parents to tell them that you were all right. Then they said that they were going to send their presents for you here so that you could have them without you having to go to Milan. It hit me then to give this kitten for you as a present. I asked your mother if I could give it to you and she said you’d be delighted.”


Amanda grinned. “Well, she’s right. I do love cats so much.”


“Good. She’ll be a part of your family now,” Pippo said. He asked her, “What are you going to name her?”


Amanda stared at him dubiously. “Are you sure it’s a female?”


Pippo chuckled. “Don’t worry. I already checked it last night.”


“Hmm…” Amanda said, thinking. She once had a male cat and she had named him Voltaire. But this one was a female. She searched her brains for the name and suddenly the kitten inside the box opened her eyes and blinked a few times and then yawned. Amanda giggled seeing that. The cat looked just like someone who just found sunlight in the morning… blink first and yawn.


“Good morning, kitty,” Pippo said with a baby voice.


Amanda laughed. “Professor! Seriously, baby voice doesn’t go for you.”


“Well, she’ll have to make do ‘cause your voice wouldn’t do for a baby voice either,” Pippo teased.


Amanda smiled. “I think I’ll call her Mañana. She looks like… well, morning. She has that morning look.”


“Oh, yeah… blinking and yawning and all,” Pippo said. “Nice name.”


“Oh, can I touch her?” Amanda asked.


“Sure!”


Amanda took Mañana out of the box carefully and then held it gently on her hands. The cat meowed and purred in her hands. Mañana then snuggled in Amanda’s hands and closed her eyes again, back to her slumber. Amanda started to caress her. Pippo also touched the kitten lightly to caress it. 


“Fluffy,” Amanda said.


“Indeed,” Pippo replied.


“Wow…”


Pippo then clicked his fingers. “Hey, I know! Let’s make a kitten basket for her. We’ll make her a bed. And let’s buy cat milk and cat food for her. This kitten must have lost her mother or else she wouldn’t have been there outside alone last night.”


Amanda nodded excitedly. “Shall we start making the basket now?”


“Sure!”


Fio sighed as she walked out of the cathedral. She was utterly reluctant to return to Licia’s house and deliver the presents that she forgot to give to the Laurentiis brothers the night before. How could she be so stupid to forget about it? But, then again, she was more concerned about Amanda’s conditions last night. 


Grabbing her car keys from her purse, she excused herself from her parents and told them that she needed to go to Licia’s house once again. Martina and Billy reminded her to return before dinner. After Fio promised that she would be home on time and she wouldn’t be long at Licia’s house, she went to her car. 


“Where are you going?” Marco asked from behind.


Fio felt like running him with her car then and there. “Somewhere. Where I go is none of your business, Marco. You just take care of that girlfriend of yours.”


Marco smirked. “Ah, you’ve turned very brave now, Fio?”


“Don’t intimidate me!” Fio said defiantly.


“Am I?” Marco replied.


Fio narrowed her eyes at him and said, “For a brother, you are very stupid. You are stupid because you don’t love your own sister. And to think that I was happy to have you come back to the house after running away for so long.”


Marco’s face turned rigid and his eyes were blazing. “I would have loved you if you hadn’t been touched by that… that…”


“Save it, Marco. I don’t need to listen to you anymore,” Fio said.


“Is there a problem?” suddenly someone asked.


Both Fio and Marco were surprised to hear who asked that question. They both turned their bodies to see who was speaking to them. Fio’s eyes were wide in shock while Marco’s blazed even more. Sandro regarded the two of them with a flat, unemotional look on his face but somehow his nonchalance seemed to be very dangerous. 


“Well, this is my main prey!” Marco said.


Sandro snorted. “Main prey? Me? You must be joking. You are my main prey.”


“Lucky you, Sandro, we’re at the Cathedral. Or else I would have taken out my gun and then shoot you right on your head,” Marco said.


Fio frowned furiously. She no longer felt neither frightened nor traumatized by the way these two guys were acting to each other. She just hated them both and wished that she could be the one who shot them to death. 


Much to Fio and Marco’s surprise, Sandro suddenly drew his suit slightly opened and the two of them could see a handgun bulging on his waist. Seeing the surprised look on Marco’s face, Sandro said amusedly, “Scared, Marco?”


Marco then smirked. He did the same thing and showed Sandro and Fio his handgun, which he kept also on his belt. “We are even all the time, Laurentiis. Want to try it out now?”


“Not in front of Fio, though,” Sandro replied calmly. He turned to Fio and said, “I hope you don’t mind I kick the ass out of your brother, Fio.”


“You both are insane,” Fio hissed. Fio then said to Marco, “Marco, I really wished you were not my brother because it’s such a disgrace for me to have a brother like you. I’d rather choose not to be born if I knew I would be having a brother like you!” To Sandro she said, “You don’t have to prove yourself of anything in front of me, Sandro.”


Surprisingly for her, he smiled softly at her, making her heart jump. “But I have to win you back.”


“Cut the crap! Stop seducing my sister!” Marco hissed.


“She said she doesn’t want to be your sister anymore, Marco,” Sandro replied.


Marco snickered. “HAH! And she doesn’t want to be your lover ever!” 


“Who said that? I just told him that he doesn’t need to prove himself. Boy, for a man with your guts, your brain sure is small, Marco,” Fio replied scathingly.


Sandro laughed out loud. “Still want to try out the gun, huh, Marco?”


Marco glared at him for a while. Sandro’s jaws clenched and his hand was already impatient, wanting to draw the gun and point it out to Marco. Marco pierced Sandro’s eyes with his dagger look. But finally he started to walk backwards with his eyes still on Sandro’s. He said to him deadly, “You will play for real this time, Sandro. I’ve had enough of you. And it’s about time you and I settle it for real… one of us is going to the grave and that would be you.”


“I am looking forward to it, Marco,” Sandro hissed.


Marco then left the two of them. Fio frowned. She shouted at Sandro immediately, “What the hell is wrong with you? You want to prove that you’re a man? Is that your plan of winning my heart? You think I like it?”


Sandro turned to Fio and replied just as harshly, “No, this one I am not doing for you. I am doing it for myself. Like it or not, Fio, if I want to win you I have to take care that bastard of a brother of yours first!”


“Well, all right, let me tell you right here and right now, Sandro Laurentiis… I don’t want you! I don’t want you… ever! Whatever feeling I felt for you back then is already gone now! I have someone else in my life and there’s nothing you can do about it!”


Sandro snatched Fio’s hand and twisted her wrist. He pulled her close as she yelped in pain. Sandro looked into her eyes and said, “Tell me you’re lying. I can see it in your eyes that you’re lying!”


“No, I am not lying! I am telling you the truth! I have feelings for someone else and this person is not you. And it will never be you anymore! I am over you!” Fio said.


“I don’t believe you!” Sandro said. “You loved me even when I hated you!”


Fio pulled away from him and then slap him hard on the face. She said, “Well, that has changed now. You are no longer the number one man in my life. Because you know what?” She moved backwards one step and shouted at him, “Because I hate arrogant men! I hate men who think they can get away with anything when they think the problem is clear! I hate men like you who are so narrow-minded that you couldn’t see that brothers and sisters aren’t always made of the same cloth! I hate men who think they can win a woman’s heart just by looking good and being charming!”


Fio’s eyes were flooded by tears but this time she didn’t mind crying. She felt brave right now. She felt so strong and she felt confident of what she was saying. “I hate men who use my best friend to hurt me! I hate men who make my best friend criy! I hate men who torture my mind! I hate men whom I love but hate me in return! You are all of those categories of men I just mentioned. So if you have a brain and if you have a heart, you will be smart to know that I don’t like men like you so you can just go to hell and bring your charm and your face and your heart and your lousy soul to rot in hell!”


Terry, who was in the cathedral just a few seats behind Fio, just arrived on the spot to greet Fio but she stopped dead when she heard what Fio was saying. Fio noticed Terry was there. Fio turned to her and said, “Terry, do me a favor, will you?”


“What?” Terry asked nervously while Sandro just kept staring at Fio with a cold look on his face.


Fio opened her car door and took one big shopping bag from the backseat and then gave it to Terry. She said, “These are Christmas presents for Professor Laurentiis and her brothers from Amanda and me. Please give it to them and tell them I am sorry I didn’t give it to them personally. But do tell brother number three that the present for him comes from Amanda only and not from me. You can also tell him that he should take it along to hell for it to rot!” 


After that Fio turned to Sandro and said, “Don’t you dare give me a cold look like that! You deserve it, Alessandro Laurentiis, and I am not sorry I said all of those things to you!”


Terry tried to clear things by saying, “Fio, calm down.”


“No, I won’t. I am not calmed down!” Fio snapped at her. She then said to Terry, “Tell Amanda she should just stay with Professor Laurentiis because I won’t be home this Christmas no matter what my mother and father say.”


“Where are you going?” Terry asked.


And Fio answered her loudly and clearly with a bit of pride in her tone, “I am going to Antonio’s place.”


“Antonio?” Terry repeated.


Fio saw the change in Sandro’s expression. He turned pale and looked shocked. And then Fio had the enormous satisfaction of seeing his eyes turn sad beyond everything in just seconds. Fio then added her final attack and pierced the bottom of his heart by saying, “Yes, Antonio, the man of my life right now. And early this morning, I just found out, he’s going to be the father of my baby.

Chapter 81


“Terry, are you sure you’re all right?” Alessio asked her on the way back home to Licia’s house. 


Terry didn’t reply him. Not because of she didn’t know what to answer her but it was more because she didn’t actually hear his question. She continued looking distraught, just as she was when they began to leave the cathedral. Alessio was very confused with Terry’s strange behavior. So were Licia and Coco who were riding in the same care as they were. 


“Terry?” Licia called.


“Yes?” Terry finally replied.


“Are you all right?” Licia asked her. “You look… worried.”


Terry turned to see Alessio’s cousin and then sighed. “Yes, I am actually.”


“About what?” Alessio asked.


Terry didn’t answer that question. She didn’t dare to. She didn’t know how Alessio or Coco would react when they heard this. She preferred if she kept quiet but somehow she felt that she needed to tell them… because her feelings were saying that something terrible was going to happen. If not to Fio then to Sandro… 


Sandro looked as if he could just stop living then and there. Terry knew Fio had said that thing about Antonio deliberately to hurt Sandro but she didn’t think Fio realized what effects it had on him for real. After Fio drove away, Terry saw how broken Sandro was. Sandro seemed torn between screaming and crying. The mix of emotions was distinctively shown on his face. He went livid in matter of seconds. Terry never saw a man could break down so easily but she swore she was close to seeing it. 


“I don’t know what to say,” Terry said confusedly.


Coco, who was driving, caught Terry’s eyes through the rearview mirror. Terry could see him looking sharply at her through there. Terry knew instantly that Coco knew what was going on. He just knew it already!


At the same time Alessio and Licia noticed that Terry and Coco were exchanging glances through the mirror. The two of them sort of guessed the idea.


“Is this about one of my brothers, Terry?” Alessio asked.


“The one who is involved with a politician’s daughter?” Licia asked.


Spot on. They know. Terry slowly nodded. “Yes, it’s about him.”


“What is it this time?” Coco asked. 


“I think… he’s… brokenhearted. And I do mean completely broken,” Terry answered.


“What? Why do you say that?” Licia asked.


Terry then recounted what she saw in the cathedral’s parking lot. She told them of what she heard Fio and Sandro said to each other. She finally told them what Fio said in the end to Sandro and how Sandro reacted to that. The other three listened with utter shock. Alessio and Coco began to understand why Sandro refused to go home with them and told them that he needed to see one of the fathers from the cathedral first before going him. Maybe he was seeking consolation from the priest. Sandro had always been the most religious among the four of them and when he was in troubled state of mind he always prays.


“Oh God… Fio? And Antonio?” Coco asked.


“I know Fio just said that to hurt Sandro… and perhaps Fio thought it was worth it to counter what Sandro had done to her before. But… now I am worried of what he might do next. He looked… cold and dangerous…” Terry said.


“I can imagine that,” Alessio said dryly. 


“What do you do to him when he’s like that?” Licia asked Alessio and Coco.


“Nothing. Pippo is the only one among us brave enough to challenge him in such situation. Sandro can be very fierce and Pippo is the one equally fierce,” Coco answered.


“Shall we tell Pippo?” Terry asked.


“I don’t think that’s a good idea…” Alessio said. “He’s been through a lot yesterday with Amanda’s case. Let’s leave the both of them out of it this time.”


Terry shrugged. “Whatever. Whatever you do, I just don’t want anyone get hurt again this time… not Fio, not Sandro… no one.”


Amanda was still adoring the little kitten Pippo gave her this morning. She suddenly felt warm again. She had been feeling very frustrated yesterday with the flight cancellation and then having to face the facts that she was not going to meet her family this holiday. She was also physically tired until she couldn’t think of anything else and couldn’t get her senses to work. But now, she felt much, much better. Somehow she thought that Pippo was right… Pippo and Mañana were her family for the holidays and even them were already enough for her now.


“Here it is!” Pippo exclaimed as he entered the living room once again.


“Wow! You’ve found a basket already? Where?” Amanda replied.


Pippo grinned and winked at her conspiratorially. “I stole it… there was one package of fruit on a basket at the kitchen. I emptied it, put the fruits in the refrigerator and then cleaned it up for Mañana.”


Amanda shook her head. “And we all thought that you were the primmest man alive in this planet, Professor!” she said laughingly.


Pippo grimaced. “You students should really get to know your professors better! I heard some students think that Professor Castellini is the most controversial professor alive because he’s an eccentric who leads the theatre, which makes him look gay!”


Amanda laughed. “I personally don’t believe that! But I did think you were the very soul of propriety!”


Pippo sat on the carpet next to the fire and started to work on the basket for the kitten. He said, “And then I heard some of you students think that Professor Brano dares to kill his own sons!”


Amanda frowned. “But Professor Brano is a sadist! He’s so intolerant!”


Pippo chuckled. “He’s not that strict. He was not strict with me when I studied with him back in my days in university. He certainly isn’t strict with you. In fact, you’re his favorite student!”


“Wow… if I am what he calls a favorite student then what would the others be for him? Even to me he’s strict!” Amanda argued.


Pippo chuckled again as he placed two layers of old wool sheets in the basket. “It’s a good thing I am good friends with you, Amy. I can get all the scoop of what all the students are saying about me!”


“My name is Amanda,” Amanda said automatically. “And my nickname is…”


“Not Amy, yes, I know,” Pippo completed the sentence immediately. He smiled knowingly at her and then said, “I know what it is, though.”


Amanda was in complete shock when he said that. Who might have told him? Her mother? Oh, if she did… Amanda thought in embarrassment… he wouldn’t start calling her with the real nickname, would he?


“Do you have any other nickname besides Pippo?” Amanda asked.


“No,” Pippo answered. “But Coco has a lot, though. Alessio and Sandro gave him names ever since he was a baby.”


Pippo was already starting to stuff a small pillow blanket with soft cotton until it was fluffy. He wanted to make two small pillows for the cat so Amanda helped with the other. After they were finished, they placed it inside the basket and then prepared the blanket. Somehow Pippo managed to find a rater large unused cloth colored white made of terry for Mañana’s blanket. 


“Do you want to decorate the basket with ribbons and stuff?” Pippo asked.


“No. This looks pretty enough for me,” Amanda said. She fetched Mañana who was sleeping in the box and then placed her on the basket. Pippo covered her with the blanket so that she felt warm.


“How do I feed her?” Amanda asked.


“Well, milk will do for her for now. But when she starts to get bigger, you’ll need Friskies!” Pippo answered.


“Is it time for her to eat?” Amanda asked. She glanced at her watch. It was her lunchtime and perhaps Mañana could eat too.


“I think so… she can have milk. I fed her earlier this morning, before I met you after you woke up,” Pippo said. He also glanced at his watch and realized that it was time for lunch now. “Well, I hope the others return soon so we can have lunch quickly. Do you still want to stay at Fio’s or would you rather stay here with us?”


“Where are you going to stay?” Amanda asked, suddenly hating if she had to be away from Professor Laurentiis.


“I might have to go back to my apartment again tonight but basically I am going to stay here during daytime for the rest of the holiday,” Pippo explained.


“Oh, you went to your apartment last night?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, with Stefania,” Pippo answered.


Amanda grinned. “HAH! I knew it!” she exclaimed.


“Know what?” Pippo asked.


“Just know it,” Amanda answered cryptically. Then she rose from her seating position on the floor and said, “I am going to pack my bags so that I can go to Fio’s house immediately. I’ll call her to pick me up.”


Pippo actually didn’t want leave her or want her to leave. But he understood that Amanda must want to be with someone she was close with. It was either him or Fio but since he couldn’t be there with her all the time, she chose the safest one: stay with someone who would. Pippo suddenly regretted promising Stefania that they would spend the holiday together. A few seconds later, he didn’t understand why he regretted his decision.


Pippo looked at Amanda who was walking away from the room. He stared at her, recognizing the way she subconsciously galloped when she was feeling happy. Then she opened the door and stepped out of the room. She turned her body slightly behind to close it again. Pippo smiled. He knew those gestures very well. He felt like he was already familiar with it because of already knowing her for his entire life.


And then Pippo realized it. He had been admiring Amanda again. He had to knock his head to the wall perhaps. He spat at himself for admiring her… she was his student, for God’s sake, and the daughter of the man he respected the most. He couldn’t fall in love with her… or could he?


After that he heard heavy footsteps from outside the room. Pippo immediately rose from his seat and then went outside to see who had come. It was Sandro’s figure he saw. 


“Ciao, Sandro. You’re back! Where are the others?” Pippo greeted his brother.


“Ciao, Pippo,” he answered flatly. “I don’t know about the others. They should be here. I stayed behind to speak with Father Sassi from the cathedral for a while.”


Pippo noticed how pale Sandro looked. His brother’s eyes were also bleak. Pippo guessed something must have happened. But before Pippo could ask, Sandro already excused himself, “I need to get changed first.” He just left after that, disappearing from Pippo’s sight.


Not a minute passed by and the front door was opened again. His parents and his uncle and aunt entered. They were talking loudly and laughing. 


“Hey, there you are, Pippo! How did it go with Amanda? You managed to get her to wake up?” Marisa asked.


“Ciao, Mama. Ciao, Papa, Zia, Zio!” Pippo replied. He kissed his mother and aunt before answering, “Everything is fine with Amanda. She’s all right. We watched the ceremony together from the TV and sat to listen to it quietly like in church.”


“Where is she?” Teresa asked.


“She’s changing her clothes and packing her bags, I believe. She wants to stay at Fio’s,” Pippo answered. His mind was still on Sandro.


“Oh, too bad! I was hoping Amanda would stay here with us!” Marisa said.


“You really want a daughter badly, don’t you, Marisa?” Teresa teased.


Marisa smiled. She said, “Well, she’s just such a sweet girl and she’s so disappointed being away from her parents and all. I want her to feel just at home here.”


“In a way she is like our daughter, Marisa, because Pippo here thinks she’s his sister!” Arturo joked. 



Pippo smiled absently. What could be the problem with Sandro? Was it something that happened at the cathedral? But what could it be? 


“Where are the others anyway?” Marco, Licia’s father, asked as he took off his coat and hung it in the hanger.


“Licia said that they were going to drop Terry off at her father’s apartment because Beppe had called to say that he was finally able to get out of the airport,” Teresa answered.


“Sandro is already here. There’s his coat,” Marisa pointed out. “Well, we might as well prepare lunch.”


Pippo absently excused himself from his parents. Amanda suddenly reappeared. She stopped at the staircase when she saw Pippo’s parents and his relatives. She politely greeted them, “Hello, everyone.”


Everyone turned to look at her. “Amanda!” Marisa exclaimed. “There you are!”


Amanda descended the rest of the stairs and approached the pack downstairs. She was feeling a little bit nervous. She didn’t know if Pippo had told the others about the cat and she was afraid that they wouldn’t like a cat to be in the house. 


“I am sorry I didn’t join you at the cathedral,” Amanda said.


“Oh, that’s all right,” Arturo replied. 


“So, did you like the present Pippo gave you?” Marisa asked.


Amanda blinked. “You know?”


“They helped me clean her up this morning because she kept running away from my grip,” Pippo told her. 


“Oh! I see… yes, I love the present Professor Laurentiis gave me. She’s very cute,” Amanda answered.


“Are you prepared to go to Fio’s house?” Teresa asked.


“I haven’t had much to pack, so, yes, I am ready,” Amanda answered.


“After lunch with us, right?” Teresa asked.


“If you say so,” Amanda pleasantly added.


“Good. Maybe you should call Fio now. You can use the phone in Zio Marco’s study,” Marisa suggested.


Amanda nodded and then skipped away to the study at the end of the hall. She couldn’t wait to tell Fio about the kitten she got from Professor Laurentiis. She knew Fio wasn’t too fond of cats but she didn’t mind them too. Slowly, Amanda opened the door to Zio Marco’s study. It opened without a sound. Amanda stepped inside quietly. 


But before she could move one step further, she paused. Her body stiffened at the sight in front of her. There was Sandro in the room. Sandro was facing the mirror on the wall so that Amanda couldn’t see his face directly. But she could see his face from the reflection in the mirror. And what she saw was horrifying. Sandro was holding a gun to his head… a real, solid gun. His index finger was on the process of pulling the trigger.


Amanda’s breath was caught in her throat. She didn’t dare breathe in or breathe out. She didn’t know what to do. She just stared at him in complete horror. 


At the same time, Sandro turned around and his eyes gaped when he saw Amanda and the look of horror in her face. He turned even paler than he already was.


“Amanda?”


“Sandro…” she said in a choked voice. “What are you doing?


“Oh, God, Amanda, I am so sorry… you shouldn’t have come…”


“What were you trying to do?!” Amanda screamed hysterically.


Sandro quickly approached her and then gagged her with his hand. “Amanda, don’t scream! No one must know about this.”


Amanda released herself from his grasp. “No! You’re crazy! Why should you do that? What is wrong with you!? What the hell is in your mind? Why did you do that? I can’t believe you’re suicidal like that! Last night I was told everyone, including you, was worried about me being dead! What is this now? Something to pay me back with?! Is that you’re idea of a joke?”


“Look, you don’t know what happened, okay? Don’t you lecture me this time! I am sure you don’t have an answer for this right now so it’s no use…”


“I am not trying to lecture you. But you are… DEMENTED! You just had a gun pointed at your head… by your own hand! How do you expect me to feel?! GET THAT THING AWAY!”


Sandro stared momentarily at the gun he was holding on his hand. He looked at Amanda and he noticed how she looked genuinely frightened. Sandro didn’t want to hurt Amanda so he threw the gun away. But he still looked rigid and determined.


Amanda took a deep breath and started again, “Sandro, please, whatever problem you are having this time… killing yourself isn’t the way.”


“Then who else must I kill? The girl whom I love? Your best friend? Or my best friend? Which one, Amanda? Tell me which one I must kill first!” Sandro shouted back.


Amanda shook her head. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about…” said Amanda. 


“Well, you better start thinking about it,” Sandro said stiffly. He then snatched his gun away and then walked out of the room.


When he was gone out of sight Amanda breathed full of relief but she was back feeling distraught the second after. She still couldn’t believe that Sandro was actually going to commit suicide like that… inside the house! His parents, brother and family were inside the house! Amanda cursed her luck… she seemed to be the most stoical when it came to Sandro’s problem! She didn’t have anything to do with any of it but she kept getting the firsthand effects of everything that he or Fio was doing.


Amanda felt like screaming. And she did. She screamed out loud. She didn’t care that it wasn’t even her own house and she didn’t care if her professor and his family heard her. She just wanted to scream badly…


Her scream obviously attracted everyone’s attention. It was shrilling so loudly that it could be heard until at the back of the house. Coco and Pippo emerged from outside into the room, the two of them looking very panicked. Then Marisa came along from behind.


“Amanda?” Pippo asked. “Are you all right?”


Amanda stared at her professor. She should tell him. Now. “No, I am not all right!” Amanda replied.


“Mind telling us why?” Coco asked.


“Your brother just tried to kill himself!” Amanda shouted hysterically. Tears were starting to come down from her eyes again and her voice was getting more and more hoarse every time she raised her voice. But she couldn’t help it. She was stressed out.


“Sandro?” Pippo asked in terror.


“Who else?” Amanda retorted.


Marisa’s face went pale. “Sandro? Oh, God… oh my God…”


“He had a gun pointed to his head when I entered the study to call Fio! A real, genuine gun! He was pulling the trigger before I came in… I came in just in time to confront him about that. And then he started talking about… weird things,” Amanda said. “He asked which one he should kill if he weren’t to kill himself! What was that all about?”


Coco somehow looked very staggered. Marisa, too. They weren’t listening to Amanda’s details. But Pippo had more senses than his other two family members who were in the room. He was actually paying attention to Amanda’s explanation and could guess very easily that something must have happened with Sandro regarding Fio.


He turned to Coco immediately. “Coco, did something happen at the church? What happened? Sandro met Fio, didn’t he? What happened between them? Tell me!”


Coco seemed to be still in shock. He just stared at Pippo. Pippo was almost impatient. He stalked outside the room and tried to find someone else who could explain to him what might have happened at the church. Lucky for him the next person he saw was Alessio, who was already out of his wheelchair.


“What happened with Amanda?” Alessio asked.


His brother bitingly replied, “She just told me that she found Sandro trying to commit suicide!” 


Alessio was just as shocked as his brother and mother was but like Pippo he maintained his senses. “What? How can that be?”


“You tell me! Something must have happened at the cathedral! What? Did he meet Fio and had a fight or something?” Pippo retorted.


Alessio instantly remembered Terry’s story of what she saw happened between Fio and Sandro just before the left the cathedral. Now he understood. Sandro must be shocked and heartbroken beyond belief that he was capable of thinking of doing such thing…


“You know something, don’t you?” Pippo asked his brother knowingly.


Alessio nodded and began telling Pippo what Terry told him in the car. When Alessio had finished telling Pippo the story, Pippo began to comprehend his brother’s motives too. Then he decided that reprimanding him for what he had just done wasn’t going to make it better, it would only worsen the situation. 


“I didn’t know Sandro would go that far,” Alessio said quietly.


“Neither did I. But he almost did it and I’d say, we have a very big problem here. Why don’t you go to Mama and start calming her down? Coco and her were very shocked when they found out about it. I’ll speak to Sandro and Amanda,” Pippo said.


“Terry and her father are here. I invited them to come over, since Beppe’s Christmas plan was ruined, just like Amanda’s. Maybe Terry can do something about Amanda, since she also knows about the problem between Sandro and Fio,” Alessio suggested.


Pippo nodded. “Where is she?” 


“In the living room with Licia, adoring that cat you gave Amanda,” Alessio said.


Pippo immediately went to the living room. Terry and Licia were indeed there. They were looking at Mañana. The two of them seemed very much absorbed in her that Pippo had to clear his throat loudly to indicate that he was there. Once they heard his voice, they both tore their attention from Mañana and turned to look at him.


“Ciao, Pippo! Is this the cat you gave to Amanda? How beautiful! I wish you had given it to me!” Licia, who was very fond of cats, said.


“What’s her name? Has Amanda given her a name?” Terry asked enthusiastically.


“Her name is Mañana,” Pippo answered.


“Morning? Why?” Terry replied.


“When Amanda named her, she was just waking up and she looked like someone who was seeing the light of day in the morning,” Pippo explained.


“And the basket? Your idea, Pip?” Licia asked amusedly.


“Yes,” Pippo answered with a small smile. Licia chuckled. She didn’t think Pippo was capable of making such a sweet kitty basket. Knowing the meaning of her laugh, Pippo glared at her. Then he said to Terry, “Terry, I need to speak to you.” But he looked at Licia and decided to tell her the same thing. “And you too, Licia.”


“What is it?” Terry replied, noticing the change of tone in Pippo’s voice. 


“Something happened?” Licia asked anxiously. She just knew there was something that wasn’t right.


Pippo took a deep breath and held on to the sofa’s edge before he started telling them the incident that happened between Amanda and Sandro a few minutes earlier. He began with the words, “Sandro just committed an almost suicide.” From then on, Terry and Licia listened to him carefully but in dread. Once he finished the story, Licia felt faint and swayed.


“Licia?” Pippo asked worriedly, hurrying to her side. He caught her just in time before she fell down. 


Licia tried to stay sober. “Oh God… Sandro did that? Oh my God…”


Terry approached Pippo and pulled his shirtfront. “Seriously? Sandro did that? When Pippo nodded Terry began to tell him about the earlier incident between Sandro and Fio at the cathedral. Pippo told her that he had already known about it from Alessio. Then Terry started to rant.


“Stupid guy! No, Fio is stupid too! Why did she say that to Sandro? Oh, if only she knew what he had tried to do, she wouldn’t say that to him! I should’ve slapped her to her senses! At least Amanda slapped him to his senses! The two of them should just die together! Really, or they should be killing each other on the battlefield instead of Sandro killing Marco! How could they? No wonder Amanda is constantly feeling stressed out! She is a long-suffering friend! Fio and Sandro should be ashamed!” 


Licia and Pippo stared at Terry who seemed to be utterly distressed over Amanda’s well being rather than Sandro’s state of mind. But come to think of it, Pippo must agree with her because Amanda had been going all sorts of trouble being involved in Sandro and Fio’s problems. 
“All right, calm down now,” Pippo said after he helped Licia to sit on the sofa. He turned to Terry, “Why don’t you talk to Amanda and calm her down? She needs it. I’ll talk to Sandro later on, when he’s calmed. I don’t think sending Amanda to spend her holiday at Fio’s would be a great idea now.”


“She wouldn’t be able to anyway. Fio had said that she was going to spend the holidays with Antonio,” Terry dryly said.


“Good, I’ve already made my decision for her too. She is staying here,” Pippo said implacably. “There is no way I am going to let her suffer more for this holiday.”

Chapter 82


Fio rang Antonio’s bell in tears. She really didn’t have a plan to come here but now that she had said what she told Sandro and Terry, she might as well come here. While she waited outside his door, she felt absolutely miserable. She felt like a traitor… although she knew Sandro deserved it. He deserved being betrayed after hating her like that and treating her like garbage. She had convinced herself that she wasn’t going to fall for him again and she hoped to God her feelings stayed this way forever. 


Antonio opened the door a few minutes later. He was wearing a suit but it looked as though he just arrived from somewhere and not going somewhere. He was surprised to see Fio in front of his door. But he was more concerned about her tears.


“Fio? What’s the matter? Why are you here?” Antonio asked.


Fio didn’t answer him. She just fell into his arms and started to weep even more. Antonio was surprised but he accepted her and took her inside his apartment. He had learned not to stop Fio crying. Fio was a very reserved person and the more she let her emotions go was the better. So he just led her to the sofa and seated her next to him while she cried in his arms. Slowly, Antonio stroked her hair and her back, trying his best to comfort her.


It lasted for a full six minutes before Fio’s sobbing subsided. Antonio then went to the kitchen to get her a drink and returned with a glass of water. He gave it to Fio and told her that she should drink first before she talked to him. She did what he told her to. She finished the content of the glass and then held the glass in her trembling hands. Antonio noticed that she might burst out again and took the glass away from her then pulled her to his arms once again. He began to stroke her hair once more.


“Okay, Fio, what is this time? Marco gave you trouble again?” Antonio asked softly.


Faltering she said, “Marco and Sandro… met in front of the cathedral… and t-they fought. They both had… a g-gun. They almost killed each other in front of me. I told Marco to g-go away… but then Sandro… we had a fight… because he was trying to p-push me to admit that I still love him. And he w-wanted me to say that I was lying when I told him that I l-love another man… and not him anymore.”


Antonio sighed. “Well, Fio, if you still love Sandro, why don’t you just give him a chance?” 


Fio clenched her jaws. “Love him? Love a man who treated me like trash?”


“But you still do love him, don’t you?” Antonio asked. 


Fio stared at him and he looked back into her eyes questioningly. Slowly she said, “No, I don’t love him anymore.”


Antonio was surprised but he didn’t show it to her. “You don’t?”


“No.”


“Well, then, you should really forget about him. If you think that’s the right thing… then do it,” Antonio advised. 


“I already told him,” Fio said. “I did tell him that there is another man in my life.”


Antonio felt his heart being slammed. He had to bite his tongue so that he wouldn’t say anything that might hurt the both of them. He could feel jealousy eating him up from inside. Fio loving his best friend at that time was already difficult for him to accept, what more now she was loving another man… and not him. He had thought, if not with Sandro, she would be with him…


“Then maybe you should really go steady with him. He would be able to make you forget about him.”


“Are you sure?”


“I think so.”


Still staring into his eyes, Fio leaned forward and kissed Antonio on the lips. Antonio was once again surprised by the sudden gesture but Fio’s kiss was very consuming. He didn’t try to pull away because the magic of it… the magic of her kiss…


After a long while, Fio and Antonio pulled away from each other but they were still in physical contact. Antonio stared at her disbelievingly. He asked, “Fio, what in the world have you just done?”


Fio smiled a little and then rested her head on his shoulder as she said, “You’re the other man.”


“Me? The other man? You mean…”


Antonio turned his position so that he could face her. He lifted her chin and forced her to look into his eyes. “Fio, are you serious?”


“Yes,” Fio answered, her voice slightly trembling from the emotions she was feeling right now. 


Antonio asked her, “But, Sandro…”


“Sandro is over,” she said fiercely. “I don’t want to think about him anymore.


“But, Fio, I cannot… we can’t… I mean, he’s my best friend!” 


“Well, that’s his loss! He flattered me so much before he found out I was Marco’s sister. And the moment he knew, he tossed me aside as if I never meant anything for him! What else am I supposed to do? Continue my stupidity by loving him even more? I am not that smart, but I am not stupid either!” Fio heatedly said.


Antonio closed his eyes, not believing what she was saying to him. It was like a dream come true to have a girl like Fio in love with him but he wasn’t sure if Fio really did love him or it was just a way to escape her feelings for Sandro. He was torn now. Sandro was his best friend. If he loved Fio, then he would betray his best friend. He had already betrayed him since the first time he fell in love with Fio as Sandro did. And he betrayed him twice when he…


Antonio shook his head slightly. He refused to think about it. He mustn’t. It would only make him feel guilty. 


“Antonio, you don’t want me, do you? Was I wrong when I thought you had something special for me?” Fio asked quietly all of a sudden.


Antonio quickly opened his eyes. He looked at her once again as she said, “I thought… we… were more than friends.”


“We are… we are very close to each other, I know that. We’re best friends,” Antonio said. Then he took a deep breath, Sandro on his mind, and said, “But Sandro is my best friend too. Fi, he loves you so much…”


“But, Antonio, I…” Fio said, hesitating for a while, before continuing, “I am having your baby.”


The world seemed to fall down on him. He couldn’t believe his ears. If there was one thing he didn’t want to hear, it was this. He might as well die of shock then and there. Antonio’s wide-opened eyes stared at her in horror. He still couldn’t believe it. But Fio looked perfectly serious. She seemed very, very serious. 


“Are you disgusted?” Fio asked finally after an eternal silence.


It took him a while to answer her question. When he did speak, his voice was caught in his throat. “But, Fio, that night…”


“We both know it was a mistake but now… our mistake is here,” Fio said heavily.


Antonio’s mind flew back to that one night where he betrayed his best friend for the second time. He remembered that very night where he and Fio made love. It was something unplanned, something accidental. The two of them didn’t know it was coming at all. She was crying all the time and Antonio tried desperately to make her stop shedding her tears. But as he was comforting her, somehow lust came in the way and he claimed her for himself. She didn’t reject him. Antonio knew that she probably did it because she didn’t know what was happening at all but he didn’t care because he felt like heaven was on his side. 


After they had shared each other, they woke up in the morning. For the first time, Fio was able to think clearly. She thought about what happened and so did Antonio. They didn’t say anything to each other for a long time, but then they both agreed that it was a mistake and they should both forget about it. Fio actually suggested that they considered it never even happened. Antonio agreed. Then he told her that they shouldn’t be staying under the same roof. At the same day, he left the house, letting Fio use it freely. He stayed at a friend’s house but kept in contact with Fio and taking care of him at his best. The next time they met again was the day Amanda and Sandro found out about him hiding her out. 


When Fio left, Antonio was crushed. He thought that he should be defending her and telling the whole world that he loved him and he wanted her to stay with him forever. But what could he say? One look at Sandro’s fallen face that day was enough to make him feel even guiltier than ever. Antonio then decided that it was best if the two of them stayed away from each other. He thought that Sandro and Fio still had a chance to get together so he did the noble thing. He stayed away.


But now… Fio was in front of him once again and telling him that they were going to have a baby together. Antonio seriously didn’t know whether he should be happy or feel devastated or whatever… he really didn’t know…


Marco stared at the darkness outside the window. He was cold because he was only wearing a very thin pair of trousers. His shirt was somewhere on the floor along with his suit and Nadia’s clothes. His mind was still full of this morning’s encounter between him, his sister and Sandro. He wasn’t concerned about Fio, because he knew he couldn’t do anything about it. Fio didn’t want him as a brother… so what? They were still related by blood, no matter how.


But Sandro… Alessandro Laurentiis was getting more and more into his nerves. This morning, once again, that son of a bitch had an answer to his threat. He even dared to threaten him with a gun. He challenged him to a duel. Marco really felt like drawing his gun to Sandro’s head and shooting him dead then and there. But it was the church and he knew he would get into trouble if he dueled Sandro there. He must also think about his father’s reputation before he fought someone in a public place.


Marco gritted his teeth. His hatred for Sandro Laurentiis was mounting every second that passed by. That man had stolen Gabriela from him and then he stole his pride and finally his sister. He challenged him to steal his life too. Marco couldn’t stand it anymore. He slammed the glass of drink he was holding down to the table. It crashed loudly.


Nadia was awake in an instant. She stared at her boyfriend in the dimmed room. “Marco?” she asked.


Marco turned around and looked at his girlfriend. He stared at her. Perhaps, Nadia was the only good thing that came out of this whole ordeal with his sister and Sandro. He got her as a girlfriend and she was definitely much better than Eliza. At least Nadia was not demanding and she did everything he wanted her to do. Nadia was also warm in bed whereas Eliza could be either very cold or very hot. Perhaps Nadia was the only stable thing he had in his life. And he did really love her although he never showed it for real.


“Sorry I woke you up,” he said as he approached the bed.


“What’s the matter?” Nadia asked concernedly.


Marco stretched beside her and then said, “Nothing. I was just thinking. But it’s not important. You shouldn’t be too worried about it.”


Nadia snuggled up to him. He hugged her and kissed her forehead. “Marco,” she murmured.


“Hmm?”


“Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. I don’t want you to get into any more trouble. I don’t want to lose you,” she said.


Marco didn’t answer her. He couldn’t promise her that. What Nadia didn’t know was that his world was as dark as the way people assumed it was and perhaps it was even worse. Marco kept that as a secret from her. He was still in it. He couldn’t tell her. What more now when there was a plan going on inside his mind! 


“Marco?” Nadia asked.


Marco still didn’t answer her. Instead, he kissed her and then started to caress her naked body. His overwhelming kiss made Nadia forget about everything. And the next thing they both knew, they were making love to each other all over again for the third time that day.


Making love to Nadia was easy for Marco. She was perhaps the best woman he had ever made love to. It was so easy for him to reach for satisfaction with her. He didn’t have to try so hard to please her. She felt content with him too and drifted to sleep after they had finished. Marco stayed awake to caress her hair and kissed her a few times. Instead of feeling exhausted, after making love to her he always felt energized. And now he was feeling better than ever…


He reached for the telephone with his free hand while his other hand played idly with her hair. He dialed a number and within seconds, he was saying, “It’s me. We need to talk.”


Amanda could swear now that this was the worst Christmas ever she had ever experienced. Despite Mañana and the professor’s family’s hospitality, she still thought it was a lousy Christmas. After what happened today, Amanda’s spirit just broke down completely. It was made even worse when Terry told her that Fio wasn’t going to be able to spend the Christmas with her because she was going to stay with Antonio. Terry then told her the whole story, which upset Amanda even more. 


Pippo was deeply concerned about her and Sandro. Sandro locked himself up in the room he shared with Coco in Licia’s house. Even Coco couldn’t get him out from his room. Amanda didn’t lock herself up but she was like a dead man walking. She didn’t say anything but her face looked haunted and Pippo could just see her frustration clearly.


“Where is she now?” Pippo asked Coco, referring to Amanda.


“Where else?” Coco replied dryly.


Amanda was sitting near the window and looking out of the window. She had been there for three hours and hadn’t moved a bit from where she was sitting. Terry was greatly worried but she couldn’t stay around to be with her because she and her father were going home soon. Pippo promised her that he would take care of her but even he wasn’t too convince now seeing her state.


Pippo tried to think of what to do next with Amanda. While he was doing that, suddenly Mañana walked to him and snuggled her furry head to his feet, asking for attention. Pippo looked down and lifted the little cat from the floor. She meowed and Pippo sighed. She must be lonely. Her owner was feeling very distressed today and didn’t play with her for the whole day since the incident.


Pippo then brought her to Amanda. He came quietly to her side and sat down in front of her on the cushion right beside the large window.


“Hey, Amanda,” Pippo called.


Amanda turned her head slightly and looked at her guardian. Pippo extended his hands and then gave Mañana to her. “She misses you and wants to play with you. Cats get lonely when their owners ignore them.”


Amanda reached for Mañana and started to caress her. She purred on her hands. Amanda bent her head down and watched the cute kitten slowly closing her eyes as she stroked her back with her finger.


“How do you feel, Amanda?” Pippo asked.


“Miserable,” Amanda answered.


“I know I promised you a wonderful Christmas but I think I failed, didn’t I?”


Amanda sighed. “I am not blaming you. I don’t even know who to blame. Maybe I should blame no one. That’s just how it’s supposed to be I guess. The problem is, no matter how hard I try to ignore it, it hurts me even more.”


“What hurts you?” Pippo asked.


“Everything. The fact that Sandro tried to end his life in front of my eyes and the fact that Fio is now with Antonio hurt me. After all they’ve been through, can’t they just forgive each other and start again? Fio is selfish, Sandro is selfish… everyone is selfish.” Amanda then raised her head and stared at him. She said, “Professor, I don’t understand what I feel anymore toward the both of them. I feel like saying to them to go hell for all I care but if I do, I will be such a bad friend. I don’t want to be a bad friend.”


Pippo smiled. He reached for her and then pulled her close to his embrace. “Amanda, what you’re feeling is perfectly normal. You’re right… saying go to hell to them is probably the most appropriate thing to do because you’re not involved directly but constantly getting troubled by it. But you’re their friend and you want to do anything to make them happy. I understand.”


Amanda sighed. “I really don’t know what to do…”


Pippo kissed her forehead to ease her troubled feelings. He said, “There is something you can do.”


“What?”


“Why don’t you forget about all this and start thinking about yourself. You’ve been through a lot in the past few days. Now, all you should think about is having fun. You can have fun with me, Mañana and Licia… there’s Coco. And Alessio… Terry and Shez, too. You still have a lot of friends.”


Amanda smiled. Perhaps this was what she needed. A ‘permission’ from someone to have fun and forget about her problems… Amanda thought that her professor was quite right. She had been thinking too much about the problems in her life and even those that are not in her life. She might feel happier if she just forget about it and have fun.


Seeing the smile on her face, Pippo felt elated. It was the next smile he saw from her since this morning before the incident. One problem down, another one to go…


“You haven’t touched your dinner. Aren’t you hungry?” Pippo asked.


At the same time, Coco and Alessio entered the room. They brought in a tray of food. Coco announced, “Amanda, our mother said that if we don’t make you eat, we’re going to lose our allowance. So you better eat or else you’re going to make us suffer.”


Alessio cheekily added, “Well, actually, if you don’t feel like eating, I can finish the food up for you. Allowance money is no problem for me. But because Coco here is not working yet so he still needs the money.”


Amanda and Pippo laughed. Amanda then said, “All right. I’ll eat.”


“Very good! Wow, Pippo, what did you say to her? You must have been very convincing… you should be a shrink, brother! And you can make even more money!” Alessio teased.


Amanda laughed again. Pippo retorted, “For your information, Amanda came to her senses by herself. I’ve got nothing to do with it. But I will take your idea into account. I should really go to school again and study psychiatry this time… then maybe I can mend those crooked brains of yours!”


With the laughter back again, Amanda felt much better. Professor Laurentiis and her brothers were so lucky to have each other because they seemed to be so closely knitted. Amanda rather envied them. And suddenly she remembered about the presents she must give to them.


“Where are you going?” Pippo asked when Amanda suddenly rose from her seat and then walked away from him.


Amanda didn’t answer him. She just went into the corner where the shopping bag was. Terry left them there. She reminded Amanda about it before she left but she almost forgot about it because she was too distraught. Now she remembered and she couldn’t wait to give it to them. When she returned with the shopping bag, Amanda grinned at the three brothers. 


“I have a present for you,” Amanda said.


“Oh! You have presents for us?” Coco asked delightedly.


“Wow! Really? You really shouldn’t bother, Amanda,” Alessio said.


Amanda smiled and then put Mañana on the cushion while she took the presents out. Pippo held Mañana on his hands while she did it. Each present was kept inside of wrapped box tied with ribbon. The wrapper was of dark blue color and the ribbon was light blue. She checked the boxes one by one and then gave one brother each.


“Can I open it now?” Coco asked.


“Sure,” Amanda answered. “Maybe you should all open it together.”


The three of them opened each of their boxes. Amanda was very pleased when they all broke into a smile. Inside the box was a large drinking mug with their names engraved on the glass. The engraving was very delicate and exquisite. Those mugs were very artistic.


“It’s great! Thank you very much!” Coco said happily.


“Where did you get these? Who engraved our names on these mugs?” Alessio asked in awe.


“Fio and I found a small pottery store whilst we were shopping for Christmas presents. Their sculptures were beautiful and we asked the shop owner if we could order four mugs to be made with your names engraved on it and they complied to it immediately. So we got them for your presents,” Amanda explained. She finished off laughingly, “So, now when you drink, you will remember us!”  


Pippo leaned forward to kiss her cheek. He said softly to her, “Thank you very much. For this. And for everything else.”


Amanda didn’t understand why he said that. His eyes were deep and meaningful when he did. Amanda replied, “You’re welcome, professor.”


Sandro received his present from Amanda the next morning. Amanda came to him when he was having breakfast alone in the kitchen, separated from the others. She brought him coffee in his mug to be presented to him as a surprise. She also had another motive for doing this. She wanted to speak to Sandro about something so that she could feel better and hopefully he could feel better as well. 


“Good morning, Sandro. Here, drink!” Amanda said as she entered the room without warning, causing Sandro to jump a little bit. She placed the mug on the table next to him.


“What’s that?” Sandro asked.


“Coffee,” Amanda answered.


“I meant… where did the glass come from? I don’t remember having a mug like that…”


Amanda smiled. “It’s my Christmas present for you.”


“Oh.”


Sandro stared at it for a long while. He was silent until Amanda asked him, “Do you like it?”


Sandro lifted his head and then smiled a little at her. “Yes, I do. Thank you.” He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. Amanda smiled.


“Are you feeling better?” Amanda asked him genially.


Sandro was surprised to hear Amanda’s tone. She didn’t seem to be furious at him anymore. Yesterday, she looked as if she could murder him instead of him killing himself when she discovered what he was trying to do. She was also very upset about the gun. And he heard from Coco that Amanda was bothered about Fio’s situation just as much as he was until she seemed to lose her spirit. But this morning, she was bright and cheerful.


“Yes, I am.”


“Sandro.”


“Yes?”


“I promised Pippo not think about your problem… but I won’t feel calm until I say this to you.”


“What?”


“I don’t want to lose you. You’re one of my good friends. I once hated you but that experience makes me feel even closer to you. As your friend, I feel very concerned about you. I especially don’t think committing suicide to solve a problem is the best solution there is although it’s practical and easy. So, the next time you feel like ending your life, please remember that at least a friend is going to miss you very much,” Amanda said seriously.


Sandro didn’t reply when she had finished speaking. She bit her lip and then sighed. “Uhm, fine. I guess I better leave you alone now.”


When Amanda began to rise from her seat, Sandro caught her hand. She paused and turned to look at him once again. “Thank you,” he said. She stared at him questioningly. Sandro then smiled. He rubbed Amanda’s hand reassuringly as he said, “I don’t know how to say it to you but I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and I hope you forgive me for upsetting you so many times.”


He bent his head and swallowed before continuing in a graver tone. “What happened yesterday… it was stupid. I know. I didn’t want you or anyone to see it. I thought it had been the right thing to do. I really did. I have no more reason for living… because…”


He raised his head once again to face her. Amanda could feel her heart breaking slowly when she saw the streaming tears from his eyes. He said, “I’ve lost her. I’ve lost her for real. She really doesn’t want me anymore. And that hurts. It hurts me like… like…”


For the next minute, he was speechless. He couldn’t find his words. He found that his voice was lost somewhere inside him. He couldn’t control the tears either. His hand dropped from holding Amanda’s hand. Sandro then covered his face with his hands, hiding his face and sadness behind them. Moments later, his shoulders started to rock because of the crying. It was as if his world had ended.


Amanda couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t withstand seeing him like that. So Amanda quickly went to his side and then opened his hands. She forced him to look at her. Sandro’s tearful eyes looked into hers. “Sandro, I am so sorry. If there’s anything I can do…” But she knew there was nothing else she could do. 


“I love her so much, Amanda,” he whispered brokenly.


“I know,” she said quietly. 


Amanda embraced him after that. She hugged him tightly, attempting to give him strength although she wasn’t sure she had some or not. Sandro sobbed in her arms. Amanda rubbed his back and kissed him on the head, giving him at least solace at this moment. She had received this from so many people lately – from her mother, from Professor Laurentiis, even from Sandro himself! But Sandro hadn’t. And she wanted to share it with him. 


Pippo now was curious. Amanda had excused herself before to find Sandro and give him his present. Licia had told her that she could find him in the kitchen. But what was taking her so long? Did Sandro and Amanda have another fight? If not, why hadn’t she returned? She should have returned immediately. Her breakfast was left untouched and they were mere toast with jam and a glass of milk!


Coco saw the concern lurking in Pippo’s eyes. He nudged Alessio who was sitting next to him. Alessio nodded at him, also noticing how his brother was looking across the table. Coco signaled Alessio to say something to Pippo because the situation at the table was getting more and more awkward. There were only four people, them and Licia, at the table and none of them were saying anything to each other.


“Pippo, you haven’t touched your bread at all. Would you like to get something else?” Licia offered.


Pippo glanced at his plate and then at Licia. He shook his head. “No, thank you. I am just worried about Amanda, that’s all. She should be back right now and I can’t help thinking that she’s got into trouble with Sandro again.”


“They’re only at the kitchen, Pip. If they’re fighting we should’ve heard something… maybe they’re just talking,” Alessio said.


“I am curious. I’ll go look,” Coco said.


Licia chuckled and mocked Coco, “Nosey.”


“Well, I am doing Pippo a favor, seeing if Amanda and Sandro are in friendly terms or in murdering terms right now,” Coco replied.


Coco rose from his seat but he halted when he saw Amanda and Sandro walked in to the dining room. The two of them were walking side by side with arms linked. They both had wet, red eyes and pale complexion. But other than that, they seemed to be just fine.


“Oh, there they are!” Coco exclaimed. “What happened with the two of you? We thought you guys fought again. I was just going to rescue you!”


Amanda smiled as well as Sandro. She said, “We’re fine.”


“Have you two been crying?” Licia asked suspiciously.


Neither Amanda nor Sandro replied. But it was pretty obvious what happened. Amanda smiled at the two of them. Pippo gritted his teeth and clenched his fists then banged the table. He said spitefully, “Amanda! Didn’t we agree that no more…”


Amanda argued, “But, professor, I was just trying to help Sandro…”


“It’s not your job. I can do that. I told you not to make your own holiday even worse,” Pippo said bitingly. 


Amanda left Sandro’s side and then came to sit next to Pippo. First she only stared at him but then she pinched him on the right arm. He yelped and the others laughed. She said, “If you can tell me not to worry about Sandro then I can also tell you that you shouldn’t worry about me. If my holiday will be better without worrying about Sandro then your holiday will be better too without worrying about me.”


“You can’t say that to me,” Pippo replied.


“Why not?” Amanda challenged.


“Because you’re the warden and I am the guardian. I worry about you and you shouldn’t worry about a thing. You really shouldn’t be thinking about anything,” he retorted.


Amanda snorted. “As much as it is nice to know that you are concerned about my well being, Professor, your words are rather chauvinistic.”


Pippo raised his eyebrows. “Now that you’ve used that word, let’s hear what you mean.” 


“Your words are biased… it’s like saying, I am the teacher, you are the student therefore I am right and you are wrong.”


“The sense is different.”


“It is the same. And you seem to be implying that because I am just a little girl whom you must protect, I am not allowed to think about anything.”


“I didn’t say that!”


“Your words imply by itself!”


“They do not.”


“Yes, they do.”


Amanda and Pippo glared at each other challengingly for a while. But then Pippo surrendered to defeat. He smiled. She was very good at arguing him. He must admit, for a first year student, she had the ability to debate like a third year student. And her attitude… her poise could give any adult woman a run for their money!   


“I win?” Amanda asked proudly.


Pippo sighed and nodded. Coco, Alessio and Licia clapped their hands and laughed. Licia was cheering very loudly because she thought Amanda gave him a very good challenge, something women rarely managed to do. Even Sandro was impressed with Amanda’s victory over their little debate. Pippo kissed Amanda’s cheeks and said, “No wonder you’re your mother’s daughter.”


“And what does she have got to do this?”


“Well, she always wins whenever debating with your father. And even your father is the best debater I’ve ever met!” Pippo said, rumpling her hair affectionately while she blushed at the comparison. Her mother debating her father… she was debating Professor Laurentiis… they were not the same… or could they be?

Chapter 82 

Amanda’s holiday went on better from that moment on. She was mostly in the company of Licia and Sandro. Licia’s parents had a library in the house and she found most of the books there were interesting. Sandro was also very much a library person. The two of them decided that books could be a great escape for lousy times. So they locked themselves inside there. Licia, however, accompanied Amanda at the kitchen. Besides being an excellent photographer and stylist, Licia is a terrific cook. She taught Amanda how to make cakes and cookies. 


Meanwhile, Amanda decided not to contact Fio whatsoever so that she could give her friend time to be alone. Fio didn’t try to contact her either so that must be a sign that she needed time alone. At least this time Amanda knew where she was. And she didn’t want to try to look for her because she didn’t want to bring the matter up to Sandro.


Shez and Terry came to Licia’s house a lot but then they were usually going out with Coco. They persuaded Amanda and Sandro to come along with them in their outing. Alessio and Terry tried several times to get Amanda out of the library to join them going to the restaurant by promising Kayla and D’Amico would be there too but they failed. Amanda preferred the books and Mañana than anything else. Coco was also having a hard time to persuade Sandro to go out of the library. Shez and him used many kinds of reasons for him to get out but Sandro knew what they were trying to do and said no to all of their offers and, later even, to their threats. Even Marisa, Arturo, Teresa and Marco tried to do the same thing. They tried to lure them out of the library since the first day they entered it but failed as well.


Finally, everyone just accepted that Amanda and Sandro were probably going to celebrate New Year in the library with a cup of hot chocolate instead of champagne and a volume of encyclopedia’s each instead of music. 


Pippo was the only one who wasn’t trying to stop Amanda and Sandro from what they were doing. Actually he was a bit depressed seeing how Amanda and Sandro isolated themselves but he was also busy spending time with Stefania, who wanted him to go here, there and everywhere with her.


That was why when everyone was away while Amanda and Sandro were home the house seemed deserted. Like today, for example. The courier came to send something to the house but there was no answer at all every time he rang the bell. He came again later and the result was still the same. Finally, at his third attempt, he was already getting frustrated and up on his nerves that he was thinking of breaking the window so that he could leave the package he was supposed to send inside the house and get his job done.


Fortunately at that time, someone nicely offered for help. He came just in time before the messenger was about to smash the window of the house. After asking the messenger what the problem was and then offering for help by taking it inside, he was able to relieve the annoyed courier. The courier said thank you and then left. 


Amanda could not be bothered at all. She was in the middle of reading a text in Latin and trying to figure out what it meant when she heard the doorbell rang. She knew she was supposed to open it but she was too absorbed. When the bell rang for the second time, she reluctantly said, “Sandro, can you open the door?”


“Hmm,” was his reply. He too as in the middle of a very interesting material, in French, that he didn’t care a tad about doorbells. 


After ten minutes, the doorbell didn’t stop ringing and Mañana was beginning to get annoyed by the sound of it. She hissed and scratched the carpet. Amanda sighed. She couldn’t let her cat suffer. So she dropped the heavy volume of the Latin book and then walked to the door. Mañana followed her outside. On the way out the little kitten slipped on her steps. Amanda chuckled and then lifted her up and put her on the shoulders as she rushed to get the door.


The person who came, and who had so kindly helped the messenger, appeared in front of her face and she was stunned to see who it was. 


“Antonio!” Amanda exclaimed. “What brings you here?”


Antonio smiled a little and then showed Amanda the box the courier brought. Amanda received it while he answered, “I came here to see Sandro.”


Amanda bit her lips and then eyed him nervously. “I, ah, don’t think that’s such a good idea, Antonio.”


“You know?” Antonio asked.


Amanda nodded. “Yes, I do.”


“Did she tell you?” Antonio asked nervously.


“No, she didn’t. She said it in front of Terry while she told Sandro about it and Terry told me, told all of us,” Amanda answered.


It was Antonio who was nervous now. He stammered, “Amanda, do… I… I don’t know what to do… you know? I am so confused. I feel so guilty. I just don’t know how to tell Sandro about it.”


Amanda sighed. She really couldn’t avoid this. She must hear what Antonio must say. But she glanced backward making sure Sandro wouldn’t come to hear what Antonio was going to say. Amanda told Antonio that they should just speak outside. Then she closed the door.


“All right, tell me about it,” Amanda said. 


“Well, you know the story. She’s pregnant. Fio is pregnant.”


“Are you sure about that? Antonio, did you even touch her?” Amanda replied dubiously. “She could have said that just to make him… well, miserable. After all, he was very rude at her when he still couldn’t accept the fact that she was Marco Di Vaio’s sister. Now she wants to make him feel the same way too!”


Antonio’s eyes were filled with guilt as he said tautly, “But… I did.”


“Did?”


“Touch her. We… uhm, we made love.”


Amanda dropped the package instantly. She gasped and gaped. She clamped her mouth with her hands to cover her shock. She almost dropped Mañana. Her face went positively livid. In her shock, she asked him in a choked voice, “You did? With her? When? How?”


Antonio almost pulled his own hair. “It was a few days before you found her. She was so sad. So devastated and she was almost losing half of her mind. I couldn’t stand seeing her like that. I tried to comfort her and suddenly… we just became physically too close and… it happened. The next day, we decided that it was a mistake and we wanted to forget about it. But… now…”


“So, Fio is pregnant?”


“Yes,” Antonio answered.


“Are you sure?”


“Positive.” Antonio bent his head down once again and told her, “Amanda, we went to the doctor this morning and it is declared positive.”


Amanda started to cry. She almost didn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it. But there he was, Antonio, in front of her… he was dead serious. Amanda looked into his eyes and seeing how guilty and nervous he was, she just knew he was telling the truth. She felt devastated. She didn’t know why but she felt really devastated. She felt sorry for Sandro. She felt sorry for him. He had wanted so much to make it up for her… he had been willing to accept her. He already changed his attitude… but now… for what? And what was she supposed to say to Sandro now? She didn’t even know if she should say it to him or not. Would he take his gun and pull the trigger to his brain right away if she did?


After a while, Amanda suddenly felt angry. This was really not fair. Sandro might have been very cruel to Fio. He once used Amanda to make Fio angry and jealous and almost ruined their friendship. But Fio was just as cruel. And Fio wasn’t just using Sandro’s best friend to make him jealous. This was real.


“What do I do now? I know I must admit to Sandro…”


Amanda stared at him icily. She said to him in a voice that pierced Antonio’s heart, “You can forget about that. If you love your life, you might as well leave now. Sandro doesn’t deserve it. You don’t deserve his friendship and Fio doesn’t deserve his love. Fio is just as heartless and malicious as he was when he used me to make her jealous. At least Sandro didn’t get me pregnant.”


Antonio stared at her in disbelief. “I thought you’re on our side.”


“Not anymore,” she replied.


At that moment, the door was opened and Sandro appeared. Amanda quickly turned around and said to him, “Sandro, let’s go inside.”


He ignored her. “Antonio?”


Antonio looked at Sandro and then said, “Ciao.”


“Sandro! Let’s go inside,” Amanda forcefully said.


Sandro finally took notice of Amanda. He looked at her and saw how angry she seemed to be. Sandro shifted his gaze back to Antonio and gazed at him in displease. It was not because of what happened between him and Fio but it was because Antonio must have upset Amanda until she was irate like that. 


“What did you do to her?” he asked Antonio.


“Nothing,” Antonio and Amanda answered at the same time. 


“Antonio, please, if you come here to annoy someone you can annoy me. Not her! You got me?” Sandro replied. He turned to Amanda and said, “Amanda, get back inside. You’re going to be cold if you stay here all the time. Mañana is also quite cold.”


“You come with me inside,” Amanda persisted.


“I need to talk to you,” Antonio said.


“Amanda, I will join you in a moment,” Sandro said.


“No, you won’t! You’re going to stay here and talk to him and then once you’ve heard what he said you’re going to run to your room and then shoot your head like you were trying to do a few days ago? Is that it?”


“Amanda, calm down. Don’t go hysterical…”


“How can I not be hysterical when you’re about to commit suicide?”


Antonio gaped. He stared at Sandro in disbelief. Neither Amanda nor Sandro was paying attention to his shock over the news because they were both in a heated argument for the next minute. Finally, Sandro said, “Look, nothing is going to happen. I am not going to fight with Antonio and I am not going to kill myself… I don’t even have my gun with me, damn it! So, why don’t you just stay calm and cool and inside?”


Amanda glared at him and replied angrily, “Fine, but if I hear you…”


“You won’t,” Sandro replied. He shoved Amanda inside the house and then closed the door. To Antonio he said, “Sorry about that. She’s just worried. She’s been worrying too much. I hope you didn’t come here to give her a bad news.”


“I came here to give you a bad news, which seems to be a bad thing for her,” Antonio said.


“What is it?” Sandro asked.


“What did she mean about you shooting your head?”


“That is none of your business, Antonio. My business here is to hear what you have got to say. What is it?”


Antonio stared into his best friend’s eyes. He said, “I want you to forgive me.”


“What for?” Sandro asked cautiously.


“For… what happened to Fio,” Antonio answered.


Sandro took a deep breath. He was staggered. But he was prepared. He knew what was coming since the beginning so he was able to hold on to his composure. His mind and heart was in battle with fury and anger but he kept his face cool and nonchalant. After a while, he breathed out and said to his best friend, “I know.”


“I didn’t mean to sleep with her… I just…”


The door suddenly burst open and Amanda reappeared in moments. She looked at Antonio with pleading eyes. “Stop it. It’s enough. Don’t continue. Sandro doesn’t need to hear this. He knows. I’ll tell him. Just go. Leave him alone.”


Antonio tried to continue, “But…”


“Please.”


This time Sandro didn’t disagree with her. Coldly, slowly and brokenly, he said to Antonio, “Yes, please, just leave me alone. I don’t want to hear about it. Lie to me if you have to. I just don’t want to hear it.”


Sandro turned around and strode off inside. Amanda followed behind him, leaving Antonio alone in the doorsteps, cursing himself. He had lost his best friend.


Two hours later, Pippo came home. He was with Stefania. He wasn’t surprised if the house was so quiet but Stefania was stunned. 


“Where is everybody?” she asked.


“Well, the others are gone and the only two other people in this house might have died in the library and no one has noticed it,” Pippo remarked.


Stefania slapped him on his back. “How can you say that? Who are the only two other people?”


“Sandro and Amanda. They lock themselves in the library and don’t come out even to eat even if the dish is most appealing to them,” Pippo answered dryly.


Stefania raised her eyebrows. “I gather you don’t like that situation that much.”


“Of course I don’t. They might become anti-social.”


“Isn’t Sandro already anti-social before?”


“Yes, and it might get even worse.”


The door behind them was opened and Coco and Shez entered. They were poking each other jokingly and laughing at some jokes they were telling each other. When they saw Stefania and Pippo the two of them stopped abruptly and kept a straight face.


“Ciao,” Coco said seriously. “What are you guys doing here? Don’t you two have your own apartment to have fun in?”


Shez poked him again until he coughed. She sweetly said to the surprised Stefania and amused Pippo, “Don’t mind him. He’s had too many blondes for one day.”


Pippo replied, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“We went shopping and suddenly a group of blonde girls that he used to be intimate with came and said hi to him. He just disliked them and apparently he got this disease of craziness.”


Coco pulled some strands of Shez’s hair. Shez yelped and nudged him once again. Pippo shook his head and said, “Stop it, you two.”


“Well, at least they’re here… maybe they can help us find the dead,” Stefania said.


Coco and Shez looked at each other and realized that they must be talking about Amanda and Sandro. Suddenly, the door to the living room was opened and Sandro strolled out with Mañana on his shoulders. He was carrying two boxes of ice cream which were now empty. Amanda followed from behind with two jars which used to be full of chocolate chip cookies. 


“We’re not dead,” Sandro said icily to Stefania and then walked away to the direction of the kitchen. 


“Ciao, tutti. Sorry we didn’t come out to greet you. We heard you coming but we were busy eating ice cream,” Amanda said cheerfully.


“Ah, in the living room, not the library?” Pippo asked.


Amanda grimaced. “Well, we thought that library gave a very depressing mood to Sandro’s already depressing state so we decided to change rooms.”


“To the living room?” Coco asked.


“Yes,” Amanda answered. “We were reading books there and eating ice cream…”


Shez smiled gladly. “Finally! We thought you would never get out from there!”


Stefania eyed Amanda with disinterest and contempt. She felt that every time she met the girl. She wouldn’t be feeling like that, actually, if she weren’t so smart, so sweet and occupying Pippo’s mind all the time!


Amanda excused herself to return the jars back to the kitchen. In a few minutes, she returned with Sandro and the cat. Pippo and Stefania went to the salon while Coco and Shez were inside the living room, which had turned into a haven of books. Apparently, Amanda and Sandro had brought in their favorites to the living room and decided to read in another place where it was less depressing in mood.


When they entered the living room, Coco asked wryly, “So, tell me, do you really plan to read for the New Year’s Eve?”


Sandro stared at him indignantly. “No.”


“That’s good news,” Shez replied. “What do you guys have in mind?”  


“Watch TV,” Amanda answered.


“Sleep,” Sandro said at the same time. 


Coco and Shez groaned. “You can’t be serious!” “Seriously!”


“We are serious,” Amanda replied. “What is there to do anyway?”


Shez begged Amanda, “Come on, Amanda, get real! I am not much of a party person anyway but it’s New Year’s Eve! We’re supposed to have fun! And, by the way, we’ve already planned to go to the concert. We want you to come along with us.”


“Concert? What concert?” Amanda replied.


“The New Year’s concert… there will be Alex Britti, Eros Ramazzotti, Jovanotti… everyone! Come on!” Shez said.


Amanda replied hesitantly, “Oh, I don’t know…”


“You don’t know? How can you not know? Hello?! Amanda! Andrea Pezzi, your favorite MTV VJ, is going to host the show!” 


Coco turned to his brother and said strictly, “I am not going to hear if you say to me you don’t want to go either. You must go.”


“Well, I think it’s not such a bad idea, actually,” Sandro said calmly.


“See, there!” Coco exclaimed. “Listen to that! Sandro thinks it’s not such a bad idea! Now, Amanda, will you go?”


“What does his opinion have got to do with my decision?” Amanda replied.


Coco shook his head. “Don’t you argue on that… this isn’t debate class. Just say you’ll go. OK?”


Amanda sighed. “I’ll think about it.”


Shez persuaded her even more. “Come on, Amy, Kayla is going to be there… with D’Amico. Kayla promised to ask Elena, Luca and Daniele to come! You haven’t seen them for a few days or called them either and they’ve heard about you not going to Milan so they want to know if you could join them for the New Year! And Terry is going to be there… Fabio is going to be there.”


“So what?”


“Fabio likes you! He’s so into you! You should be there for him!” Shez said.


Sandro smiled and suddenly he laughed. “Fabio? Fabio Orlandini still likes her?”


“You bet,” Coco said. “Massimo said that he met Fabio a few days ago and he was talking to his friends about calling Amanda in Milan! I told Massimo that Amanda is still here in Rome and Massimo told Fabio about it and now he’s dying to find out where she’s staying!”


“Really?” Amanda asked. Her cheeks are now tainted with pink but not because of shyness. She was actually very happy to hear about it. She had completely forgotten about Fabio. Now that she heard something about him, especially about him still liking her although she had been ignoring him for quite some time, she felt really elated.


Sandro laughed and said cheekily, “See, she’s flattered. You should’ve mentioned Fabio since a few days ago!”


“So, if Fabio comes, will you come too?” Coco asked Amanda.


Amanda shrugged but her eyes and smile said it all. Shez clapped her hands and said, “Right on! We’ll get you two extra tickets! One for you, one for Sandro.”


Sandro said innocently, “I am not saying I will go too…”


“Save it, Sandro. You’re going,” Coco replied as he punched Sandro’s arms.


The air in the Costacurta house was even gloomier than before towards the New Year celebration. Martina was desolate because her daughter had left the house once again and Billy refused to think of what had happened and decided to work instead of relax for the holiday. Marco didn’t seem to care about anything so he didn’t hang around at the house a lot.


But on this particular morning, on the 31st, he arrived at the house in his car. Nadia wasn’t with him. She stayed in his apartment. He didn’t actually want her to come this morning either. His arrival at the house surprised Martina, who was alone downstairs, because her husband was still sleeping upstairs.


“Marco, what are you doing here?” Martina asked in surprise when she greeted her 


“I came here to get my contact book. I left it in my room,” Marco answered as he kissed his mother’s cheek.


“Oh… have you had breakfast? Care to join me first?” Martina asked.


“Sure,” Marco answered.


They walked to the living room. Martina liked to have the breakfast there. She offered her son toast and jam and a cup of coffee, which Marco accepted gladly. Martina then helped herself with a croissant sandwich and a cup of tea. They ate almost in silence but at least they were both not alone.


After a while, Martina asked, “Where’s your girlfriend, Nadia?” 


“Nadia is at my apartment,” Marco answered.


“Why didn’t you take her here?”


“She doesn’t want to, actually. She needs a bit of rest,” Marco said.


Martina smiled. “I really like her. She’s different from your last girlfriend.”


“I like her better too,” Marco replied.


Martina then put her cup down. She said, “But, Marco, can’t you accept Sandro Laurentiis to become your sister’s boyfriend?”


“Anyone but him, Mama,” Marco said.


“But he is already a nice man,” Martina said.


Marco stared at her mother impassively and said, “Mama, let’s not discuss this or else we’re going to ruin our breakfast.”


Martina gave up. She really didn’t know what else to do or to say to him about the problem. She just said in the end, “Well, Marco, we’re never going to settle this problem if you don’t settle it. Fio likes him and you’re just making it worse for her by hating Sandro even more. Like it or not, Marco, one day you’re going to accept that he is the man your sister chooses.”


Marco snorted. “Let’s see about that.”


“About what?” Martina replied.


Marco smiled bitterly. “Haven’t you heard, Mama? Fio doesn’t love Sandro Laurentiis anymore. She is in love with his best friend, Antonio.”


Martina gasped. “How did you know that?”


“Nadia works with Antonio. She came to work yesterday and heard that Antonio and Fio are spending the holiday together,” Marco reported. Marco paused and then continued, “Antonio is the reason why Fio isn’t coming home today.”


Martina tried to be calm hearing that shocking news. But then she looked at the positive side. “Then… good. You don’t have to worry about Sandro touching your sister anymore, now do you?”


Marco smiled and said, “On the contrary, Mama, I am free to hate him even more without having to hurt Fio!”


Martina shook her head. “I don’t know I am going to saying this to my own son, Marco… but you are impossible. You are…”


“Despicable?” Marco replied laughingly. He kissed Martina’s cheeks and said, “That’s why everyone loves me, Mama.”


Marco finished off his breakfast and then went up to his room. Martina just watched her son in exasperation. She began to question the way she and Billy brought up the children. There was nothing wrong with Fio, actually, but there was certainly something wrong with Marco. Maybe they had been too lenient with him when he was young or maybe they weren’t strict enough to restrict his playmates that he got friends like the ones he had now. Maybe it was because Billy never had enough time for him when he was young as Billy was still a struggling politician back then. Or perhaps Marco was just out of his mind.


Martina sighed. She was absolutely baffled. How could Marco hate Sandro that much? How could they be enemies without her knowing it? If she or Billy had known about it, they might have prevented this whole thing from going on? Then again, their original source of enmity was caused by a woman. And who could do anything when it comes to that?


She left her seat in the living room. She decided that she should talk to someone. Maybe she would call up Adriana in Milan. She knew Adriana shouldn’t be bothered with this problem but Martina only trusted her for this one because she knew about it too. They also had been best friends before and they used to share a lot of things. Why shouldn’t they share again now?


Walking to the study, Martina found that her heart was completely in tatters thinking about this problem. When she reached the telephone, she sighed and prepared herself for a long heart to heart talk with Adriana. Slowly, she picked up the received and began to dial Adriana’s number. However, before she even dialed the first digit, she was already sent to a great shock. She heard an unbelievably conversation… about killing Sandro Laurentiis…


“So, Manu, you know what to do…”


“I know. Don’t worry, Marco, everything will be fine. You have our support for this.”


“But this time, I don’t want mistakes.”


“No mistakes, Marco. Not like the last time. Alessandro Laurentiis will be finished… right in the dawn of the first of January.”


Amanda stared into her suitcase. There were only two options of wardrobe that she could wear for tonight’s concert. It was either her leather pants and halter neck top colored black or her blood red dress which had a very low cleavage cut. After deliberating for a while, she groaned and closed her suitcase in exasperation.


At the same time Licia entered the room. “Terry was just on the phone, Amanda. She said that she’s going to come here at seven so she could…” She paused. “Amanda, what’s wrong? You look annoyed.”


“I am,” Amanda replied. “None of my outfits is suitable for a concert.”


“What do you usually wear to a concert?” Licia asked, blinking, thinking that Amanda must be very fashionable going to the concert.


“Jeans and T-shirts… but I haven’t any neat ones with me,” Amanda answered.


“Jeans and T-shirts?” Licia repeated. “Those are what you wear to a concert?”


Amanda rolled her eyes. “Well, there’s no point in going to a concert only to have your most beautiful dress ripped off or to torture yourself inside a murderous tight leather pants and high heel shoes!”


Licia laughed. “You’re right… there is no point in doing that at all. You want some neat T-shirts? I have some. In fact, there are some that I have never even used before. What color do you like?”


“Pink,” Amanda answered, “Or white.”


Licia grimaced. “Ooh, sorry, cara. I only have purple, green and dark red. Those are the only colors that go with me.”


Amanda promptly answered, “Green would be fine!”


“Cool! I’ll get them and then bring it here. Need help in make-up too?”


“Oh, I can do that. Concert make-up is easy. Party make-up is the hardest one.”


“What is concert make-up?” Licia asked curiously.


“Lip balm and a whole lot of water sprays,” Amanda answered.


Licia laughed. “Right!” She left the room laughing, leaving Amanda alone to find a suitable pair of pants. A few minutes later, Amanda found one pair of unused jeans at the very bottom of her suitcase, which was a black bellbottom denim pants with artistic floral embroideries at the edges. She rarely used that one because she loved it very much and didn’t want to ruin the embroidery at all. 


Licia returned a few minutes later with her green T-shirts and shirts. Pippo, Alessio, Sandro and Coco were behind her. They were all talking at the same time, making a lot of noises.


“Ciao, Amanda! Tonight you’re still going, aren’t you?” Coco asked.


She frowned and answered, “Yes. If I can find the right clothes.”


“Terry will come here later. Actually, I am going to call her again… want me to give your message on anything?” Alessio replied.


“I hope you don’t mind if I stay here and talk with Licia while you try the clothes?” Pippo asked.


“Mañana is hungry… shall I feed her?” Sandro asked.


Amanda nodded to him and then to Alessio she said, “Tell Terry to call me later.” 


“Okay, you guys out of here… Amanda is going to try one some clothes,” Licia said.


The telephone rang. Alessio excused himself to get it. Coco followed him outside, convincing him that it must be Shez. Sandro said goodbye a few minutes later after lurking around to find out what sort of clothes Amanda was going to wear. Pippo stayed though because he wanted to talk to Licia about something. Amanda then took one of the clothes Licia brought to the adjoining bathroom and then changed inside.


“What do you want to talk about?” Licia asked.


“This is something really important,” Pippo answered.


“What is?” 


“Licia, I…”


Amanda poked her head all of a sudden from the bathroom and said, “Licia… wow… I like these clothes of yours.”


Licia turned her attention from her cousin to her cousin’s warden. “Let me see.”


Amanda walked out of the room wearing a sheer long sleeved tie dyed green and white top. Licia nodded in approval and said, “Try on your pants.”


Amanda nodded. She grabbed her pants and then went inside the bathroom to change again. Meanwhile, Licia asked Pippo, “What about you?”


Pippo stared at her cousin. He seemed hesitant all of a sudden. “I don’t know how to say this to you…”


Licia touched his arm and persuaded him gently, “What is it about?” 


“Well…”


Amanda walked out of the bathroom again. She was wearing her complete wardrobe. “So, what do you think?”


“Excellent,” Licia said excitedly. “Hippie!”


“Really?” Amanda asked.


“It’s great,” Licia reassured. “Don’t you think so, Pippo?”


“It’s wonderful,” Pippo answered. He thought Amanda looked better than anyone else in this world all the time so whatever she wore didn’t matter. Of course, a few seconds later, he wiped that off his mind because he felt guilty for feeling that way. Stefania was also a great dresser and she also looked better than anyone else in this world.  


“Cool! You’re ready to go tonight!” Licia said.


Amanda nodded. Licia then gathered all the other clothes and said to Amanda, “You really must help me choose one of these. Or should I wear the purple one?”


Pippo now changed his mind. He decided not to say anything to Licia and then said, “I’ll see you two later.”


Licia nodded and Amanda jokingly pushed him out of the room. He just laughed and before he fully exited the room, he rumpled Amanda’s hair and kissed her cheek. Amanda closed the door and went back to Licia immediately. 


After helping Licia find the perfect clothes for the concert tonight she spent the rest of the day playing around at the house with Mañana and then actually helping Pippo type a letter for one of his business associates. She received a few phone calls. First it was from Shez, then from Terry, then Kayla, then Elena and then Luca and Daniele. Coco was constantly on the phone as well, talking to Shez. Alessio was too, with Terry, and then with Beppe, finally with D’Amico. Licia was busy using the phone to call her bosses in Australia, telling them that she would be returning to work a week after the New Year possibly. 


Tired of hearing the telephone ringing, Amanda retreated to her room at five in the afternoon to get some sleep. Tonight was going to be a long night. At seven, Terry and Shez woke her up, saying that she should get ready because they were going to eat dinner. Amanda then quickly took a shower and dressed up. She joined the rest downstairs for dinner.


On the way to the dining room, Amanda passed by the study. She heard the phone inside ringing. Amanda went inside to get it. It was from D’Amico. He wanted to talk to Alessio. Amanda told him to wait for a while. She exited the room to get to the dining room. On the way there, Arturo, Marisa, Marco and Teresa came from the opposite direction. They were going to have a dinner party at a friend’s house. So they said goodbye to Amanda and told her to have fun and left.


Entering the dining room, she found everyone was there. She announced, “Alessio, there is a call from Andrea.”


Alessio immediately rose from his seat and walked outside the dining room. Not so long afterwards, they heard the doorbell rang. Amanda said, “I’ll get the door.”


“That must be Stefania. Tell her to come in here, will you?” Pippo said.


Amanda nodded. She went to the front door and walked to the front door. She opened it and found… not Stefania. Instead she saw… Martina.


“Zia Martina! What are you doing here?” Amanda asked in surprise. She really wasn’t expecting Martina to come at all. She didn’t call her at all to notify her arrival.


“Oh, finally! I can see you! I spent the whole day trying to reach you by telephone but couldn’t get through… Amanda, we must speak!” Martina said rapidly.


“What? I don’t understand…” Amanda replied confusedly. 


Alessio appeared. “What’s the matter, Amanda?” He saw Martina and his eyes widened. “Mrs. Costacurta! What brings you here?” 


Martina stepped inside and said gravely, “Where is Sandro?”


“At the dining room,” Amanda answered.


“Take me there,” she said almost pleadingly.


Alessio and Amanda escorted Martina to the dining room. Her appearance surprised everyone there. Pippo and Sandro were most surprised, of course, because they weren’t notified that she was coming. Terry and Shez were wondering what Fio’s mother was doing there.


“Good evening, everyone. I must come here and tell you… but first I want to apologize for not coming here earlier. I tried to contact you through the phone but the line was busy and I had a very important matter to take care of with my husband this afternoon. So, I came here… hopefully in time to warn you,” she said.


“Mrs. Costacurta, what is the matter with all this?” Shez asked.


Martina took a deep breath. She turned to Sandro and then said, “Sandro, Marco plans to end your life tonight.”


That announcement brought a long silence to the room. Everyone was too scandalized to say anything. Martina stared despondently at Sandro, who was staring back at her in cold shock. A few minutes later, Sandro managed to find his voice and said, “Mrs. Costacurta, you can’t be serious, can you?”


“I am serious, Sandro. I heard my son’s conversation with his friend, Emmanuele. Marco told him that you would be finished at the dawn of January the 1st. I came here to warn you not to go out anywhere and stay here. I hope you take this seriously too. I know Manu has a gang of violent mobsters and only God knows why Marco befriends them… but whatever it is Marco is planning, if it involves Manu, it sure isn’t a good one,” Martina said.


Pippo spoke up after that. “Martina, are you certain about this?”


“I wouldn’t be this worried if I weren’t, Pippo,” Martina replied.


“Oh God…” Amanda said in a choked voice. “It mustn’t happen.”


“I know it mustn’t. That’s why, Sandro, be careful. Don’t go anywhere,” Martina said. “Someone might be following you from behind, Sandro, wherever you’re going tonight. He might be spying on you… they know where you are now and they can easily find out where you’re going…”


Sandro gritted his teeth and then said icily, “He can do whatever he likes with me. If he wants to kill me then let him… I don’t even care.”


“Sandro… please, don’t say things that can make the situation even worse,” Alessio warned.


“I think we should just stay here tonight. There is no point in going to the concert if the situation is like this,” Shez suggested.


“Why don’t you all go while I stay here with Sandro?” Pippo suggested. “I will cancel my date with Stefania and…”


“No, why don’t you all go and I stay here with Sandro?” Amanda prompted. 


“Amanda, no. You go,” Pippo said.


“We all stay,” Coco said.


Sandro raised his hands and said dismissively, “Nothing is going to happen to you. It’s me Marco wants. So you might as well go ahead to the concert and have fun while I stay here and then if he dares come into this house, I’ll fight him.”


Pippo, Alessio and Coco looked at one another and then they said in unison, “We stay. You girls go.”


“Oh, this is so annoying!” Licia announced. “Come on! Forget about it… we’ll all stay.”


“Licia, they deserve the fun… why don’t you take the girls to the concert and we’ll stay here to solve this problem. It’s more logical that way. The girls have got nothing to do with this. But we are Sandro’s brothers and it’s only natural if we help him solve this problem,” Pippo said cogently.


Amanda, Terry, Shez and Licia stared dubiously at Pippo. Pippo groaned and then said, “Damn it, just do what I say, okay? I don’t mean to be bossy… but there is no point in sacrificing your fun for this problem that doesn’t involve you. I know you’re worried but if Alessio, Coco, Sandro and I stay here we can figure what to do so that nothing will happen!”


“Fine, all right, we’ll go. Don’t be so emotional!” Amanda replied exasperatedly. “We’re just trying to help.” She left the room in annoyance and slammed the door to a close.


Pippo looked as if he could blow up any minute. But he didn’t say anything. Shez neutralized things and said, “I’ll… accompany Amanda.”


Shez pulled Terry’s hand and went outside the dining room. Martina felt a bit guilty for ruining the atmosphere but Licia was already saying to her, “Mrs. Costacurta, thank you very much for letting us know about this. You are Marco’s mother and yet you helped your son’s enemy. We appreciate it very much. If there’s anything we can do for you, we’ll try to do it.”


“Thank you…” Martina said, trying to search for Licia’s name but couldn’t find any because they hadn’t been introduced.


“I am Licia Laurentiis, their cousin,” Licia introduced herself. “And you must be Martina Costacurta, Fio’s mother. Nice to meet you.”


“Martina, everything will be fine. We will prevent Marco from doing what he’s about to do,” Pippo reassured her.


“I don’t have the courage to tell Billy about this, Pippo… It was Adriana who advised me to tell you first before I talk to my husband. I am afraid if Billy finds out, he would disown Marco. I know what Marco’s doing is terribly wrong and he should be punished for it but I am still his mother and it would mean hell if I were to disown my own son,” Martina said tearfully.


“I guarantee you, nothing is going to happen,” Pippo said.


“Thank you, Mrs. Costacurta,” Sandro said curtly but meaningfully.


“Good luck, Sandro, and be careful,” Martina said. She turned to Licia and said, “Licia, may I see Amanda?”



“Of course… I’ll show you to her. She’s perhaps in the living room,” Licia complied.


Amanda was indeed in the living room. She was with Shez and Terry by the fire, watching Mañana play on the carpet. She was rolling here and there on her back, begging for attention. Martina and Licia entered the room and approached them. Amanda, Shez and Terry stared at the two of them inquiringly.


“I need to talk to you, Amanda,” Martina said.


Amanda nodded. She grabbed Mañana and then stood on her feet. Amanda and Martina went outside to the hall and talked there. Amanda started the conversation, “What is it, Zia Martina?”


“Amanda, this is about Fio…”


“What about her?” Amanda asked suspiciously.


“She went to Antonio’s place… that is something I don’t understand why… it seems as if she’s running away again! Only this time she kindly let me know about it. Billy is demanding for an explanation and I can’t give him an explanation. Do you know why she did that, going to Antonio’s place for the rest of the holiday?”


Amanda shrugged. She didn’t know if she should tell Martina about Fio’s pregnancy or not. If she did, she was sure Fio would be very angry for telling away her secret like that. But Martina was her mother and she did have the right to know. 


“I don’t know, Zia Martina. She didn’t tell me either… I was surprised about it myself,” Amanda said.


Martina wiped her face with her hands in exhaustion. “I am so desperate…”


Amanda touched Martina’s arm gently. “Don’t worry, Zia, I am sure everything is fine. It’s just that… maybe Fio just wants to be with… with… someone she likes and enjoys being with. You know how Antonio is practically her best friend during her escape.”


“I know, I know… I just have this uneasy feeling that… ah, never mind,” Martina said. Then she waved her hand dismissively. “All right, thank you for everything, Amanda. I am very sorry you didn’t get to stay at our place… but if you would like to come anyway, you will be most welcomed. Billy and I have seen you as our second daughter. Thank you. Have fun tonight.”


Amanda nodded and smiled when Martina gave her a motherly kiss on her cheeks. Licia reappeared from the living room. Martina told her that she must leave because she had to join her husband in a New Year function at their friend’s house. Licia then escorted her to the door and said goodbye. Meanwhile, Amanda sighed heavily. She felt shattered… problems kept coming and coming endlessly. One goes, one comes and it devastates everyone’s life, including hers. She just hoped next year was going to be a better year.


The girls finally left to the concert, with the four of them looking very gloomy as they walked out of the door. Pippo convinced them once again that Sandro was going to be fine but Amanda, who was dubious, walked out of the door without saying anything to Pippo. But they went anyway and left the four Laurentiis brothers in the house to think about what they were going to do.


After an hour of sitting down and not speaking to each other in the living room, Sandro grew tired of it. He rose from his seat and said, “Well, this is not doing anyone any good. I might as well go out there and then face Marco Di Vaio on my own and kill him first before he kills me.”


“You seriously want to kill him?” Coco asked.


“Well, do I have a reason not to?” Sandro replied.


Alessio groaned. “Sandro, use your brain! If you kill Marco, your chance with Fio is going to be… nil! Nothing! You will fail to get her.”


“Haven’t you heard, Alessio?” Sandro retorted sarcastically. “My dear Fio is pregnant of my best friend’s baby and she doesn’t want me anymore… she doesn’t want Marco as her brother and she has practically disowned him. I have got nothing to lose and if I have to kill Marco Di Vaio tonight then let it be that way!”


“That’s just a lie Fio said to make you feel…” Pippo started.


But Sandro interrupted him wrathfully, “NO! It’s the TRUTH! Antonio came a few days ago to tell me that they have slept together for real and now Fio is having his baby. My best friend came to me to say that truth on his own!”


The other three fell back to silence. Neither of them said anything about it. They all didn’t know what else to say or comment on that one. Sandro walked to the door and also closed his mouth. Rage was burning throughout his entire body. He felt like he could smash things up right now, including his brother, with his bare hands. Surely, he could handle Marco single handedly at this moment. And there was nothing else he wanted but that.


“I’m going to call the police,” Pippo said finally.


“And you’re going to treat me like I am some kind of superstar who is avoiding paparazzi?” Sandro replied coldly.


Pippo’s anger snapped. “Listen, Sandro… what is your problem?! We are all just trying to help you and yet you brush us off… don’t you ever think? We are your brothers and can you imagine how hard it is for us to hear that you, our brother, is probably going to die tomorrow?! I would fight Death to get you back! We all would! But YOU… you just act as if we mean nothing! And don’t you dare use that argument that you’re not our real brother! You are a Laurentiis… we are Laurentiis… we are in this together!” he thundered.


Alessio came between the two of them when things started to seem dangerous. Alessio said exhaustedly, “Stop it. Stop it, the both of you, Pippo and Sandro. The last thing we need is to have the two of you fighting each other to death… if so, Marco Di Vaio means nothing at all. Look, I am tired. I am really, really tired with all this.” He paused for a while before saying, “Come on, guys… this is New Year’s Eve… we cancelled off our concert and dinner dates… we upset the ladies… we angered each other… THIS IS THE TIME TO HAVE FUN!”


“Alessio, what’s your point?” Coco asked full of bafflement.


“What I mean is… we are going to forget about this problem, stay inside the house so Marco Di Vaio can’t get in and we are going to get the glasses and the champagne, bring the food out and turn on the TV! We are going to PARTY!” 


Fio tossed and turned in the bed she was sleeping in. Antonio entered the room and turned on the lights. Fio’s eyes snapped open in an instant. She was sweating and her breath unsteady. Antonio was worried seeing her. He went to her side immediately.


“Fio, are you all right?” he asked.


Fio didn’t answer. She stared at Antonio. She was crying. She said, “I… dreamt of something terrible.”


“What is it?” Antonio asked.


“I dreamt of Sandro…” 


Antonio flinched inside. But then he found the courage to ask, “What did you dream of him?”


“I dreamt of him… dead,” Fio stammered. “There were blood everywhere and cries and shouts… and I saw Amanda… Amanda’s hand was bathed in his blood… she nearly died too… and Marisa Laurentiis, his mother… his father… everyone, his brothers… they were everywhere…”


Antonio’s face went pale. “You… dreamt… Sandro died?” he gulped.


“It was horrible… I don’t understand why I have to dream about him like that!” Fio said, shaken.


Antonio bent his head and tried to avoid Fio’s eyes. He sighed slowly. Fio asked him, “What?” When Antonio didn’t answer her, Fio asked, “Antonio, what’s wrong with you?”


Antonio jerked his head up and said, “Fio, I think we have made a mistake… I think… maybe you dreamt of something like that because… Sandro… Sandro did try to kill himself. He… almost committed suicide a few days ago… Amanda stopped him from doing it.”


Fio almost fainted. She was feeling extremely guilty right now. She couldn’t help not feeling guilty. A few days ago… maybe it was that time after Sandro and Fio had a fight in front of the cathedral… no, Fio was sure it was that time. She just knew it. From the anguished look he had in his face, Fio just knew he was capable of doing anything and everything harmful that was imaginable. Fio had thought he would lashed his anger towards her or Marco… but… he did it to himself…


“Fio, let’s just forget about…” Antonio said.


But then Fio shook her head. “We can’t, Antonio! Please!”


Antonio took Fio’s hand and said, “You don’t need me… you need him… you want him… and he does too… badly…”


Fio silenced him with her finger on his lips. “Antonio, please. Don’t continue.”


Antonio sighed. “He’s my best friend, Fio,” he said.


“I know he is. But it’s too late…” Fio said. Guilt returned to her. But she said it anyway, “He’s done what he did. And we have done what we did. Nothing can be changed from that.”


“He’s not coming out. He stayed in the house. He’s still in there until now.”


“Coward.”


“What do you want us to do?”


“Nothing.”


“But…”


“I will take care of him myself.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


“So, do you still need us? We’re ready, you know?”


“I know. But, don’t worry… if he’s not going to come out, I’ll make him come out. I will do it personally. Either way, he is still going to die.”

Chapter 83


It was a gloomy New Year’s Eve. Amanda had said “Happy New Year” to her friends in a flat tone and an expressionless face despite the enthusiastic atmosphere around her in the concert. The concert itself was great. Even though she was feeling very depressed, just Terry, Shez and Licia were, Amanda enjoyed the performances by the artists as well as Andrea Pezzi’s hosting. Moreover, there was Fabio Orlandini with her.


When she saw Fabio, her heart gave a little leap. He smiled seeing her and then gave her a kiss on the cheeks. Amanda was flattered to know from Kayla and Elena that Fabio had contacted the two of them to find out where Amanda was and even begged them to let him come to the concert so that he could meet her. Fabio didn’t ask questions either why Amanda looked distraught. He only asked how she was doing and then accompanied her all the way through to the concert. 


None of the others asked what the problem Amanda, Terry and Shez seemed to be having was. Massimo, Mica and Gennaro, who were there as well, didn’t ask questions to Shez. D’Amico didn’t say a word when Terry said Alessio and Coco couldn’t come. They all knew that something must have happened within the Laurentiis family so that the three brothers who said they were going to come didn’t come.  


Andrea Pezzi said, “Good morning and have a nice party!” when the show was finished. It was then Amanda realized the party was over and they had entered a brand new year. But somehow she felt pessimistic and she felt even worse than before she came to this concert.


“What a great show, don’t you think?” Luca asked.


“I am so tired,” Elena said.


“But, hey, we can still go out and party! Let’s go to the club!” Kayla said.


“I am on for that!” D’Amico said.


Amanda glanced at Shez and Terry. The two of them didn’t seem keen on going with the others. She knew they must be worried about Sandro and they must miss Coco and Alessio very much. Amanda then looked Licia inquiringly. Licia sighed. She was worried about Sandro too and she seemed eager to come home now that the concert was finished. 


“I think we’ll skip,” Terry said, to which Amanda thanked her for.


“Why?” Daniele asked. 


D’Amico was about to protest when Terry immediately explained, “We’re just so tired and we want to see how our boyfriends are doing at home.”


“Oh, yeah… I almost forgot Coco’s not here and Alessio too,” Massimo said.


“Okay, so… you’re leaving now?” Mica asked Shez.


“Yes,” Shez answered firmly.


Licia nodded. She said, “You girls wait in the place where we came down. I’ll get the car.” Then she left. Shez and Terry said goodbye to the others while Fabio pulled Amanda aside to talk to her in private.


“Yes, Fabio?” Amanda asked.


Fabio looked at her intently and said, “I don’t know what is going on with you. I know it’s got something to do with the Laurentiis brothers… but, Amanda, I sure hope you’re not attached to one of them.”


“Attached to one of them?” Amanda asked, blinking. “To one of the Laurentiis brothers? Why do you think I am attached to one of them?”


Fabio smiled sheepishly and then said rather timidly, “Well, you know… you came to the Autumn Ball with Sandro Laurentiis and Elena and Kayla said that you’re good friends and you’re spending your holiday in the Laurentiis home…”


Amanda shook her head. “Fabio, I spend my holiday there because Professor Filippo Laurentiis is my guardian, the person consented by my father to take care of me, and he won’t let me stay anywhere else so he can keep an eye on me. And Sandro Laurentiis is in love with Fio. Since I am Fio’s friend, I am helping her get him,” she explained. But in her heart she was saying that neither of them deserved one another.


Fabio sighed gladly and he smiled full of relief. Amanda giggled seeing that expression on his face. Amanda said, “Look, there’s nothing going on between me and Sandro, honestly. We’re just very good friends… since a long time ago… because he likes to steal my books in the library. But he hasn’t stolen my heart.”


“Good, because I hope I am the one who is going to,” Fabio said as he leaned forward to give her a kiss on the cheek.


Amanda blushed after the kiss but it was dark in the Piazza di San Giovanni so Fabio didn’t see clearly her blush. Fabio then said, “All right… I will see you later in a week… back in campus.”


Amanda nodded. “Sure.”


“I’ll see you later,” Fabio said.


He took Amanda back to her friends. Amanda said goodbye to the others but this time she looked more cheerful. Everyone stared at the glowing Fabio and beaming Amanda and knew instantly that the two of them had something going on. But they didn’t say anything. Amanda then joined Shez and Terry to go to the car as she waved her hand to the others. After the three of them were gone, Kayla, Elena, Daniele, Luca, D’Amico, Massimo, Mica and Gennaro immediately screamed to Fabio, “AAAA! YOU GOT HER!”


Amanda, Shez and Terry heard that scream and they went away laughing out loud, feeling slightly better after what they had been through.


Licia and the girls arrived at the same time Licia’s parents and the brothers’ parents arrived. They greeted each other with New Year greetings and went inside the house together.


“How was the concert?” Teresa asked.


“It was good! It was so cool!” Amanda answered happily.


Shez, Terry and Licia laughed. Marisa asked, “Why do you laugh?”


“Amanda has a new boyfriend!” Licia teased.


“Oh, better not tell Pippo… he’s overly protective of you and he’s bound to act like the annoying brother and will not let you go out with him,” Marisa joked.


Amanda pouted but then she laughed. Arturo asked, “Where are Alessio, Sandro and Coco? Aren’t they supposed to be going with you?”


Licia quickly said, “They didn’t come… but I will explain to you later. Not now. The most important thing is that we must see how they are doing.”


Marco furrowed his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”


“Papa, I told you, I will explain later,” Licia said.


The group entered the house and Marisa called for her boys’ names. But there was no answer. The lights were still on but there was no sound at all. They all began to feel suspicious. Suddenly, Mañana appeared and meowed softly. Amanda smiled seeing her cat and then lifted her up from the floor.


“Ciao, Mañana! Where have you been? Have you had a good new year’s eve?” Amanda asked. She kissed Mañana and then asked, “So, did the guys treat you nicely? Where are they, dolce? Tell me where Brother Pippo, Brother Alessio, Brother Sandro and Brother Coco are!”


“Amanda, why are you talking to your cat like that?” Shez asked exasperatedly. 



“Well, Mañana might now where they are… besides, talking to a cat can make it smart,” Amanda argued. She then kissed Mañana again. But then she smelled something from her. She said then, “You smell like champagne! Where have you been? Have you been drinking?”


Mañana then jumped down from her hands and then walked to the living room. She slipped her very small body through the slightly open doors and meowed again from inside. Amanda followed her there. Terry and Shez were behind her in no time. Amanda opened the door and she gasped when she saw the living room.


It was chaotic. There were plates, glasses, bottles of champagne, tissues and feathers from the pillows everywhere. The room smelled like chocolate, alcohol and steak with marinated sauce at the same time. The lights were bright but there was one bulb on the floor, broken. Crumbs and food leftovers were either on the almost empty plates or in the carpet and cushions. Three chairs were turned upside down and the drapes were hanging loose at some edges.


But the worst sight of all was the sight of the four Laurentiis brothers lying on the floor, in between the mess, all crumpled and stuck to each other. The usually cool Pippo laid his head on top of Alessio’s hips and Alessio’s head was on Sandro’s stomach and Sandro and Pippo’s legs were entangled to each other’s, forming a triangle. Coco was in the middle, crouching like a baby and sleeping between his brothers as if he were the smallest while he was actually the biggest.


Pippo still had a napkin hanging on the collar of his shirt, Alessio had a tablecloth wrapping his body, Sandro was hugging another bottle of champagne and Coco had chocolate all over his face. They all looked ultimately undesirable for any woman at this moment. 


“Oh my God… what happened to them?” Terry asked disgustedly.


“Are they really them?” Shez asked.


“Oh, boy… Teresa is going to go ballistic…” Amanda said.


Licia entered the room and she screamed in surprise. “WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?!”


Teresa and Marisa entered the room and they were transfixed by the view they held in front of them. Teresa was speechless to see their living room like that while Marisa was boiled with anger over the behavior of her children. She was ready to blow up.


“Is this idea of a joke? We left them at home so they could solve a problem and look what they are doing? I ought to kill Pippo!” Licia said furiously.


Amanda, who was bending down on her knees to check Sandro’s pulse, said dryly, “At least Sandro is alive.”


“They are going to pay for this,” Marisa said scathingly. First she turned to Teresa and said, “Teresa, I am really, really sorry about all this… I will make it up to you…


“Never mind… but why are they like that?” Teresa asked in amazement.


No one answered her as Licia, Terry, Shez and Amanda became stunned when they saw Marisa march up to her sons and then wake them up. Marisa first slapped Pippo until he opened his eyes. Pippo drowsily moaned and mumbled, “What?”


“Filippo, you better have an explanation for this!” Marisa said.


Pippo opened his eyes, blinked a few times and then stared at his mother. “Mama, you’re home? Happy New Year!”


“Happy New Year?! This is not Happy! What have you done to Teresa’s living room?” Marisa asked.


Suddenly Pippo burped and then he grinned. “Sorry, Mama…”


“You! In front of your warden and your student!” Marisa said.


Pippo looked around and spotted Amanda. “Oh, there you are, Amy! Happy New Year, sweet!”


Amanda was baffled. She took a step backwards. Suddenly Alessio was awake too. He rubbed his eyes and then looked around. He slurred, “Is it time to go to school yet, Mama?”


“Oh my God… they are drunk,” Marisa breathed.


Terry shook her head. Licia said, “Obviously… look at Sandro! Sleeping with a bottle of champagne! And only God knows where he gets that!” 


Marisa then woke Sandro up and then said, “You, wake up! You look like a drunkard and you smell like one! What is the matter with the four of you?”


Sandro opened his eyes and then said, “Oh, Mama, I am so sleepy. Can I sleep for a while?”


“Teresa, Licia, help me with them!” Marisa said.


Teresa helped Marisa to wake up Sandro and Coco. Sandro was awake in an instant like his brothers but obviously they were drunk so they were totally disoriented. The three of them rose to their feet. Terry immediately went to Alessio and then helped him to stand still because he was swaying from the influence of the alcohol. Licia supported Pippo to stand as well and Amanda was ready next to Sandro in case he was going to fall too. But Coco wouldn’t wake up. He kept on sleeping like a baby… or a cow, to be precise.


Amanda tried to stifle her laughter. She was actually amused with the situation. She thought the Laurentiis brothers were the most perfect brothers in the whole world. They were handsome and charismatic. But apparently she was proven wrong… they could look like jackasses too. 


“God, don’t tell me I have to lift this boy to his room!” Marisa said hopelessly.


But Shez came to her aid. “I’ll do it.”


“You, Shez? You are so little! How can you lift Coco? You can never do it!” Alessio teased and then laughed drunkenly. 


Shez made a face and rolled her eyes. Somehow she managed to lift Coco up and then told him to walk. Coco just nodded and walked with his eyes closed. Marisa and Shez then escorted him to his room. Licia and Pippo then walked next, Pippo sang a tune from the opera “Don Giovanni”, which was “La ci darem la mano”. His voice sent Arturo and Marco dashing out of the salon to see which glass actually cracked. Terry and Alessio went up next. Alessio instead was singing “It’s a Small World”. Amanda still tried to smother the bubbling laughter inside her throat as she led Sandro upstairs too.


“Can I sing too, Amy?” Sandro asked when they were already in front of Sandro’s room.


“No, you can’t, Sandro,” Amanda answered. 


“Why not?” he asked, pouting his lips.


“Because you’re bring the house down and Zio Marco will have to pay for the reconstruction of this house from your allowance money,” Amanda answered.


“What time is it now?” Sandro asked.


“Three o’clock in the morning,” Amanda answered as she opened the door and tried to shove Sandro inside.


“God, I can’t wait until New Year,” Sandro said.


“How many of these did you drink?” Amanda asked.


“Oh, just four bottles… one bottle each,” he said and then chuckled. He said, “You know, if only my brother doesn’t look at you with such passion in his eyes and your friend didn’t break my heart so badly, I’d love to make you mine, Amanda.”


“Sandro, you’re drunk,” Amanda said. She managed to push Sandro inside his room and then turned on the lights. Sandro fell to his bed and then said, “I think I am going to sleep.”


“Right, but you must change your clothes first. And I will wash your face so you have enough senses to do it,” Amanda said. She ran to the bathroom, which connected Pippo and Alessio’s bedroom to Sandro and Coco’s, and met Shez there. “Hey, Shez, where’s Coco? Aren’t you going to put him in his bedroom?”


“I couldn’t hold Coco much longer so Marisa said we should just put him in the guest bedroom… your bedroom,” Shez said.


“Oh, great! Where am I going to sleep?” Amanda asked.


“In Coco’s room?” Shez said suggestively.


“With a drunk man like Sandro? Not likely,” Amanda replied sarcastically.


Amanda returned to Sandro’s room with a wet towel to wipe Sandro’s face so that he would wake up. Amanda complained in her heart, “Damn it. It should be Fio who is doing this.”


Suddenly, Sandro opened his eyes and stared at Amanda. Amanda asked, “What?”


“Fio should be the one who is doing this to me. Not you,” he said.


“Tell me something new, Sandro,” Amanda replied.


“But she’s having Antonio’s baby… so, what are we going to do about it?”


“I don’t know,” Amanda replied.


Sandro caught Amanda’s hand that was holding the towel to wipe his face and then pulled it away from his face. He said seriously and soberly, “Amanda, I really don’t know what else to do. Should I forget about her?”


“It’s up to you,” Amanda said.


Sandro sat up straight and then forced Amanda to sit in front of him and face him. “Should I beg her to come back to me?”


“Wow… beg? I thought men don’t beg to women. I thought they instruct and demand,” Amanda said dryly.


Sandro shook her. “Amanda! I am serious!”



“Well, Sandro… I have no idea! I don’t know what to think of my friend anymore! Don’t you think I am confused? I’ve been helping her and helping you… now you can’t be together because she’s pregnant of someone else’s baby and that someone else is your best friend, who also wants her!” Amanda replied.


The two of them stared at each other quietly and sighed at the same time. Sandro then looked away and Amanda lowered her eyes to look at something else. Amanda finally said, “Sandro, you better get some sleep. That’s the best thing you can do. Just change your clothes first.”


Amanda then walked out of the room to let Sandro change. She went downstairs and helped Teresa and Marisa clean up the living room. It took them only half an hour to do it because they were used to cleaning up rooms. Amanda then fetched Mañana and took her to the salon, where she said she would sleep in. Teresa offered her to sleep in another room but Amanda was too tired to return upstairs and then Teresa and Marisa let her sleep there. 


She hugged Mañana who snuggled up to her and said to the cat, “Come on, Mañana. Let’s sleep and forget about everything.”


Sandro couldn’t close his eyes even for a bit. He was still thinking of Fio and Antonio and Marco. He was confused. He was sad. Just plain devastated. If he fought for Fio’s love would she still come back to him? With the baby, Sandro didn’t think Fio would. And it was Antonio’s baby. But if he didn’t fight for it, he knew he would just die. Even if he didn’t kill himself or Marco didn’t murder him, his feelings could kill him as the days passed by. 


Sandro wanted to shout but he found that he had lost his voice. It was gone. It had left him, just like the energy he had a few hours ago when he went drunk with his brothers. It had gone from his body. Everything was gone. He felt numb. Perhaps if he died now he wouldn’t feel it, because he was… well, he couldn’t feel anything.


Feeling very restless, Sandro got out of his bed. He must do something… maybe a walk around the house would be good for him. Before he walked out from his room, he put on a T-shirt and his jacket. He didn’t forget his gun. He didn’t know why he felt like he should bring it, but just in case… Descending the stairs, he tried to keep quiet. He wouldn’t want anyone to know or find out what he was up to. Sandro passed the living room and saw that it had been cleaned up. Seeing that room stirred his insides. He remembered how they got drunk earlier in the night. He felt like throwing up but after he took a deep breath, he felt fine again. 

Then he saw the door to the salon was slightly open. He peeked inside and saw the girl who had suffered from everything he and Fio did to each other sleeping with her cat. Sandro felt suffocated seeing her. Neither he nor Fio deserved to be her friend. They could only hurt her. Saying a whispery thank you to her, Sandro then continued his walk to the front door in the dark. He opened the door and then walked out.

Amanda’s eyes snapped open in seconds the moment she heard the click from the front door. Amanda woke up immediately. After the trials and tribulations in her life for the past week, she felt her instincts became stronger to sense danger. Amanda then rushed out of the room and then looked outside the window, trying to find out who came out. She could see Sandro easily in the dawn of the morning. Amanda suddenly felt terrible… Sandro shouldn’t be going out… where was he going? What if…

Sandro opened the front gates with the spare keys he had in his pocket. The moment he walked outside, a cold voice greeted him, “Finally, the coward has come out.”


Sandro froze immediately. Marco. “Marco. There you are? Finally you’ve come too… I wasn’t going to come out until you do. Sending off Emmanuele to kill me isn’t going to do. I want to face you.”


Marco materialized in front of Sandro as he turned around. The two adversaries stared at each other. Marco then said, “Do you have your weapon ready?”


“All the time, Marco. So that when I see you, I can kill you then and there,” Sandro replied.


Marco smirked. “Are you accepting my duel, Laurentiis?”


Sandro felt his blood boiling. His disgust and hatred for this man in front of him tripled than before. It was tripling every second to a larger amount. He could feel the rush of adrenalin in his entire body forcing him to take the gun and then pull the trigger with the point in Marco’s head. He would like to see Marco bleed and die in front of him. That was what he wanted to see.


“If you think you’re good enough, Di Vaio,” Sandro said.


“Good. We go now?” Marco asked, his eyes drifting to the direction of where his car was.


Sandro nodded. “We go in one car?”


“If you can find a bus, then you should just go with it. But since I haven’t the patience to see you die, we better go with whatever we have now,” Marco said.


“Fine. Let’s go,” Sandro said, walking to the car first.


Marco followed him from behind and asked, “No regrets, Sandro? Don’t you want to say goodbye to your sister first?” 


“Why should I? Your sister no longer exists in my life. Now, it’s back to just you and me, Di Viao. Just like in the old days,” Sandro said as he arrived next to the car.


Marco said, “Right. So now, I don’t have to worry about making my sister sad.”


They arrived somewhere outside the city in just a few minutes. It was already dawn and they could see clearly the venue of their duel. It was a big, deserted yard with nothing else but dried grass and damn ground. There was no house around anywhere and there was no one else but them. The car was parked in the middle of it. Sandro dismounted the car from the right and Marco from the left. They faced each other from each side of the car with hatred showing in each of their faces.


Then, without losing eye contact, they walked further to the center of the field away from the car. Now they were face to face without a barrier between them. They looked ready to kill each other. 


“Why do you hate me, Sandro?” Marco asked as he took a step backwards.


“You should know the answer, Marco. You wanted to kill me. Of course I would naturally hate someone who wants to kill me, no?” Sandro replied, also taking a step back.


Marco then scathingly said, “And that was because you took Gabriela away from me.”


“Gabriela chose me. I didn’t choose her,” Sandro contradicted.


“But you took her even though you knew she was with me,” Marco said.


“But you didn’t love her,” Sandro said.


“I did,” Marco said. “That’s why I hate you to the roots of my hair and to the veins in my body, Sandro. You took away my woman, you humiliated me and you threatened me. I did the same to you and you saw it as if you didn’t deserve it. If there is one thing I hate in this world then it’s arrogance and vanity.”


“Are you talking about yourself, Marco?” 


“I am talking about the both of us.”


“Well, if so, we are the same. We are equal.”


“Not for long… because one of us is going to die and he will be the loser. That will be… you.”


In the blink of an eye, Marco pulled his gun out at the same time Sandro did. They were both pointing the same type of guns to each other and their fingers were already on its positions to pull the trigger. Both Sandro and Marco paused to see how quick each other were.


Sandro chuckled dryly and said, “You are quick, Marco. Not bad. So, are we going to do this the Western way? Cowboy’s duel?”


“If you please,” Marco said. He pulled his trigger coldly and he could see the bullet flying across to his target and then he saw red. But the next thing he knew… he felt it too. Sandro had fired the gun the same time as he did and his bullet had hit him as well. Marco’s opened eyes only had the chance to see blood coming out of his body and then saw that Sandro had fallen down first. “I won,” he choked. But then he collapsed too.

Chapter 84


Amanda arrived in the scene with Licia and they didn’t dare move out of the car when they saw the two bodies lying on the ground. Amanda and Licia both struggled not to cry. After staring at the two bodies from inside the car for a while, Licia forced herself to move outside and went to see if they were both still alive or not. 


In a trembling voice, Amanda asked Licia, “What do I do now?”


“Stay inside the car, Amanda. Call the ambulance and the police! You stay there and don’t move, you get it?” Licia fiercely ordered her.


Amanda nodded. She reached for Licia’s phone as Licia advanced towards the bodies. Licia was filled with great fear. Tears were coming down from her eyes like a great flood and she wanted to pull her hair out of the roots. She was on the verge of being hysterical seeing Sandro like that but she still forced herself to move forward. 


First she checked Marco because Marco was nearer. Shaking, she pressed her fingers to his neck, trying to find the pulse. She had a bit of medical knowledge because she was a girl scout who liked biology more than any other science subjects in high school. She sighed full of relief when she realized that Marco still had a pulse although very weak. Then she crossed the field to go to Sandro’s place.


Her initial reaction when she saw Sandro was to scream. Apparently, Marco had shot him on the chest… his left chest. Sandro was still bleeding. Licia reached for Sandro’s hand and felt the coldness of it. Might Sandro have died? Licia checked his pulse and found none.


“No, Sandro, please… just a pulse… please… don’t die…” Licia sobbed.


There was a sound of an engine roaring. Amanda jumped out of the car and saw that it was another car coming to the field. Nadia appeared from it. Nadia ran outside from the car and then approached Amanda. Not so long afterwards, a motorcycle came and it was most definitely Antonio. They had come as she wished them to.

When Amanda realized that Sandro and Marco were going away, she woke Licia up and then told her the emergency. Licia called Antonio then because she thought he might knew about it. Antonio didn’t know anything about Marco’s plan but he said that Nadia might. So, he gave her Nadia’s number and then Licia called Nadia. 


When Nadia answered the phone, Licia could hear her crying. She gave the phone to Amanda and Amanda asked her what was going on. Nadia said that Marco and her had just had an argument over Marco’s plan to kill Sandro. Amanda forced Nadia to tell her what she knew. At first Nadia hesitated but when Amanda told her that Marco and Sandro had left together in a car, Nadia immediately told her about it. She knew the venue, because Marco had mentioned it to her. After that, Amanda told Nadia to go there, to stop Marco from doing it and she called Antonio to help her save Sandro. She tried to wake up Pippo but Pippo seemed to be heavily drunk and she didn’t know whether or not he got her message. Then she and Licia drove to find Marco and Sandro.


But, somehow, they were late. They were too late to stop Marco and Sandro from killing each other. 


“Where are they?” Antonio asked.


Nadia was shaking fiercely as she pointed to Marco’s body. “There… oh God… Marco…”


At the same time, Antonio saw Sandro lying down on the floor with Licia crying by his side and he panicked. Nadia ran to Marco’s direction while Antonio ran to Sandro’s. Amanda found herself nailed to the ground and unable to move. She really didn’t know what to do. 


“Is he alive?” Antonio asked Licia.


“I don’t know… I can’t find his pulse… please, do something… I don’t know what to do,” Licia begged him.


Antonio opened his jacket and then saw the hole on Sandro’s chest. “We must stop his bleeding first…”


“I find no pulse,” Licia said in between her sobs.


Antonio then grabbed Sandro’s hand and checked his wrist. He then checked the pulse on his neck. Antonio then said, “He’s alive. I feel it. I feel his pulse. But it’s very weak… very slow… there’s still hope.” Antonio then took off his shirt and then pressed it to Sandro’s wound to stop the blood from flooding out of his body. Soon enough, his shirt was soaked in blood and he panicked to find something else to keep the blood from flowing.


Licia understood what he wanted and then she took off her cardigan. She gave it to Antonio and he pressed it quickly to replace the shirt. Antonio asked Amanda, “Amanda! Have you called the ambulance?”


“Yes, they’re on their way but I don’t know when they are going to come,” Amanda said.


“Nadia, how’s Marco?” Antonio asked.


“I’m trying to stop his bleeding but it’s not working,” Nadia said. “He’s shot in the chest… right chest.”


Antonio grimaced. “That’s bad… this is bad…” He turned to Licia and asked, “Did you wake up one of his brother to say where Sandro was going?”


“Amanda tried to wake Pippo up… but I don’t know… I was afraid that we might be too late, so we hurried here without telling the others!” Licia said, still weeping.


“Sandro, hang on, amico… you must live,” Antonio said.


Suddenly, the cell phone in Amanda’s hand rang. She immediately picked it up and answered, “Yes?”


“Amanda, it’s me, Pippo. Is Sandro fine? What about Marco?” Pippo’s voice came to line.


“Professor… oh, Professor, come quick… please, Sandro and Marco are going to die… they have been shot each on the chest and they won’t stop bleeding… please…” Amanda begged.


“Don’t worry… we’re five minutes from the venue… Nadia called Billy and Billy called me, just when I was about to go there. We have a paramedics team with us… we’ll be there shortly,” Pippo informed.


After she hung up, Amanda just couldn’t take it anymore. She was once again hysterical. She couldn’t help it. She screamed. She ranted and raved like a madman. Antonio, Nadia, and Licia were surprised to hear her. Licia panicked. She left Antonio and Sandro’s body to go to Amanda and calm her down.


Licia embraced her immediately and held her tightly in her arms. “It’s all right, Amanda… it’s all right… everything is going to be fine…”


“NO! IT’S NOT! SANDRO IS GOING TO DIE! AND IT’S ALL MY FAULT! I SHOULD HAVE COME HERE EARLIER! I DON’T WANT SANDRO TO DIE! I WANT HIM TO BE HAPPY! I WANT HIM TO HAVE FIO, JUST LIKE ALESSIO AND COCO HAVE TERRY AND SHEZ! I WANT HIM TO BE THE FATHER OF FIO’S BABY! NOT ANTONIO! LOOK WHAT FIO HAS DONE TO HIM!”


Licia became even more panicked. With a girl crying in her arms and her cousin and the brother of the girl her cousin loved lying on the ground, dying, she felt like the world had just fallen on her and she was going to die, crushed in between.


“Amanda, please, calm down! Don’t cry! PLEASE!” Licia shouted.


“SANDRO IS GOING TO DIE! HOW AM I SUPPOSED TO CALM DOWN?!” Amanda screamed.


Not so long afterwards, a big fleet of cars came. The first car had Pippo, Alessio and Coco inside. The second one had Billy Costacurta inside with his assistants. Two cars behind them were ambulances and the next three were police cars. Paramedics appeared from the two ambulances and they all rushed to Marco and Sandro while the policemen, including Kayla’s father, Bruno Mazza. 


Pippo wanted to run to Sandro and see if he were still alive but then he saw Amanda in Licia’s arms and crying hysterically. That scene between Amanda and Licia broke his heart more. So he went over there first. Coco immediately followed the paramedics to see how Sandro was doing. Alessio followed Pippo.


Pippo took Amanda over from Licia’s arms while Alessio pulled Licia to his. The two females cried agitatedly. Antonio, who had given Sandro to the care of the paramedics, saw Nadia being frantic after Marco was taken away by the second team of paramedics. He approached her and the moment she fell into his arms, she cried out her tears.


Coco was most staggered with the whole situation. Seeing him was even more heartbreaking than seeing the others cry. He didn’t shed a single tear but his face showed how anguished and shattered he was. He looked as if he had been killed in his sleep but couldn’t die right away. He looked like someone who still has a body but lost the soul already. He just stood there behind the team of paramedics who were taking care of his brother, looking hollow and bleak.


Billy Costacurta was a replica of Coco. He stared at his son’s body being carried to the ambulance. But he wasn’t as strong as Coco was. He cried then. One of his assistants forced him to return to the car so that he could relieve his emotions there. Billy just let himself being escorted to the car as he weakly held his stance.


When the ambulances left, everyone else rushed to the car to follow them… but Coco stood there and not moving for a while… Pippo told Amanda to wait in the car. When he approached Coco, Coco just fell to the ground and screamed. Pippo struggled to bring his brother back to his feet but he just couldn’t. He, too, began to cry as he realized Sandro was losing his life.


Martina stepped out of the car in tears. She had tried to compose herself over and over again. But this time grief had got the best of her and she no longer cared if she looked as if she were a ragged peasant from a forsaken village. She walked slowly, escorted by a bodyguard, to enter the apartment building where Fio was staying. Behind her was Nadia. They had come to tell her the truth.


“Where is it?” Martina asked once they were inside and already ascended the stairs.


“It’s right over here,” Nadia said, pointing to a door. Nadia walked forward to the door and knocked it.


It took a while for Fio to answer the door. When she did, she was surprised to see her mother and the person who used to be her best friend.


“Mama! Nadia! What are you doing here?” Fio asked. 


“Ciao, Fio. Antonio was the one who sent us here to fetch you,” Nadia answered slowly.


“What’s the matter?” Fio asked. She saw her mother’s awful look and extremely red eyes. She was alerted in an instant. “Something wrong? What happened?”


Martina just stared at her daughter. And the next moment she broke into tears. Fio was stunned. But before she could ask what caused her to cry, Nadia broke down too. Fio was even more confused.


“What is the matter? Tell me! What’s wrong? Mama! Nadia!” Fio demanded almost frantically.


Martina hugged his daughter quickly. Fio turned to Nadia for an explanation. Nadia’s eyes met hers and said, “Fio, Sandro and Marco… dueled… and they… are dying.”


The hospital looked almost like a church because of the so many people there. Both the Laurentiis and the Costacurta families reserved one whole hospital wing for Sandro and Marco. They were all waiting there, most of them crying if not sulking.


 None of them took it worse than Coco and Marisa. While Marisa received consolation from Arturo, Teresa and Marco, Coco opted to isolate himself in the far corner of the hall, which was cleared so that only members of both families could come in. Coco was crying and fidgeting nervously with the buttons of his shirt. No one dared to come near him because he screamed at everyone every time they tried to get near.


After a while, Shez dared herself to go to him. She approached him slowly and when she had arrived next to him, she sat down beside him in the corner and then said, “Co, you can’t continue being like this… sitting in the corner, crying and doing nothing. Your family needs you to be with them.”


Coco didn’t answer. Shez reached for his hand to try stop him playing around with the buttons. “I know you’re sad and you don’t want to do anything… but sitting here is not going to do anything to help you.”


Coco said to her angrily in a raw voice, “Damn it, Shez! He’s my brother! We spent every single day of our lives growing up together. He loved me almost like a son and I love him almost like a father! If he dies, I will too!”


Shez started to cry as well and said, “Don’t, Coco, please… don’t say that! Please! Come out of it! We need you!”


Shez immediately hugged Coco tightly and he began to sob in her arms. Shez said, “Don’t leave too… we can’t afford it… I can’t afford it!”


Amanda turned her face away from that scene between Coco and Shez. Licia came to her. Amanda stared at her and then she said, “Licia, I want to get away from here. I can’t stand it.”


Licia nodded. “I need to get away as well.”


The two of them then walked outside the waiting lounge and to the general lobby, eager to see whether Sandro and Marco would come out in a minute or not. They were both still in the surgery room. The operation was said to involve three surgeons for each one of them, they were called especially to come to the hospital even though it was a holiday and it was still very early in the morning. Everyone just hoped they were still competent despite their party mood.


Licia encircled Amanda’s shoulders with her arm. She asked the younger girl, “Are you hungry? Do you want to eat or drink? Maybe a cup of coffee can make you feel better…”


Amanda didn’t answer the question. Instead she said, “I hate hospitals.”


“I do too, Amanda,” Licia said.


“Licia, what if Sandro dies?” Amanda asked.


Licia answered, “I don’t know what will happen. I don’t want to think about it. But I think he will make it, Amanda. Only one bullet got to him.”


“But it was to his chest. It hit his lung. And he bled so badly for so long before the paramedics got to him.”


Licia nodded. “I know… but I’ve heard some cases where a person like that can be saved. Besides, Amanda, you must know, not that I want to make light of everything, judging from past experiences, there is a chance for Sandro to survive.” Licia led her to a chair and then said, “Remember what happened to Alessio? He was badly injured in that car accident in Malaysia. Pippo drowned in the sea to save his best friend who couldn’t swim. He almost couldn’t be revived and was deaf for a week. Coco fell off a cliff on a field trip once and nearly lost his sight. But they all survived. This is Sandro’s turn and… who knows, he might just survive too.”


“What if he doesn’t?” Amanda asked fearfully.


“If that happens, then… we’re just going to let him go. But I am sure it won’t happen that soon,” Licia said.


Then Martina, Fio and Nadia appeared. “Amanda!” Fio exclaimed.


Amanda turned to see who called her. She gasped when she saw Fio. Seeing her best friend, all the anger she felt for her just disappeared. She just wanted to hug her right now and tell her that Sandro was dying and that she should make up with him in case he didn’t have a longer time to live.


“Fio…”


Fio approached Amanda. She stared at her for a while before she embraced her friend. Amanda cried again instantaneously. Fio cried too. Amanda sobbed, “He’s d-dying, Fio… he’s going to die… your brother is too… you b-b-better make up w-with them as soon as possible… I don’t want to lose Sandro, Fio…”


Fio couldn’t say anything. She hugged her immediately and said, “I am so sorry…”


“Where are they? Still in the surgery room?” Nadia asked Licia.


“Yes, they are,” Licia answered. Licia then turned to Fio and said, “Fio, let’s wait in the waiting lounge. Your father, Antonio and everyone else are there.”


Fio nodded nervously. Now she must face Sandro’s family and to be honest, Fio was scared that they hated her for what she had done to Sandro. But she must face them. This was no time to play games. She must tell them how sorry she was and she was going to confess to them the real truth.


When Fio entered the waiting lounge, Billy immediately approached her and hugged her. He said, “Please pray for your brother…”


“I will, papa,” Fio said. She remembered how rudely she talked to his brother at the cathedral that time… she remembered how she said to him that she didn’t want him as a brother anymore. Now she regretted saying that. If her parents knew what she had said to her brother, they would be even more morose than before.


Fio lingered in her father’s arms for a while before she released herself and went to Marisa and Arturo Laurentiis. Before Sandro’s parents she presented herself. Gravely she said, “Mr. Laurentiis, Mrs. Laurentiis, I … would like to apologize.”


“What for?” Arturo replied slowly.


“For what I did to your son,” Fio answered in guilt. “I… was the reason he almost committed suicide and… I should’ve told you earlier that… when…” Then suddenly she felt her voice was caught in her throat and she couldn’t speak at all. So she just stared at them in confusion, trying to explain to them but couldn’t really find her voice at all…


Marisa then rose from her seat and said, “It’s not your fault, Fio. It’s not your fault at all.” She took Fio in her arms and embraced her as she said, “We don’t know whose fault this is. We are not blaming you nor are we blaming your brother. We blame their hatred for each other and whatever reason they had in the first place for becoming adversaries. We know you and our son are not in good terms of relationship and we don’t think it’s the reason for all this either… you can have whoever you want and it’s your choice. Sandro didn’t come to this because of you…”


“But, I…” Fio said sadly. 


Marisa hushed her. “Please, we just ask you to forgive Sandro for whatever wrong he has done to you and then let him rest in peace. And you should give a chance for yourself to rest in peace. If being with him hurts you, then you should be away from him.”


Fio cried brokenly and released herself from Marisa Laurentiis. Amanda came to her and escorted her away, outside from the room. Licia followed them. Fio and Amanda both cried outside in the lobby seat, away from the others. Meanwhile inside the special waiting lounge, many of the occupants were starting to drop tears again. 


A few hours later, after all tears had been cried and after they all had a chance to close their eyes to sleep, the doctors came. It was only Pippo, Licia, Antonio, Fio and Nadia who were awake at that time to hear what the doctors had to say. Pippo, Antonio, Fio and Nadia immediately rose from their seats when the doctors entered the room. Licia stayed in her position with Amanda sleeping on her lap.


“So?” Pippo asked the doctors.


One of the doctors, a female, said heavily, “We’ve done the best we can. The both of them are in a stable condition but they are both in a coma.”


Another doctor, who seemed to be the youngest in the team, continued, “Sandro’s operation was more difficult to perform. We lost him for about one minute before we could resume him to live again. One of his lung almost malfunctioned but we had it fixed.  As for Marco, he lost so much blood, more than Sandro did. He now is also having difficulty breathing but the oxygen pump we are giving him is at least helping.”



“When do you think they are going to wake up, doctor?” Antonio asked.


“We are not promising anything,” a blond haired doctor answered. “But we expect them to wake up in a week at the minimum. Their conditions are very critical right now and it’s all up to them for the will to live. We might know about everything next week.”


“Can we see them?” Fio asked.


“They will be carried to their special chambers in just a moment,” the female doctor said again.


They all looked slightly relieved. Pippo then woke up everyone and updated them with the news. They all waited expectantly to the arrival of Sandro and Marco to their chambers. Not so long afterwards, the two of them came, being carried on a stretcher and looking very pale. They were stored in two different rooms, across one another. The paramedics set up all sorts of supporting devices for them in the chambers before the others could come in. 


When the paramedics were finished, Sandro’s family and Marco’s family visited each of them. Amanda, Shez, Terry, Antonio, Nadia and Stefania waited outside, in the waiting lounge. Not so long afterwards, Fio came to tell Antonio and Nadia that they could come and see Marco. But Fio didn’t follow them inside. Instead, she joined Amanda, Shez and Terry.


“You two should feel better now that Sandro and Marco are saved, at least for now,” Shez said to Amanda and Fio.


Amanda and Fio just nodded slowly. Then Fio said to Amanda, “Amanda, I… ah, want to apologize to you… I promised to let you come and stay with me for Christmas and New Year but I ran away again. I am sorry for that… and… I… heard from Licia that you and Sandro have become very close… so coming back to Sandro wouldn’t do me any good anyway because… you deserve him more than I do…”


Amanda rose and immediately slapped Fio. The sound was so loud that it sounded like a whip. That instant movement caused Shez, Terry and Stefania to gasp. Licia heard it too and she rushed outside from Sandro’s chamber to the waiting lounge that was not very far away from Sandro’s chamber.


“What is going on here?” Licia asked.


Amanda fiercely said to Fio, “Damn it, Fio! You still don’t get it, do you? There is no competition between us! Don’t use me to get away from Sandro! Don’t use Antonio either. You and I have never been rivals when it comes to Sandro! He made me involved to make you jealous just as you did to Antonio! If you don’t want him, say it to his face clearly and don’t use his best friend to get rid of him from your life!


Amanda’s gaze momentarily shifted to Fio’s abdomen and then back to her face. “Obviously, now, you are stuck with Antonio. I would appreciate it if you could do me a favor… don’t use me as a reason to say goodbye to Sandro and don’t use the baby either. Just say to him that you don’t love him anymore and that you love Antonio more, even without the baby you are having from him right now.”


Fio didn’t say anything. She just stared away to another direction. At that moment Antonio appeared from behind Licia. Antonio tiredly said, “Fio, just tell them the truth… it’s no use lying anymore. You’ve got what you wanted. You’ve made Sandro feel miserable and you’ve driven him to the brink of madness, which was what he deserved for treating you like rubbish. But we all know you can still be together with him if only you open yourself to him, just as he did…”


Fio’s tears started to come down again. Shez sensed something awkward from Antonio’s words and then she asked, “What does that mean?”


Fio still didn’t say anything so Antonio spoke for her, “Fio is not pregnant. She never was. We only slept together once and didn’t even mean it. But Fio thought it can be used to hurt Sandro equally the way he hurt Fio back then. The pregnancy was a lie.”


Amanda was absolutely shocked to hear it. She gaped and tried to comprehend what Antonio was saying. Shez was equally staggered. She stared disbelievingly at Fio. Terry was speechless but she was the only one who looked glad with Antonio’s confession. Stefania stared blinking at the girls around her and thought that they were all out of their minds. Licia actually laughed hearing that while Antonio had the look of relief in her face. 


Licia then pulled Fio’s hand and excitedly said, “Now, Fio, if you can only confess that to Sandro in his sleep, he might just hear you and he could wake up sooner and we will be forever grateful to you!”


Later in the afternoon, after cleaning herself up and helping her mother to calm down, Fio returned to the hospital. She was wearing a white sweater and a pair of jeans. Her hair was let loose, falling in a beautiful array on her shoulders. Her face looked very much relieved after she had confessed what her lies was to her parents and her friends. In fact she was glowing slightly.


Antonio and Nadia arrived at the same time as she was. The two of them also had cleaned up and they looked less shabby than this morning. Fio smiled at the two of them and walked inside the special hospital wing together.


Licia and Amanda were the ones who greeted them in front of Sandro and Marco’s chambers. “Ciao!” Amanda said. She too had come home and got changed since this morning and she had been more cheerful now that one of the problems they were having was gone.


“How are Sandro and Marco and where are the others?” Fio asked.


“Nothing changed since this morning,” Licia answered. “Coco and Shez just left with Pippo and Stefania. It’s our turn now to watch over them. Oh, Fio, your grandparents just came and they are on their way to your house now.”


Fio nodded. “Grandma called me from the road.”


“Can I see Marco?” Nadia asked Licia.


“Sure,” Licia answered. Nadia then went inside Marco’s room. Licia asked Fio, “Don’t you want to see Sandro? You promised this morning that you would confess to him as well.”


Once again Fio nodded. She said, “I will. I’ll see him now.” Then she took Licia’s hand and they both went inside Sandro’s chamber together. Amanda was left alone with Antonio outside. They stared at each other. A few moments later, Amanda hugged him all of a sudden. Antonio was surprised and wondered why she did that.


Amanda said, “Thank you, Antonio.”


“What for?” he asked confusedly.


“For telling a lie… for not impregnating Fio,” Amanda answered. “I so wanted Sandro and Fio to be together.” She pulled away from him and said, “And thank you… I know you must have liked Fio… thank you for giving her away again to grab another chance with Sandro.” 


Antonio smiled full of understanding. He said softly, “It still hurts, you know, to realize that Fio is never going to be mine. But, Sandro is my best friend… and I came close to losing him for real. This morning, I made a promise to myself that if he lives I will return Fio to him, if he still wants to accept her, which no doubt he still does. And I believe, I did the right thing… because Fio seemed to be very relieved that I did. It really pays to see that smile on her face.”


Amanda nodded. She hugged him again. After that, to avoid tears once again, she said comically to him, “I am available.”


Antonio laughed. It was the first laugh he had in a few days. He said, “Yes, you are available… but don’t you think Fabio Orlandini will be broken hearted if you and me go out together?”


“How did you know about Fabio?”


Antonio winked. “Well, try working as a waiter for eight hours a day and having Fabio’s gossip sister hanging around in the café for almost six hours a day!” 


Fio stared at Sandro. She smiled. Now that she had confessed everything and forgot about everything, all the hurtful things they had said to each other, she could see him differently. She no longer saw him as a prince charming, the way she saw him when they first met. Nor did she him as a monster, as she did when they were enemies. Now, she could see him as a human. She could see him as someone who made mistakes and then tried to make up for it. She could see him as a victim as well as the bandit. He wasn’t perfect. But his imperfection made her realize that he was able to reach now.


Fio reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly. Slowly, she stroked his knuckles with her fingers. Then she kissed his temples. Fio then whispered, “Sandro, Licia said that you might hear me. Well, if you can, I just want to say that… I am sorry. I am sorry for everything I did to you directly or indirectly.


“I really thought avenging you like this would be the best way but certainly, I was wrong. You and my brother avenged each other in a way more than I am capable of. Now you know how it feels to have your heart broken. Don’t do it again, will you? Next time, just drown yourself in the bathtub. It’s easier for us to save you.


“I don’t know if I still love you or not. I can’t decide… but I don’t love Antonio the way you think I do. I love him as a friend. He is a brother. You know, for me he is like the way you are for Amanda. I thought that she loved you, because she defended you all the time. But then I realized, she just didn’t want you to get hurt… just like Antonio didn’t want me to get hurt… please don’t be angry with him.”


Fio paused for a while to clear her throat and take a deep breath. She continued and said, “If you think you can live to then have a talk with me about us, please do so and I will be very, very happy.”

Chapter 84


Marisa slammed the door behind her. She was absolutely exasperated. A few minutes later, Martina Costacurta also exited through the same door, slamming it to a close despite the fact that it was in the hospital.


Martina stared at Marisa and said angrily, “I feel like I should have never prayed my son to get well.”


Marisa nodded and sighed. “I know how you feel,” she said tiredly, “I want to feel the same way too.”


“Maybe I should’ve let Marco play cowboy all he wants,” Martina irately continued.


“And I should’ve asked a chamber for Sandro where there are rats all over,” Marisa said exasperatedly.


Pippo appeared before them. His face looked grave but then he saw the way Marisa and Martina were looking and he smiled amusedly. “Mama, Martina, what is the matter?” he asked. “Marco and Sandro are acting up again, aren’t they?”


“I can’t believe them, Pippo! Your brother has just woken up yesterday and he’s already making trouble with Marco! But Marco is worse than him! He just woke up this morning and he is already capable of swearing curses to Sandro! I ought to whip him!” Martina complained.


“I told you we shouldn’t have put them in the same room,” Pippo said.


“Well, what else can we do? It’s not fair for the others if we monopolize two chambers only for them… besides, the doctors said it would make them easier to check the two of them if they were put in the same room…” Marisa said.


“Never listen to doctors, Mama,” Pippo joked. 


“Why are you here anyway?” Marisa asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be supervising examinations now?”


“Well, my shift to supervise is done today. Besides, I have good news and bad news to tell you. Which one do you want first?” Pippo asked.


“The good one,” Martina said.


“Well, the good one is that Licia is not going to go back to Australia. Zia Teresa, Zio Marco, Papa and Sandro had convinced her to stay here to wait for his recovery. Amanda had also grown attached to Licia and begged her to stay. Licia’s bosses in Sydney agreed that Licia could work in Italy to become an overseas correspondence for their magazine. She would return to Sydney next week, though, to collect her things and then move in permanently,” Pippo reported.


Martina and Marisa smiled hearing that. They had to agree that Licia had been a very good help with their sons and the girls. She was there all the time whenever her help was needed. Amanda, Terry, Fio and Shez became her good friends. Amanda, especially, followed her everywhere and Licia didn’t seem to mind. At least, Licia seemed to be able to calm any of those girls down whenever they were worried about something.


“And the bad news?” Marisa asked.


“Bruno Mazza called me and he said that the police wants to investigate Marco and Sandro’s duel… if proven that they attempted murder on each other, they will have to be imprisoned,” Pippo said gravely.


Martina and Marisa lost the smiles from their faces. Marisa asked, “Are you serious?”


“I am positively serious. They will have to stay in jail.”


“But not if neither of our parties press charges, right?” Marisa asked again.


Martina said, “We won’t, Marisa… but… those two boys… Marco could have said that Sandro tried to kill him first and the other way around…”


“Either way, they will still get to jail during the investigation as soon as they recover,” Pippo said. 


“Oh God… now what?” Marisa asked.


Pippo stared at the door to Marco and Sandro’s chamber. He said determinedly, “I shall make them reconcile and don’t call me Filippo anymore if I don’t make them do so.”


“I love politics but when it comes to exams I somehow hate it,” Terry complained.


“Fio, quit daydreaming and start reading your book,” Terry said behind her book when she saw Fio was staring blankly at the space in front of her. She said, “We only have two days of the holiday left before we return to school and then only some two weeks away from the exams and you’re not doing anything!”


Fio just smiled. Shez nudged her and said, “She’s just happy that her brother has become conscious following her boyfriend yesterday.”


Everyone in the table laughed. Valentina, Mica, Kayla and Elena, who had heard what happened during the holiday, were also there, studying together in La Primavera for tomorrow’s exam, and they couldn’t help teasing Fio all the time about Sandro now. 


Fio pouted and then said, “I am happy, of course… but then again, Sandro didn’t know I came there to talk to him. No one has told him anything and Licia said I should to talk to him by myself. Now that I’ve thought about it, I am quite scared to see how he would react… I think he will be angry with me once again… you know, for lying to him about the baby…”


Amanda then sighed. She said, “Well, you know, I have to admit… now that Fio is not pregnant anymore, there goes my chance of being a zia.”


The others laughed again. At that same time, Antonio came with Nadia. He was pushing Nadia who was no longer wearing the waitress uniform to Fio’s table and then said, “Girls, do me a favor, will you? There’s this girl who doesn’t want to study and want to go straight to the hospital to see her loved one straight away while she has an examination only a few weeks away from now.”


Nadia frowned but Amanda quickly pulled up a chair for her. Amanda pulled Nadia to sit between her and Fio. Antonio pushed her to sit there and then said to Nadia, “Study well.”


The girls laughed again. Valentina said, “Glad you’re here, Nadia. Now you can join us in our miseries.”


Nadia smiled sheepishly. She hadn’t been with Valentina and Fio for a long time and she felt awkward now that she was back with them once again and they didn’t seem to mind what she did before. Moreover, Amanda and the other girls were there too and Nadia didn’t know them very well. But this big group seemed to accept her pleasantly.


Fio stared at her and then smiled. She said to her, “Nadia, it’s nice to have you back.”


Nadia smiled at Fio too and she said bashfully, “Fio, I really want to apologize for what happened between us. I… was… very arrogant… and very stupid… and very foolish… I hurt my best friend. And I… well… I…”


Fio didn’t let her finish. She just hugged her best friend and said to her emotionally, “Don’t say anything. I forgive you as long as you forgive me. I just miss you so much as a friend. I hope we can be together again.”


It was silence for a while before Nadia replied but then she broke the silence and said, “I miss you too and I hope the same thing too.”


After that Amanda started an applause that made everyone did the same thing too. They laughed loudly then, making such noise in the café and creating attention because it was not like everyday the café visitors could see nine beautiful girls sitting together surrounding two tables and clapping hands like that. 


A few minutes later, they became center of attention once again when Coco came to their table. It was not like everyday they saw a handsome man like Coco at the café either. Coco greeted them, “Ciao, ragazze!”


“Hello, Co, where have you been?” Shez asked.


Coco rumpled her hair and then answered the question, “I’ve been from the hospital and I heard the most terrible news.”


Terry complained, “Oh, what is it this time? Sandro and Marco suddenly collapsed again? No? What? They managed to kill each other all over again now that they’re awake and put in the same room?”


Coco shook his head and then announced gravely in a low voice, “The police want to arrest both of them for attempting murder to each other. Mr. Mazza came with some investigators to inquire about the incident and they arrived at the very time they two of them were shouting to each other that they had intended to kill each other. They heard everything and thought that the two of them must be ‘taught a lesson so that in the future they would not hurt more people than each other’. Of course, Pippo and Mr. Costacurta tried to say that they wouldn’t press charges against each other but then Marco and Sandro blew it up by saying that they would press charges against each other.”


Nadia shook her head. “How stupid can he be?”


“Well, maybe they should,” Fio said dryly.


“Fio!” Kayla protested. “Enough already!” She turned to Coco and said, “Don’t worry… my dad won’t do it…”


“No, maybe they should be arrested… what they did was really against the law, no? They tried to murder each other!” Fio said.


“Yes, and in 1820’s England, dueling is against the law and you can get imprisoned for it!” Amanda supported. Everyone turned to stare at her in exasperation. Amanda grinned and said, “That’s what Judith McNaught said!”


“Whatever,” Elena commented.


“Come on… be serious, Fio!” Terry said.


“I think they really should be imprisoned! It’s only fair!” Fio said.


“But it would delay you to meet him!” Mica commented. “If I were you, I wouldn’t want to delay anything!”


Valentina was the only one who was behind Fio. She said, “If they want it that way, then let it be that way.” 


Pippo looked distraught. He had been staring at his cell phone since the moment he sat on the chair behind his desk with the notebook computer on for him to store the prerequisite grades in. Gianfranco, who was sitting on the desk across him, had been wondering what his mate might be thinking about. Finally, after such a long while, Gianfranco couldn’t help being so curious.  


He asked him, “Pippo! What in the world are you thinking? You look very, very distressed! What is it?”


Pippo came out of his trance and then stared at his friend. “I am thinking about sending my brother to jail.”


“Your brother? Which one?” Gianfranco replied. His voice was casual but actually he was a bit stunned to hear what Pippo just said.


“Sandro,” Pippo answered.


“And why is that? Don’t you think it’s too harsh to punish him that way? He’s already going to miss his exams and surely he has one more semester to go if he wants to graduate for real… so don’t you think you want to be mild to him?” Gianfranco replied trying to figure out his friend’s logic.


Pippo said, “No. I am not being too hard on him. You know what? Sandro can be an annoying ass when he’s being spoilt. We are all worried about him but the moment he wakes up, he recovers very quickly… but not to make us happy but to be able to have a dirty verbal fight with Marco Di Vaio. Every night, they shout at each other until the nurses complain to us that maybe they should be put in another floor… furthermore, they keep throwing things at each other since they were awake. They make us very miserable.”


Gianfranco shrugged. “Still… sending them to jail…”


Pippo sighed. “But, seriously, I am thinking that it’s the best way possible to make them reconcile, really…”


Gianfranco still stared dubiously at his friend. After a while, he realized that this was something he could not help Pippo with. So he said, “Well, Pippo, I wish you luck in your decision.”


Pippo smiled a little at him and at that moment he made a decision.  


Dr. Giunti, the female doctor who operated Sandro and Marco, did a final check to Sandro and Marco today. She sighed once in a while and the expression on her face was unreadable, as it didn’t show any of her feelings at all. After she performed a thorough check on both of them, he told them to wait inside the room until she returned a few minutes later. Sandro and Marco shot each other dagger looks and they looked as if they could grab a gun any minute to kill each other once again.


She exited the room and faced the relatives of the two people. There were Pippo, Arturo, Billy and Martina. She stared at them and then sighed heavily. Then she announced, “I am amazed.”


“You are, doctor? Have they recovered?” Arturo asked.


“Yes and that is why I am amazed. Well, in the risk of sound like a cynic, I wouldn’t expect them to recover until two weeks more. This is only one week after they have woken up the first time, which was only four days after they were operated and they are already fine! Of course, it would take a while for them to be able to play sports or do heavy activities such as working but they are just fine. The internal wounds have healed, way much quicker than we all expected, and we only have to wait for the external wounds to heal the same,” Dr. Giunti reported.


Billy asked, “How can that be?”


“I don’t know… their will to live seems to be very strong. And from what the nurses tell me, I daresay that it’s perhaps their hatred for each other had kept them alive. One of the nurses reported to Dr. Tremani that Marco said to her that he couldn’t wait to get out of bed and finish his unfinished business with Sandro. How absurd! After all they have been through, don’t they just want to forgive each other?” Dr. Giunti said.


Martina sighed. “I can’t believe them either. No one understands them.”


“Well, I think, Mr. Laurentiis, Mr. and Mrs. Costacurta, that they are more in need of a psychiatrist than a surgeon or internist to examine them… I guarantee you, except for the wound from the operation, there is nothing wrong with them physically. All the doctors agree with me. And they also agree that Marco and Sandro need professional mental help,” Dr. Giunti declared.


The four persons in front of her exchanged glances and sighed. Pippo said, “Dr. Giunti, we think that’s quite… outrageous. But if you, as a professional, deem it as necessary, we have no other thing to say to that. However, there is this matter with the police… I am sure Comissario Mazza has spoken to you about the legal case of Sandro and Marco.”


Dr. Giunti nodded readily. “Yes, Mr. Mazza has come to me and explained to me the situation. He wants to take statements from the two of them immediately after they recover. I explain to him that for this time the statements can be taken here in the hospital. After that, if the police think that this is a case to be investigated, then I will permit them to take Sandro and Marco to the prison so long as they provide the necessities for injured prisoners.”


“Of course, they will. Mr. Mazza has guaranteed it. Do you think Sandro and Marco can walk?” Pippo continued.


“Yes, they can. Sandro is already able to jump out of bed this morning, over to Marco’s bed, and tried to punch him on the face when one of the doctors came to give them the injection,” Dr. Giunti said in a very grave expression. “I agree that they be legally sentenced soon for whatever they did or are trying to do to each other.”


Billy then turned to Pippo and said, “Well, Pippo, I trust everything to you. Call Mazza. I think the boys are ready to be questioned.”


“Mr. Di Vaio, what did you do before the duel?”


“I was with my girlfriend. You can ask her.”


“But you did call your friend, Emmanuele Tozzi, son of Mafia boss Lorenzo Tozzi, to order him and his gang to kill Mr. Laurentiis, didn’t you?”


“No, I didn’t.”


“Your girlfriend said it differently. So did your mother.”


“They don’t know the truth.”


“All right, we will see about that later. Now, tell me, what motivated you to come to Alessandro Laurentiis’ place and challenge him on a duel?”


“Me? Challenge him? Are you out of your mind?”


“Perhaps. Then, tell me the truth.”


“It was he who started it. Sandro Laurentiis challenged me first in front of the cathedral. He showed me his gun. I only answered to his challenge. That’s all.”


“Mr. Laurentiis, did you really challenge Mr. Di Vaio?”


“No. I was only showing him that I was not going to be intimidated by him. And I was just protecting myself from him. Mind you, two years ago, he was the one who had the idea to kill me first because he thought I took his girlfriend away from him, which was a lie. He was the one who really challenged me.”


“All right. What did you do before the duel?”


“Sleeping. Or trying to sleep.”


“Miss Licia Laurentiis said that you were drunk, together with your brothers.”


“I don’t deny that.”


“Had you been sober, you wouldn’t have answered to his challenge, would you?”


“Maybe.”


“So, you are saying that you had an intention to fight him after all so you can injure him?”


“I merely answered to his challenge.” 


The officer who took their statements and questioned them, Giraudo, exited the chamber where he questioned Sandro and then whispered something to Bruno Mazza. Bruno listened to his report very carefully. After a while, Bruno walked over to Pippo and Billy who were both sitting on the couch in the waiting lounge. When he approached, the two men rose from their seats and then looked at him inquiringly.


Bruno sighed. “They seem eager to charge one another.”


Pippo and Billy nodded. “We know they’d do something like that.”


“But for this case, it is clear that the two of them had intended to hurt each other so it’s only fair that we arrest them both for attempted murder. What more, there was that unsolved case from two years before. Marco can be charged with that but Sandro actually provoked this last duel… so, until further investigations, we can arrest them both.”


“Just do it, Bruno,” Billy said exhaustedly. “Let them have it.”


Pippo nodded in full agreement. “Yes, just let them have it.”


“Well, we will do it tomorrow after we go through some papers. We will ask Dr. Giunti to clarify their health conditions,” Bruno said.


“Bruno, what if they withdraw their charges?” Pippo then asked.


“Since this is a man to man case, individual to individual, doesn’t involve a public or state or government property, except the police as enforcers, this case can be canceled if the two of them withdraw the charges from each other,” Bruno said.


“Fine. Let them have it, then,” Pippo said. See if they can stand each other for a couple weeks more.

The next morning, Giraudo and a team of policemen came over to the hospital again. They went straight to Marco and Sandro’s large VIP chamber in the third floor. They knocked on the door and a nurse opened the door for them to come in. Giraudo nodded at her and then saluted Dr. Giunti and Dr. Tremani who were supervising Sandro and Marco’s morning examination by the assistant medics. Sandro and Marco were actually sitting up.


“Yes, Mr. Giraudo?” Dr. Tremani asked. 


“We are sorry to interrupt you, doctors… but we must take Mr. Di Vaio and Mr. Laurentiis immediately to the police station,” Giraudo said.


At that time, Sandro and Marco’s faces both turned pallid. They asked simultaneously, “WHAT?!”


Giraudo turned to them and said, “Alessandro Laurentiis, you are arrested for attempted murder of Marco Di Vaio Costacurta, beginning on the 25th of December last year.”


One of the officers who came with Giraudo went over to Sandro and then showed him a pair of handcuffs. Another approached Marco and then showed him the same thing as Giraudo said to him, “Marco Di Vaio Costacurta, you are also arrested for attempted murder of Alessandro Laurentiis two years ago. And you both face the charges of an almost public duel and the involvement of Mafia hit men.”


Marco and Sandro were absolutely staggered. Dr. Giunti asked, “Can they finish their morning examination and injection first?”


“Very well, but we must hurry!” Giraudo said.


“You must be joking!” Sandro said to Giraudo.


“What the hell is going on here?” Marco demanded highly.


But Giraudo shot them a sharp look and then ordered the examination and injection to be quickened. Then he asked Dr. Tremani if they were able to walk already or not and the doctor answered positively to that. Giraudo then told them to change clothes and the come outside to be taken away to the police station for further questioning. Marco and Sandro started to protest but the moment they did they were handcuffed immediately. 


Amanda shouted for Pippo’s name on the first day of the examination period. “Professor Laurentiis!”


Pippo halted from opening the door of his car. He turned around to see who called for him. Amanda came running until she was finally in front of him. She smiled brightly at him and said, “Ciao, Professor!”


“Ciao, Amy… have you finished your exams?” Pippo asked.


“Yep, the very last one… it was your subject… how easy!” Amanda replied sarcastically. “You could’ve made it harder for us, professor, really… it was too easy for us.”


Pippo laughed. He said, “I’ll take that into account, Amy.”


“Professor, is it true?” Amanda asked.


“What is?” Pippo asked.


“That Sandro and Marco are jailed?” Amanda asked.


Pippo smiled again and nodded. “Yes, they are.”


“Oh… should I tell Fio about it? She doesn’t know yet. She’s been busy studying and spending some time to work on the theatre play for next spring’s festival. Yesterday we talked about visiting him and Marco at the hospital because she hasn’t had time to come before but then we heard that they were both arrested this morning.”


“Exactly, Amanda,” Pippo answered confidently.


Amanda stared at him suspiciously. “But, Professor, you’re supposed to be sad about it but you don’t seem the least bit chagrined.”


Pippo told her seriously, “Sometimes violence is the only way to fight violence.”


“Well, it wouldn’t be called violence. It would be called ‘self-defense’,” Amanda said. “But I am not sure of the meaning of your words.”


“Amanda, Marco and Sandro had done a very terrible thing by dueling. What more they are making problems by refusing to behave in the hospital. They both want to charge each other for the offenses they did to one another. So there was nothing the police could do but to arrest them both because they wanted each other to be charged,” Pippo said. “I personally agree to that because… well, that is exactly what they want and let them have it. I want to see how long they can stand each other in one cell.”


Amanda wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think keeping them in one cell wouldn’t make the jail quiet and peaceful. But, professor, aren’t they supposed to be taken care of in the hospital?”


Pippo told Amanda what Dr. Giunti told him and Amanda was shocked to hear about it. She didn’t know Sandro and Marco really recovered that quickly. Amanda commented, “Unbelievable.”


“You can’t imagine how my mother feels when she finds out that Sandro and Marco are recovering very quickly only to have them yelling at each other and shouting furiously at each other all the time!” Pippo said.


“So, what are you going to do to them?” Amanda asked.


“I don’t know for now. They want this to happen, so let it happen,” Pippo said.


Amanda sighed. “I suppose that’s the only thing you can do.”


Pippo rumpled her hair. “Don’t worry, Amanda. Everything will turn out fine in the end.”


“I hope so.”


“So, do you need a ride home? You still have some laundry left at Licia’s mansion. Do you want to take them with me while I pick up my things from there? Of course, Licia hasn’t returned from Sydney and you can’t meet her but if you’re lucky, you can eat Zia Teresa’s cookies,” Pippo said.


“Well, I don’t know… I have to study… besides, Mañana is waiting for me. She gets very lonely when I am not around,” Amanda said.


“Okay, well, get in the car. I will take you home,” Pippo said.


“No, thank you. I can go home by myself,” Amanda refused politely.


Pippo opened the car door wide for her, not hearing to anything she was saying to refuse his offer. He said, “Amanda, one day, I am going to make you the most obedient girl alive on earth and then you cannot refuse the offers I make to you or argue with me on every thing I say.”


“I mark your words, professor, and I would love to see you try. If you can do it, I will do anything you ask me… 12,000-words long essays or 600-pages long Greek literature analysis… I will make them or read them…” Amanda said.


“You’re on!” Pippo said. 


And Amanda entered the car.


Sandro shouted in front of Marco’s face, “Your ugly face isn’t going to scare me, Di Vaio, so quit making threats! If I can make a hole in your body once I certainly can do it again! Or would you rather have me tear you into two, huh?!”


“Shut up, Laurentiis! You don’t even have half the guts I have to ask for a knife to slit your tongue, damn it! You better save your crap for later ‘cause you’re the first one going to in the gas chamber!” Marco replied just as heatedly.


The two of them tried to struggle free from the cuffs that were put on their hands so they wouldn’t hit each other because they were put in the same cell. Their feet were also locked by cuffs so they couldn’t move anywhere. They were miserable because they were sharing the same space and it really, really pissed them off.


Since they came there, they had been giving a hard time to the guards and the other prisoners. All they could do was yell at each other and one of the guards even had to call the superintendent to break them up and tell them to shut up. Sandro and Marco wouldn’t shut up and the others believed that they were absolutely, psychologically crazy. 


“You are such a scum,” Marco said to Sandro as he continued to pour his hatred on the words.


“Sta zitto, Marco. Merda!”


“Bastardo!”


“Porco fottuto!”


“Baluba!”


“Faccia da culo!”


“Cervello da gallina!”


“Pezzente!”


“Cuppiaccio!”


“Grezzo! Stronzone!”


Then they heard someone roar. “If you two don’t shut up, I am going to have to shoot your ass right here and right now!” 


The prison guard had come once again to separate them because the noise they were making was really irritating. Marco and Sandro still looked at each other dangerously as the guard unlocked their cells and then entered it with the long, hard stick on his hand. He could just beat them up any minute now but Sandro and Marco didn’t care about it. They were happy if one of them were beaten. At least Sandro could have Marco shut up and the other way around.


“You both have visitors. Stand up,” the guard rigidly said.


Neither of them did as they were told. The guard said once again, “GET UP BEFORE I BEAT YOUR BRAINS OUT OF YOUR CELLS!”


Only then Marco and Sandro stoop up. He unlocked the feet chains and then said, “Move.”


Sandro and Marco, still trying to stab each other with their glares, moved forward out from the cell. There were two other guards waiting outside. The first guard said, “Here they are.”


“You two, walk and come with us,” one of the two guards said.


They followed the guards outside from the cell area. Sandro was held by one officer while Marco by the other. They had no chance of trying to get to each other to give a smack on each other’s faces. In no time they arrived at the place where they could meet visitors. The guards told them to sit on the chairs behind one of the tables and wait there.


A few minutes later, Pippo appeared. He was wearing his business suit and looked very somber as he approached the table. Sandro straightened up when he saw his brother but Marco still sat lazily, leaning on his back. He didn’t care even if someone with big boobs and buns would come to him at this moment. His brain was full of plot of how to get the better of Sandro later when they return to their cell.


“PIPPO!” Sandro exclaimed when he saw him. “Good! Are you going to get me out of here?”


“No. Sit down first, Sandro,” Pippo said casually without a hint of emotion.


Sandro was taken aback by his brother’s nonchalant attitude. He pulled back and asked indignantly, “You are not going to release me?”


Pippo shook his head and said, “No.”


Marco mocked from where he was sitting, “HAH! He’s not going to, Sandro! How nice of him. Thanks, Pippo, for inviting me to come here to watch you hurt your own brother. I could’ve never done it better! You are brilliant! Bravo! Gee, Sandro, you have one superb brother! Say, where are the others? Maybe you should ask them to come too, Sandro, and maybe they’d say the same thing and…”


Pippo shot him a very deadly look and then banged the iron table in front of him, right in front of Marco’s face. The sound of his slamming the table made everyone else in the room stop talking and stared at him. Both Sandro and Marco became quiet all of a sudden. They were shocked. Sandro had once seen his brother like this so he was not surprised to see the way he was behaving right now. However, he didn’t know why Pippo just did it. Marco, on the other hand, had never seen someone angrier than Pippo right now. Perhaps it was the drug that was making him hallucinate but he thought Pippo looked absolutely dangerous.


“You better shut your mouth up, Marco. I am not scared of you! And you are going to get a brother like me when your family disown you for real!” Pippo said. “Contrary to what you think of your family, Marco, they are not that lenient towards you this time! Your father is thinking seriously of disowning you. But your mother doesn’t want you to become abandoned like that! She wants to appoint me to become your legal advisor and guardian when that happens and if that happens you are going to have to follow the rules – MY rules – and behave to me the way Amanda Maldini does. You got me?”


Marco seemed scandalized when he heard that. But Pippo continued to be spiteful and said to him, “I don’t even want to take you after what you’ve done to my brother… but then again my brother did the same thing to you. A good thing for both of you! If I had known your consciousness would only mean more suffering for all of us, having to hear you curse each other and stab each other with every possible tool around you, I would have asked the doctor to carry out EUTHANASIA for the both of you!”


He grabbed his bag and then issued some papers. He threw the whole pile in front of the two guys and practically shoved it to their faces. “There! You read them on your own! Those are the medical and hospital bills you caused us, including the damages and compensations for everything you did! And then the cost of a lawyer for each and every one of you if you continue to become shrimp heads, morons or jackasses and still want to sue each other! Go ahead! We are not paying for them! You have to pay on your own!”


He continued, “Quit school if you like to get the money to pay for it! Get work like Antonio! There, Sandro, you ought to take an example from your best friend… I dare say it now that Fio deserved him! He works, he’s independent and he stays out of trouble. And you… an airhead! A no good shit collector! And you, Marco, I won’t be surprised if Nadia ditches you this time. You have been a complete freak… insensitive boyfriend whose asshole is bigger than his brain! You take my words into account!”


After his thunderous tirade stopped, Sandro found the courage to ask his brother in a stammering voice, “You’re joking, right, Pip?”


“HELL NO! You are going to solve this problem on your own! The BOTH of you! We are not going to help at all. Let me tell you… you two are lawyer-less and penniless. Don’t expect us to come to scrapes again for you two. You’ve caused enough trouble already.”


After lecturing them as if he were the Archangel in heaven lecturing the occupants of Hell with the words he seemed to hear from the Devil, Pippo took his leave. He left Marco and Sandro looking completely baffled and… frightened. When Pippo was gone out of sight, Marco and Sandro grabbed the files Pippo left them and then they gasped in genuine surprise to know how much they had spent for the hospital.


And for the first time in years, Marco actually turned to stare at Sandro and Sandro turned to stare at him without contempt in any of their eyes. Marco asked, “Now what do we do?”


“Beats me.”


“Did your brother just call me an asshole?”


“Hell, he called me a shit collector! Which one is worse, I don’t know.”

Chapter 85


Sandro tossed and turned in his bed. He couldn’t sleep at all. The words Pippo said to him this afternoon had got into him and he felt terrible after hearing that. He had thought Pippo was bluffing but it turned out to be that he wasn’t at all. He felt even worse when Marco returned to their cell earlier in the evening after making a phone call to his house. Marco seemed paler than usual and they finally spent their evening not saying a single curse to each other. The only thing that Marco said to him before they went to bed was that it was true his father was going to disown him and leave him under the supervision of Pippo, according to his mother.


Sandro kicked his blanket from his bed and then groaned. A second groan was heard from Marco’s bed. A moment later Marco’s voice was heard, “Be quiet, Laurentiis. We already have a problem even without you making lousy noises like that. What’s the matter with you now? Miss your mommy?”


“Shut up, asshole.”


“Look who’s talking… shit collector.”


“You know what, Marco, contrary to what you think of me, I am actually more humane than you are. I am not going to thrash you tonight because you’re about to be disowned.”


“And you’ve lost your girl. I actually pity you too, Sandro,” Marco replied sarcastically.


There was silence between them for a while and the next minute they simultaneously straightened up on their beds, facing each other with dagger looks once again. They stared at one another as if they could kill the person sitting across with their glances. But after a while, no words were said and they just stared at each other.


“Look, we’re in deep trouble now,” Sandro said to him.


“Tell me something I don’t know,” Marco replied.


“How are you going to pay for your lawyer?” Sandro asked.


Marco shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe I am not going to ask for a lawyer at all.”


“Gee, Marco, I really thought you’re smart…”


“Shut up. I am serious. Even if I get a lawyer, it has to be the cheapest one… we’re prisoners here and we’re not getting financial support from our families. We might as well face the facts that you and I are going to spend the next ten years in jail together.”


Sandro remedied that. Then he said, “Maybe if we withdraw our charges…” He stared at Marco and then remembered their duel. 


In unison they said to each other, “Not likely.”


And then they returned to bed at exactly the same time.


Three hours later, Marco actually screamed. Sandro was awakened from his sleep. He grunted and reprimanded his cellmate, “Damn it. What now?”


“I hate you so much and I can’t stand being in the one cell with you!” Marco yelled.


Another prisoner from the other cell shouted at them, “Hey, you two ugly boys shut your mouths up or I am going to mince you into pieces tomorrow!”


“Go to hell!” Marco replied to him.


Sandro said at the same time, “Take care of your stinking ass!”


Marco then said to Sandro, “Damn it, Laurentiis… I hate you so much.”


“Well, then the feeling is mutual, Costacurta… or should I call you just Di Vaio now? You are going to be disowned remember?” Sandro retorted sleepily.


“I swear to God, if I were given a chance to turn back time, I’d go back to the time of our duel and kill you first before you kill me,” Marco said.


“Have a good try, Marco. I will see you in hell later on with that person from the other cell and when you get to Hades, I will personally mince you,” Sandro replied.


“You know what, I loathe you and your brothers so much…”


“Too bad I can’t say the same thing about your sister, Marco. By the way, congratulations, you’re going to be an uncle. My best friend will be your in-law, you know? Isn’t that nice? I’ll ask Antonio to raise his son to be like me so you will be constantly reminded of me after I die.”


“Sad, Sandro, that your girl is taken away by your girlfriend?”


“Well, Marco, I would rather see that happen than see you take away my girl.”


“HAH! Look who’s talking… you took my girl away from me.”


Sandro sat up straight again and grabbed the tin drinking glass that was near him. He threw it with his tied hand to Marco and it hit his stomach. Marco immediately jumped up and tried to get to Sandro but he was chained to his bed. 


“Get a life, Sandro… is that the only thing you can do? Throw me with a glass?”


Sandro scathingly said, “You know what, I wished I never knew Gabriela. I should’ve known that she was only going to give me trouble. You know… you can keep Gabriela all you want. That selfish bitch deserves a bastard like you!”


Sandro saw Marco was about to rebuke but Sandro quickly continued, “Let me tell you one thing… the only reason why I fell for her in the first place was because she said that you would kill her. She said that you were a violent man and liked to hit her and she didn’t like you at all. What was I supposed to think of you?”


“Damn bitch,” Marco replied. “I bought her everything she wore.”


Sandro smirked. “Don’t you always? That last girlfriend of yours, Eliza, looked as if she were taken right out of a boutique display.”


“Anything for good sex, man,” Marco replied. And then he smirked and said patronizingly, “But of course you wouldn’t know about it, Sandro, would you? If I think how virginal you are.”


“Shut up. You may be the Don Juan but I am not a virgin.”


“Oh, really? Who raped you?”


“Gabriela, of course. She told me I was hotter than you are in bed.”


The two of them stared at each other as if they could just kill each other for a moment. But then Marco shrugged. “You should know better that she is frigid, don’t you?”


Sandro nodded slightly. He added as an afterthought, “She’s not that curvy.”


“So, you like curvy women?”


“Exactly, like Nadia.”


“Don’t mess with me, Sandro. You touch her and I don’t care if I go to jail for killing you because of that,” Marco replied. 


“And like Fio,” Sandro added.


“Amanda?”


“Amanda… now that’s a good choice but there is no way I can touch her without having my own brother kill me for it. And I’d rather die in your hands than in my brother’s hands,” Sandro said.


“What the hell does your brother have got to do with you and Amanda? I would think she is in love with you. She’s very protective of you.”


Sandro nodded. “I know. She’s like that. I am told she’s protective of everyone and yet she’s unprotected by anyone. That’s why I think Pippo loves her very much.”


“He does? A professor loves a student?” Marco asked.


Sandro stared at Marco. He then said, “They don’t have a chance.”


“But, he does love her?”


“I think. He admitted to us that he’s a bit… well, smitten, if I may put it that way, for her. It’s… well, the way she speaks and puts her argument, as quoted from Pippo,” Sandro said.


“That girl really has a mouth and knows how to use her tongue,” Marco said dryly, remembering how Amanda once almost kicked his ass. But then he changed the conversation, “Back to curves… your brothers’ girls are not bad either. Shehnaz and Victoria are both exotically pretty. I would’ve got them for myself if they hadn’t fallen in love with your brothers…”

“You lay your hands off them,” Sandro warned.

“I don’t get it, you know? You and your brothers sometimes sicken me… you guys love each other too much.”

“Well, if there’s no one else you can love, you can only love your brothers,” Sandro said. 

Marco rolled his eyes and made a face. He told Sandro, “I wouldn’t love my family all that much.”


“No wonder your family wants to disown you,” Sandro remarked dryly. “No one wants to have a disrespectful child in a family.”
 


“Why should I respect my family if my family doesn’t respect me? Listen, Sandro, life has never been kind to me. When I was born, my father didn’t even want me. At the age of three, when I could already understand most of the things adults were saying I heard my mother beg my dad to come home and play with me. But you know what he said? He said that he couldn’t because he had a meeting with someone from the government. Every year, during my birthday, he was never home. He was always away somewhere on business. He never cared what I did – no matter what I did. I topped the class and I flunked all of my subjects in one school year and he still couldn’t be bothered to come school to talk to my teachers! But for Fio, he always comes. He is always there for him. He never misses out everything she does! It was only when he found out I ran away from home and joined Manu and his gang that he begged me to come home. And he did that to save his reputation as a politician! He just wants to save his face so he can get that position in the minister’s office…”


“Please, don’t talk crap with me! Have you even asked him about it?” 


“I don’t have to ask! That two-face snake who calls himself a father to me is a conniving criminal.”


“I really don’t get you, man.”


“Well, tell me… how would you feel if you always come second in the family no matter what you do?”


“I wouldn’t know. I just know that I am lucky enough the Laurentiis accept me as a son.”


“I suppose you have to thank your dead brother. What was his name?”


“Simone.”


“Yeah, you’re supposed to be thanking him ‘cause if he hadn’t died, you wouldn’t have been taken.”


“Perhaps. But it doesn’t matter now. Nothing you can say will change my feelings toward my family… if they still want to ‘own’ me.”

  
Sandro and Marco then fell into a long silence. Marco then asked, “Do you miss them?” 


“Who?”


“Your family.”


“Yes. Do you miss yours?”


“I don’t know.”


“Look, man, maybe we should call this off.”


“What do you mean?”


“Let’s withdraw our charges.”


“Are you kidding or something? No way man!”


“Well, fine. Whatever. If you want to stay here forever… with me.”


Marco stared at him once again. After that, Marco lied on his bed and turned his back on Sandro. He said mockingly, “Sweet dreams, Laurentiis.”


“Nightmares, Di Vaio.”


Pippo was busy reading some documents that were sent for him from Milan when the intercom buzzes. It was from Gloria, announcing the arrival of someone. Pippo, who was absorbed in the document, just told her “hmm” and then told her to send the guest in. Pippo heard the door was being opened and footsteps coming in.


“Good day, Pippo,” a familiar voice said.


Pippo put the papers down and saw that Bruno Mazza was already in front of him. “Oh, ciao, Bruno. Sorry, I didn’t hear you coming.”


“I see you’re busy. I am sorry to interrupt but I would like to report something to you,” Bruno said.


Pippo rose from his seat. “Oh, I will always have time for you. Sit down. Please, tell me, what would you like to report?”


Bruno sat down in front of Pippo’s desk and said, “An update on your brother and his enemy’s condition.”


Pippo smiled. “Any improvements?”


“They’re still stubborn… they still want to keep on the decision of suing each other. But they have stopped yelling at each other. Today, actually, they both actually worked together to fight against the prisoners on the next cell. It wasn’t a physical fight but a verbal one but they actually said words like ‘try taking on us together’ and ‘you can never beat us’. Like that. So maybe, in the near future, they will withdraw their charges.”


Pippo nodded full of satisfaction. Next, he inquired, “And what is your progress on the investigation for their duel case?”


“Well, we know it happened, there is no doubt about it. And we know that Marco Di Vaio made the provocation. However, your brother complied the challenge, consciously. So we cannot fully blame Di Vaio because Sandro hurt him too. The witnesses have also strengthened these facts that Di Vaio and Sandro did intend to harm each other. But we are only using these in court on the base that the two of them are suing each other. If they withdraw their charges, we can release them and as for the sentence it can be decided later that they must compensate one another. Like I said, this is a private case, not a public one. So…”


Pippo nodded again. “Unfortunately, I am not quite sure that Sandro and Marco would actually forgive each other that quickly.”


“But, I think they have learned that in order to get away from each other’s presence they would have to do just that,” Bruno replied. “By the way, I heard that Costacurta is actually very serious of disowning Marco.”


Pippo waved his hand dismissively. He shook his head amusedly and said, “Of course not. He’s already paid for the hospital bills, for both Sandro and Marco, and he asked me the numbers for equally good lawyers in case they want to go to court. He’s really taking care of everything. He just said that to make Marco feel guilty and then return to him immediately, sort of to make him realize that keeping this stupid act up is not good.”


Bruno chuckled. “I should have known that it was his motive. I was rather shocked to hear the report of what you said to those two boys when you came to them a few days ago.”


“Oh, that. I really thought that it was the only thing I could say to them,” Pippo replied nonchalantly. “Besides, Sandro should know I was bluffing.”


Bruno then glanced at his watch and said, “Well, now I have to go. I came just to tell you about that. There is a new case going on now and I am assigned to it.”


“Thank you for coming, Bruno,” Pippo said. He shook hands with the older man and then said, “Give my regards to your family, especially Kayla. Tell her to keep up her stamina and energy for the exams.”


“Of course, professore,” Bruno replied.  


Amanda closed her book. She was terribly exhausted. Today was like the hardest and the heaviest days of her life. It was only a few days away from the examinations and she felt like she was chased by the subjects she had for the tests. She hardly had time for anything but study, study and study. She rarely met her friends because she was always busy revising and studying. Even when she had a spare time to relax she used it to play with Mañana or reply e-mails from Ethan.  


So when she entered La Primavera to get herself a refreshing drink, Fio was very surprised to see her there. Fio was sitting along in a table in La Primavera, waiting for her orders when Amanda came. She called for her name and Amanda immediately came to Fio’s table.


“What are you doing here? I thought you were still at the campus,” Fio said.


“Well, fortunately my last lecture was cut short half an hour and I went to the library to get some books. Since the library is so crowded, I decided to come here to study,” Amanda answered.


“I can’t believe that the exam is actually tomorrow! It’s going to be hard!” Fio said.


“Yeah, well… that’s why I feel so heavy,” Amanda replied.


Fio sighed. Then she grabbed the menu book and gave it to Amanda. “Here, order something.”


“Ah, later,” Amanda said. “My mind is so full of linguistics.”


Fio chuckled. She put away the menu and said, “That’s exactly how I feel about linguistics… I have, like, five language groups in my head right now and I am forgetting their names already. But I am sure you can do it.”


Amanda smiled at her friend and said, “Thank you very much but I don’t think so.”


“Hey, look, sorry I haven’t been to your place to get my things…”


Amanda stared at her in surprise. She asked her immediately, “You’re not going to live with me anymore?”


Fio stared back at her. “You want me to stay at your place?”


“Yes… I mean, I thought, you and I… well, we’ve become good roommates. I know the problem between you and Sandro and Marco are getting better but I thought we could still live together. I get kind of lonely without companion and, well, you know…”


“Are you serious? You don’t mind having me as a roommate?” 


“Are you kidding? You’re practically my sister! We might as well live together like Valentina and her sister so everyone can think that we are sisters for real!” Amanda said.


Fio smiled and nodded excitedly. She shrieked lowly and then hugged Amanda tightly. “Oh, you are so nice! All right, I’ll move in with you!”


“Cool! So, when can you fully move?” Amanda asked.


Fio furrowed her eyebrows and thought about it. After that she said, “I’ll talk about this with my mother first. I might have to compromise to come home on weekends… or maybe, there will be days where I have to come home. You know how hard it is for her to let me go…”


Amanda’s face fell. “Oh, I forgot about your mother.”


“Don’t worry… I am sure my mom will agree to our plan. Your mom and mine were good friends during college years so I am guessing that they would be very happy if we become like them too.”


“Anyway… have you heard about Sandro?” 


At that exact moment, Fio dropped her pen and then stared at Amanda. A moment later, Fio looked away and tried to avoid her friend’s eyes. She said slowly, “No, I haven’t. I don’t know when he’s coming out from jail. I don’t know if he’s ever going to. Attempted murder is not a case where you can be granted with release immediately.”


“Well, you haven’t heard the latest development,” Amanda said.


“And what’s that?” Fio asked.


“Marco and Sandro have actually stopped yelling at each other and they even fought the other prisoners together when they were being confronted for making such loud noises at night out of their verbal fight. Kayla said to me that her father and everyone else in the prison and police station are calling Sandro and Marco having a ‘reconciliation process’ and they hope that soon enough they will withdraw their charges soon.”


Fio laughed. It was rather hilarious to hear that her brother and Sandro could actually be thinking of having reconciliation. After what they had done to each other, the idea of reconciliation just seemed impossible. But, then again, if they didn’t reconcile, they might be stuck with each other in the same prison cell for the next few years. Fio understood a bit why they were attempting to reconcile.


Suddenly, Antonio came. He was with the order notebook. “Ciao, Amanda. May I take your orders please?”


“Can I have tea?” Amanda asked.


Antonio jotted down her order and teased her, “Turning English, are you?”


“As a student of English literature whose favorite works are from Jane Austen it is no surprise if I drink like the people in the book, no?” Amanda replied. “Besides, I need something to clear my mind from all the linguistics thingies that I have in my brain right now.”


Antonio laughed. He said, “Anything else? Fio, want something more?”


“No, thanks,” Fio answered at the same time Amanda shook her head. Fio then asked Antonio, “What time do you finish?”


“I finish at seven tonight. You still want to watch that movie?” Antonio replied.


Amanda gasped. “You’re going to watch a movie!?! Tomorrow is exam day and you want to watch a movie?” 


Antonio waved his hand dismissively. He said lightly, “There is no point in stressing out for an exam, Amanda. By the way, how’s your cat?”


“Mañana is fine. But…”


“Do you want to come? We’re meeting up with Coco and Shez and their friends too… Valentina is going to come. And if Nadia can finish work at the same time as Antonio does, she will come too,” Fio said.


“No, thank you. Linguistics is more important,” Amanda said firmly.


“Boy, no wonder you are such a teacher’s pet!” Fio joked laughingly.


“Amanda, darling, don’t be too prim or Professor Laurentiis will fall in love with you for real,” Antonio kidded and winked her eyes at her. Amanda gaped but then Antonio changed the subject quickly, followed by Fio’s laugh. He said, “Oh, and, I have actually two tickets for a club showcase in which Nek is going to sing in next year. I can’t go on the day because I have a late shift. Would you girls like to have it?”


“NEK!” Amanda gasped. “WOW!”


“Good, you can have it. Fi, you should go with her,” Antonio said.


“Why can’t you go?” Fio asked.


“Well, I told you… I have a late shift and on that day my parents are actually going to come and visit me from Salerno. I am going to pick them up and then we will have dinner together,” Antonio said. He turned to Amanda, issued the Nek showcase tickets from his pockets, gave it to Amanda and said, “You go! Take some one with you. It’s… NEK!”


“NEK!” Amanda said amazedly.


“Fabio likes Nek… maybe he’ll go with you,” Fio informed with a wink.


Antonio laughed. “I’ll get your tea. See you around.”


After Antonio left, Amanda stared at Fio and said in astonishment, “Nek… wow… I want to see him perform. Come on, come with me!”


“Maybe you should go with Fabio. Fabio likes his music very much. Besides, I don’t like Nek’s voice too much,” Fio said.


“And how the hell am I supposed to take him with me?”


“Ask him!”


“Oh, no!”


“Just do it. Trust me, he will be very happy to accept your offer.”


An hour later, Amanda left the café. Before she did, she took a detour to the kitchen to find Antonio and found him there. She hugged him tightly and said thank you for the tickets. Everyone laughed seeing that scene. Nadia passed by and winked at Antonio and said, “Maybe you are descendant of a bear… nice and cuddly. So everyone hugs you!” Amanda agreed to that and hugged Antonio once again. 


At seven, Antonio said goodbye to his friends and then went to fetch Fio on her table. Fio asked if Nadia could come with them but Nadia had another hour to do. Nadia told them to go ahead and it was all right if she didn’t go. Fio and Antonio then left to the cinema using Antonio’s motorcycle. They arrived in no time at the cinema.


“Wow! I always knew motorcycles were a lot more fun than cars!” Fio said laughingly as she took off her helmet.


“I always preferred them, you know? Why would you want to be stuck in a car when you can have all the freedom in a motorcycle?” Antonio replied.


Fio stared at her. “That is so like you,” Fio said after a while. 


Antonio furrowed his eyebrows and asked her, “That is so like me? What is?”


“You know… that attitude about freedom… you seem to be very… liberal,” Fio said.


Antonio started to walk towards the entrance door. Fio followed him as he asked, “Okay, now that you’ve said that… explain to me what you mean.”


“Well, you have a university degree… what more in law! But then you don’t want to work in a firm. Look at you, you have the brains but you work in a café as a waiter instead! Not that I think being a waiter is bad but you should be able to live a very, very luxurious life as a lawyer! I think you just love meeting people and then talking to them and helping them with their problems, like you did to me,” Fio said. She paused for a while and then stared at him. Antonio was still looking at her inquiringly.


Fio continued, “You live alone in your apartment and since I’ve spent time there, I just noticed how very masculine your apartment was. You love practicality. You don’t seem to want to be bothered with any… well, how do you say it?”


“Responsibilities?”


“Well... not quite but… maybe that’ll do.”


Antonio laughed. He kissed Fio on the cheeks and said, “You got half of it right. But, I assure you, I never run away from your responsibilities. Had you been really pregnant of my baby, I’d marry you right away.”


Fio smiled. She reached for his hand and then squeezed it. “Thank you, Antonio. You are a great guy. And I am sorry for lying to you and then forcing you to join in the game. I know… well, it’s cruel and it’s hard for you to do that to your own best friend but…”


Antonio touched her lips with his finger and then silenced her. “Don’t continue. What’s done is done. I hope I’ve been a help. When my best friend gets out from jail, if ever, you must come to him and explain to him the whole thing. Deal? And I don’t want to see you be with another man other than him. You can only be with him. I sacrificed myself for you two and if you don’t go together, it’s going to be all for nothing.”


Fio couldn’t help but to hug him. She embraced him tightly and then kissed him. “Oh, I wish I could be with you! You’re so sweet!” she said laughingly but seriously.


Antonio kissed her cheeks again. “I wish it could be you for real! But now that you’re with Sandro, I think I’ll have to get someone else. And since Nadia is already taken by your brother, Valentina by Luigi, Terry by Alessio and Shez by Coco… maybe I should get in line to court Amanda behind Fabio Orlandini.”


Fio laughed as they walked through the entrance door. She said, “Well, I hope you do get one as nice as Amanda is.”


“I’ll settle for someone like you,” Antonio replied with a wink, sending Fio to gales of laughter once again.

Chapter 86


“They are here, Comissario Mazza,” Giraudo reported.


Bruno nodded his head and inclined his head to the other police officers in the room. They all cleared his offer and as they walked out, Giraudo entered. He was escorting Sandro and Marco, who were walking slowly behind him. They were both wearing the clothes they came to the prison with and they were both rubbing their sore wrists after spending some two weeks behind bars using handcuffs.


“Sit down,” Giraudo said to the two guys.


Marco and Sandro stepped forward to the same chair and then they shot each other a dagger gaze. Giraudo bit out, “Oh, stop it, you two!”


Bruno tried to stifle his laughter when Marco hesitantly took the other chair next to the one Sandro took. They sat down in perfect unison, making Bruno realized that these two people actually had the same stance and attitude. Giraudo shot them a warning look and then excused himself from the room. Bruno stared at the two young men in front of him.


“Glad you’ve come to your senses,” Bruno said to the guys straight to the point.


Sandro and Marco said nothing. Bruno continued as he gave them each a documented file, “Obviously you’re both guilty but since you’ve both withdrawn your charges against each other, we don’t have any reason to take it to court. Besides, I think almost being dead had been the most valuable lesson you can have in your life. Your papers are in those files. Giraudo will give you back your belongings.”


“Once is not enough,” Marco commented.


Sandro mumbled, “Want to try again?”


“Okay, enough of this. I really hope spending some weeks together in one room and then one cell had made you two realize that you two actually have a lot in common!” Bruno said.


“Me and him? In common? You must be dreaming, sir!” Sandro said spitefully.


Bruno smiled amusedly. “You two must be very good actors. Yesterday, when I heard you two begging to withdraw your offers together I thought you had become friends for real. Well, if anything, you should get a job in the theatre. Seriously, I suggest you contact Professor Gianfranco Castellini in the university. He’ll be able to get you a job in Milan, somewhere.”


Marco and Sandro shrugged. Bruno decided that it was time to let them go. And maybe he would miss these two boys, he thought. They had certainly given the prison a new atmosphere. He rose from his seat and offered his hand for a shake. Marco and Sandro stood up too and shook his hand. 


“Good luck, boys. Take care and stay out of trouble,” Bruno said. “Seriously, I think the hospital is rather tired seeing Laurentiis and Costacurta coming in and out of hospital all the time. All right?”


Marco and Sandro nodded. They excused themselves from Bruno and exited the room. Outside, Giraudo and the police officers stared at them. Sandro asked for their belongings. Giraudo gave their stuffs to them. Sandro and Marco then said goodbye to Giraudo and walked to the elevator by keeping a distance of ten meters away from each other.


They exited the police station building together as well. Outside, Sandro put on his wristwatch while Marco clasped the necklace around his neck. After that they stared at each other, each with an inexplicable expression on their faces. After a while, Sandro and Marco simultaneously extended their hands for a shake of goodbye.


“Nice being your roommate, Di Vaio. I will find you if I need an asshole roommate,” Sandro said.


“Well, I have to admit. Being with a shit collector like you is kind of fun,” Marco replied.


They stared at each other and suddenly they laughed amusedly. Marco then opened his arms for an embrace. Sandro complied. Marco said, “I’m actually going to miss you, Laurentiis. Too bad my sister is pregnant with Antonio Ferrante. If not we could have been brothers for real. And give my regards to your brother. Tell Pippo, he kicks ass. Literally.”


“Yeah, tell your sister that I give her my best wishes. Oh, and, if Nadia ever ditches you, I will be happy to invite you on a girl spree, okay?” Sandro replied.


They stayed in their embracing positions for another second until they realized what they were doing. “Why the hell am I hugging you?” they said to each other. They released each other as quickly as they hugged each other. Then they kept a distance of ten meters again. They stared at each other disgustedly once again.


“Asshole,” Sandro said as he walked away.


“Shitty,” Marco replied as he walked away to a different direction.


Pippo almost threw away the papers Gloria had compiled all weekend long to the air. He was absolutely exasperated. So were Alessio and Coco. They all looked somber and Paola was afraid that she would get the thrashing from her bosses in a minute.


“Look, all they said was that we took their logo and since they had used it earlier, they demand us to change the logo,” Alessio said. 


“Yeah, well… the new logo in our wine bottles is our property! We had registered it and it had been legalized that the logo belongs to us! We have always used this logo! And who are these people to say that we’ve taken their logo?!” Pippo practically screamed.


“Well, we just take them to court. So what?” Alessio tiredly said.


“Paola, where is our copyright, intellectual property papers?” Coco asked.


“They are in the file that Mr. Filippo is holding, sir,” Paola answered.


“No, they’re not there. These are for the old logos. We don’t want that. We need the one about the new logo design,” Pippo said. “Get someone from the legal department to come here.”


Suddenly… “You called for someone from the legal department? Here I am.”


Everyone turned their heads to the side and they saw Sandro. They were all surprised. For a moment no one said anything. Sandro stared at his brothers. He stepped forward and lounged himself on the sofa in Pippo’s office and lifted his feet up to the table and then put it on the small table in front of it.


“No greetings? Shit collector is back,” Sandro said with an amused smile.


Then, the three other Laurentiis brothers smiled. They cheered and practically ran towards Sandro and hugged him as if Sandro was a football player who just scored a goal. Paola smiled widely seeing Sandro and his brothers. She knew about Sandro going to jail and she was happy that he was back.


“You’re back! Thank you, God!” Coco said. He hugged Sandro very tightly and very brotherly that Paola almost cried seeing the tenderness her youngest boss was giving to his brother.


“Well, what happened? You withdrew your charges from each other?” Pippo asked.


“You scheming little prick!” Sandro told Pippo laughingly. He poked his eldest brother. “You intentionally came to us that afternoon, telling us to handle our own case, and yelled at us like crazy! You did that deliberately to make us feel guilty to each other until we had to cooperate to get away from jail, didn’t you?”


Pippo laughed. “Something like that.”


Alessio added, “Well, I couldn’t have put it better myself, Sandro… Pippo is a scheming little prick. But what did he call you? I was surprised our brother could even curse!”


Coco roared with laughter. “Damn! That was the best way to describe you, Sandro!”


“Shut up,” Sandro replied. On a more serious tone, a few minutes later, he asked, “How are Mama and Papa?”


“They are fine. They are a little bit distraught that you were jailed but we assured them that it was the only way you and Marco could solve your problem. I hope you learned from this one, Sandro. Mama and Papa sure expect you to avoid something like that from happening again in the future,” Alessio told him seriously.


Sandro nodded. Pippo clapped his hands. “All right. Now that our legal expert is back, we should be able to tackle this problem. Listen, Sandro, another company is trying to sue us because they thought we are using their wine logo in our new package. They claimed that they have used that logo before us…”


“Can I see the papers?” Sandro asked.


Pippo gave the papers he was holding before he hugged Sandro to his brother. Sandro received them and asked, “Are these all?”


“No, Paola is supposed to get the…” Pippo said. But he stopped himself when he saw Paola was still there. He asked her, “Paola? Why haven’t you moved? You must get us the…” Again he stopped himself because he saw tears in her eyes. Pippo was baffled. “What the…”


Paola then approached Sandro and hugged him tearfully. “It’s nice to have you back, Mr. Laurentiis.”


Sandro was surprised, touched and amused at the same time. He hugged Paola back while the other three laughed out loud seeing that. Paola then wiped her tears, blushed and quickly excused herself to get the files from the archive office. When she was out of sight, Alessio stared jealously at Sandro and said, “She never does that to me!”


“And it’s too late to be jealous now. She’s engaged and you’re attached,” Sandro countered with a smile.


“You’re right,” Alessio said.


“So, Sandro, guess you’ll have to repeat one more semester, huh? Saying goodbye from graduating this summer?” Coco asked. “You completely missed the exams.”


Sandro shrugged. “So what? I don’t care. To become a good lawyer, you have to make a lot of sacrifices. At least now I have the motivation to help my future clients to avoid prison because I’ve been there and I know how horrible it is. And now, I have some connections in the prison and police station,” he said half jokingly.


“Well, since you’ll have around three weeks before the new semester starts again, will you help me in the office? Alessio is doing some test drives again and Coco will be busy studying for his exams for one of his majors,” Pippo said.


Sandro said exaggerated solemnity, “Caro fratello, I will wear business suits everyday to the office and work my ass off to pay for the shits I collected.”


“Time is up. Hand in your papers,” Professor Brano curtly said.


The other sighed in exasperation. Many of them had left one or two questions unanswered and they were annoyed that time passed by too quickly. But Amanda didn’t care. It was the last day of the exam and she was going to face a ten-day recess for that before she found out the results and that was enough to make her happy. She urgently handed in the exam papers to Professor Brano and then scurried out of the room.


“YAY!” she exclaimed at the hall.


“Wow, Amanda, you look happy,” someone said to her as he passed by at the corridor, laughing at her.


Amanda nodded. “Exams are finished! FREEDOM!”


Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele followed their cheerful friend outside from the class. They all looked relieved. “Phew! Thank God it’s over!” Luca said.


“Let’s go celebrate! Let’s eat ice cream! Let’s go clubbing! Whatever! Let’s have fun!” Amanda said to her friends.


“Amanda, I am so tired. Can I get a sleep first?” Daniele replied.


“We can’t… soccer practice first,” Luca reminded.


“Oh yeah, that,” Daniele said weakly.


“So, what are we going to do now?” Elena asked after the guys said goodbye to them to go to soccer practice. 


Kayla said suggestively, “We can always go to La Primavera!”


“Let’s!” Amanda excitedly said.


Elena nodded. “All right, let’s go.”


Shez appeared before them with Coco. “Hey, you guys! Last day of the exam! Let’s go to La Primavera!”


“We are going there! Let’s go together!” Amanda said as she linked her arm with Shez’s. She was practically jumping up and down in excitement. Her face was glowing. Coco laughed seeing her. 


“Fio, Terry, Valentina and Nadia are already waiting in the parking lot! Let’s go!” Coco said.


They all exited the building together and walked to the parking lot. Coco and Shez exchanged exam experiences with Elena and Kayla as they walked but Amanda wasn’t paying attention to any of them. She was just very happy that it was all over. Some guys passed by her and said hi to her. Amanda said hi back to them in a friendly way that made them flattered. She arrived first in the parking lot and spotted her other friends immediately.


She approached Fio, Valentina, Nadia and Terry who were all waiting near Fio’s car. She greeted them and told them how happy she was that the exams were over. Not so long afterwards, Coco’s friends arrived and they asked Coco if he wanted to join them in one car since the others were girls. Coco separated himself from Shez and the others and joined Massimo and Gennaro with the other guys. Mica joined Shez and the girls instead.


“So, with whose car are we going?” Valentina asked.


“Who wants to come with me?” Fio offered.


Amanda enthusiastically raised her hand. She said, “I want to. Can I drive?”


“You drive?” Valentina asked her.


“Want to bet?” Amanda challenged.


“She can, trust me,” Fio answered the question for Valentina. 


“I don’t think two cars will fit all of us in! There are nine of us!” Shez said.


Nadia said jokingly, “Well, I think one of us must sit at the roof, then!”


“YOU WISH!” the others said.


Suddenly, Amanda’s vision went black. Someone closed her eyes from behind. Amanda gasped but she turned around quickly and snatched the hands away from her eyes. She saw Fabio’s smiling face next.


“Ciao,” Fabio said. 


Amanda smiled delightedly. The others started to choke back their laughter. Fabio reached for Amanda’s hands and held it tightly. He asked, “Going somewhere?”


“Yes. We’re going to La Primavera. Why?”


“I was planning to go the cinema. There is one movie I haven’t watched. Do you want to come with me?” Fabio asked. He glanced at Amanda’s friends and added, “But if you want to spend time with your friends…”


Amanda didn’t know what to answer but then her friends all nodded to her and Fabio. Amanda blushed seeing her friends’ behavior and Fabio grinned. Terry saw the way Amanda smiled at Fabio and she decided that Amanda was going to say yes anyway. So she said to Fabio, “Go ahead, take her with you. She’s already agreed.”


“Really?” Fabio asked Amanda.


Amanda looked at Fabio and nodded. “Why not?”


“Cool! I’ll get my car. You wait here,” Fabio said. He went to get his car but before he moved he turned back and planted a kiss on Amanda’s blushing cheek. Everyone laughed as Fabio then walked away.


Fio smiled happily for her friend. She said, “You go, Amanda!”


“Oh my God… you got a new boyfriend!” Kayla said.


“Wow, Fabio Orlandini…” Mica said in awe. “He’s like… the greatest musician this university has! I love his band! I envy her!”


“A musician? He has a band? Wow!” Amanda said in amazement. She was very elated. She turned to Fio, “Hey, do you think I should ask him about the Nek showcase?”


“Sure! Ask him tonight!” Fio said. 


“Amanda, don’t forget, you must ask him to take you to La Primavera after you watch the movie. We want to hear all the details,” Terry said.


“We’ll be there when you come. We promise,” Valentina said.


Amanda gazed surreptitiously at her friends but then she grinned. Fabio arrived with his car. He courteously walked around to the other side of the car so that she could open the car door for Amanda. Amanda mounted his car and he closed the door again for her. Genially he waved his hand at Amanda’s friends and reentered the car from the other side. Amanda said goodbye and they drove off.


Elena shook her head. She said, “First Sandro then Professor Laurentiis and now Fabio… who’s next?”


Everyone turned to her and asked, “Professor Laurentiis?”


Fio stirred the tea inside her cup idly with the small spoon that was actually for her tiramisu. She then actually poured a bit of her tea to the cake she just half ate. Terry and Shez stared at her as if she were crazy. Valentina shook her head in exasperation seeing her friend. Kayla and Elena blinked at what Fio was doing. Mica didn’t know what to think seeing the most popular girl on campus acting so… well, like a stupid person. 


Terry couldn’t stand seeing her so she asked, “Fio, are you all right?”


Before she could answer, Massimo came to their table and said to Mica, “Mica, I’m leaving now. Do you still want to go home with me?”


“Where’s Coco?” Shez asked.


Massimo smiled knowingly. “He’s still over there with the others. They’re talking about soccer.”


Mica gathered her things and said to the others, “Okay, well, I’ll see you around later. I have to go with Max now. Ciao.”


Everyone said goodbye to Mica and Massimo. They walked out of the café holding hands. Valentina glanced at her watch and then complained that Luigi was supposed to call her in her cell phone any minute now. The next second, her cell phone rang and she had to excuse herself to speak with him romantically. Fio stared at Mica’s departure with Massimo and the way Valentina spoke to Luigi on the phone. 


Fio sighed. “I wish…”


“You wish what?” Shez asked.


“Fio, are you all right? Seriously, you don’t look too good to me,” Kayla said.


“No, it’s just that… I really… well, envy you guys,” Fio said.


Shez, Terry, Elena and Kayla stared at her, blinking. After a while Elena said, “You must be joking. You envying us? Are you out of your mind? Fio, if there is one person in our university that should be envied then it’s you! You are beautiful, you have brains, you come from a respectable family, you have loving parents and great friends and you see guys virtually falling on your feet… what else could you want?”


Kayla added laughingly, “And you always wear cool clothes! Chic! Stylish! I wish I could be like you.”


Fio replied, “And I am the only one who doesn’t have a boyfriend.”


“Gees, Fio, pick one of your admirers,” Terry said. “You can have all Rome lining up to court you.”


Shez winked at the others and said meaningfully, “Or is it Alessandro Laurentiis you really want?”


Terry gasped in sham. She said, “Oh, dear… you are falling in love with him again? But, I have to admit… he looks dashing and impeccable in that prison suit of his! Or in the hospital robe… very stunning.”


Kayla joined in the play. “I always thought Sandro looked better when he is rather thin. He was rather thin back at the hospital, I believe. So, maybe, that is why our dear Fio wants him so badly.”


Elena couldn’t help but to end with a “You know, there is a saying if there’s will there is a way. Unfortunately, if someone doesn’t go across the highway that is already there, you can never go anywhere from Rome.”


Fio stared at them and then laughed a little. Her friends sounded like they came out of a theatre company or a psychology center. She shook her head and then smiled. “I don’t know… I think I am beginning to feel something back for him. But I don’t know what will happen now. I have yet to tell him that I am not pregnant and I don’t know how he will react to that. He might kill me, if he wants for faking the news and using his best friend for that. What if he meets someone new? And about Amanda… I am quite certain that Sandro will be more likely to fall in love with her… what with everything she has done for him.”


“Fio, that can’t be. You heard what Amanda said. She doesn’t like Sandro in that  way,” Terry said. “Come on, don’t make it hard for yourself. Just go for it. Once in a lifetime, let your heart decide and not your logic.”


“I can’t. I have always been quite logical,” Fio said.


“Trust me, logic doesn’t work in love,” Kayla said dryly. “Look at us. Andrea D’Amico and Alessio Laurentiis are two out-of-this-world drivers. I don’t know about Alessio but Andrea does act rather like a lunatic despite his casual appearance. Like, he adores puppies and kittens and always cuddles them as if they’re babies whenever he sees them in the park, in public. Yet, I put up with him.”


“And Alessio can be very cheeky sometimes with those jokes that aren’t really funny but because he is a silly person, you just have to laugh. He’s also very… well, sexually inclined. And that gives me a hard time sometimes. But I put up with it,” Terry said, followed by the laughter of others.


“Coco and I fight like cats and dogs every day, especially during lunchtime for a Medieval debate or whatever and we often almost strangle each other’s necks… but we’re still together,” Shez added.


“And I have two boyfriends… seriously…” Elena said. “Logical? I don’t think so.”


Fio just looked at them with a sideways smile and then said, “Sounds logical to me. Your boyfriends are just sweet, that’s all.”


“HAH!” came four replies.


“Bottom line is I am still afraid to face Sandro because I don’t want to keep my hopes up so that I won’t be disappointed for the second time around,” Fio said.


“But if you don’t try, Fio, you will never know,” Shez said.


“Ignorance is bliss, don’t you know that?” Fio replied.


“Yes, but if you try and then get him, which is a very big possibility, you will have your bliss!” Terry argued.


“Good point. Next time, I shall say that in the philosophy tutorial,” Kayla agreed.


Elena winked at Fio. “Don’t worry about Amanda. I don’t think she wants Sandro anyway. She’s with Fabio. And they have just arrived.”


Elena was absolutely correct. Amanda and Fabio entered the café very intimately. Fabio was pushing her from behind and she held Fabio’s hands. They were laughing and whispering to each other. Fabio was much taller than Amanda so he was towering her. But the way they looked at each other – one bending his head and the other tilting her head up – was very romantic to see… it was as if they were seeing only each other.


Amanda then spotted her friends. She pulled Fabio’s hand and brought him to their table. Valentina saw Amanda coming in and she quickly said goodbye to Luigi. She arrived before Amanda and Fabio did. A minute after Valentina returned to their table, Amanda and Fabio appeared.


“Ciao!” Amanda said. 


“Here, I return her to you… safe and sound,” Fabio said.


“Thanks, Fabio. If you didn’t, we’d have to face her guardian,” Shez teased. “And trust me, no one wants to see Professor Laurentiis being angry so he can give us good grades, right?”


“Good point,” Amanda replied. She turned to Fabio and said, “Thanks for the ride and the movie and the popcorn and the drink. Thanks for everything.”


“Anything for you,” Fabio replied. He then asked, “So, what time do I pick you up for Nek’s showcase the day after tomorrow?”


“Seven?” Amanda suggested.


“How about five thirty so we can eat somewhere first?” Fabio replied.


Amanda thought about it and then agreed. “Well, don’t be late. We meet here?”


“Sure. Anywhere you want,” Fabio replied. “Here, at five thirty. Cool.” Fabio then kissed her cheeks and touched them gently after that. He smiled happily and said, “I’ll see you then. Ciao, bella.”


Amanda smiled back. Fabio said goodbye to the others and then left. When he was already gone, Amanda turned around, dropped herself at the empty chair next to Terry and said, “He is so gorgeous.”


“We can see that,” Terry said. “So, what did you two do?”


“We just watched a movie and he treated me the drink and popcorn and the ticket. Then we went to a piazza to hang around for a while and talked. We talked about music and sports. After that I asked him to take me here and in the car, we listened to his CDs and they are all cool music,” Amanda said. “And on Friday we are going to see Nek’s showcase together.”


“Amanda, you are very lucky. Fabio is one of the most sought after males in our campus,” Valentina said. “He used to be so shy with ladies. But somehow with you, he’s very brave. He used to ask for Fio’s help or Nadia’s or my help to get to know a girl but with you…”


Amanda smiled. “He’s actually not my type, physically. He’s handsome and dresses very nicely but not exactly the kind of guy I would like to notice in an instant. But I don’t care. He’s such a great guy.”


“Then what kind of guy do you like? You know, Antonio is looking for a girl too and maybe he’s more of your type!” Shez informed.


Like Professor Laurentiis. I love dark-haired men who look great with eyeglasses. I like men with sharp eyes but gentle gazes. Like Ethan. 

“Well, they should look good with eyeglasses,” Amanda said.


“Like Coco? Coco wears glasses and he looks lousy,” Shez joked.


“No, I don’t look lousy,” Coco suddenly said, appearing from nowhere. Amanda laughed seeing the way Shez rolled her eyes and made face to him. Coco then said to Amanda, “Don’t believe everything Shez is telling you about me. She’s only complimenting me when she thinks I am angry with her. By the way… ouch! Shez, not that hard! Anyway, Amanda… Pippo, just called me. He wants to see you at his office on Friday, in the afternoon, three thirty. He said that there is something urgent.”


Amanda frowned. “Friday?”


“Don’t worry. You can still make it to here. I’ll pick you up. Let’s shop for new clothes for the showcase before that. You have to look good for Fabio and Filippo,” Fio said with a smile.


“Filippo?” everyone asked. They all thought Fio was talking about Pippo. Amanda was very surprised.


“Filippo Neviani,” Fio explained. “That’s Nek’s real name, no?”


Everyone laughed. But Coco was only pretending to laugh. He said in his heart, “Might as well do that. Pippo would love it. But, then again, he likes her in any clothes she wears.” 

Chapter 87


Sandro hopped out of his brother’s convertible. He didn’t open the door and walk out from it on his feet. He just jumped out. He felt lighthearted today. He solved one case in only two days so he was feeling very confident. Praises were coming in from his brothers, the senior lawyers and, most importantly, from his parents. He no longer felt dejected because he knew he had somehow humiliated his family by being sent to jail.


He strolled in casually to La Primavera, hands on his pocket and whistling a tune. The moment he walked in, Antonio and Nadia, who were doing their daytime shifts, as well as some other waiters turned their heads to the side to see who just came in. It was a busy hour because it was lunchtime and they didn’t have a table empty. When they realized it was Sandro, they sent Nadia to tell him that he had to wait. 


Nadia felt a little bit nervous to face Sandro. It was only did she meet Marco and Marco didn’t say much about Sandro except that he had also been released. Nadia just spoke to Fio earlier this morning and Nadia knew Fio hadn’t found out about Marco and Sandro being out of jail because Marco didn’t come home until this morning as he planned. 


“Ciao, Sandro!” Nadia greeted.


“Oh, ciao, Nadia! Come stai?” Sandro replied with a big grin.


“You look happy,” Nadia commented.


“I am. I am out of prison. Shouldn’t I be?” Sandro said.


Nadia chuckled. “Congratulations, Sandro. You passed God’s test for you – being in the same place with Marco for around two weeks!” 


Sandro shrugged and gave her a sideways smile. “He’s okay if he’s not being an ass,” Sandro said.


Nadia was startled to hear that. “Wow, that’s new. He said exactly the same thing about you,” she said in awe.


Sandro shrugged again. “Never mind. Anyway, can I get an order?”


“Sorry, Sandro, there is no empty table right now. You will have to wait,” Nadia said.


“Oh, I meant take away order. Can I do that? Everyone at the office is starving and I have to bring lunch. I have a list of things that they want. Can you get it for me?” Sandro asked, issuing a piece of paper from his pocket. 


Nadia winked. “It’s a good thing we are Americanized café… take away comes easily!” she said. She took the paper from Sandro and then said, “I will make sure you get it.”


“I’ll be back in a minute, all right?” Sandro said when he realized he had left his wallet in the car. Nadia nodded and Sandro ran outside to get his wallet.


It took him a while to find his wallet. It dropped somewhere under the seats. Sandro had to dive to get it. Finally he did, only to find out that the forgot to take cash. He only had his credit card. As he checked his wallet, he turned around and bumped into someone. Sandro lifted his gaze from the wallet to the person. 


“Hey, Antonio! You surprised me!” Sandro said.


“Ciao, amico,” Antonio replied. He looked into Sandro’s eyes and then said, “If I can still call you amico.”


Sandro smiled and said, “Of course you can.”


Antonio wasn’t expecting his usually rigid friend to accept an apology that quick. Maybe he had heard the truth about Fio not being pregnant. He asked, “I can? You’re not angry with me?”


“Why would I be?” Sandro asked with furrowed eyebrows. “You did nothing wrong. I mean, about Fio… well, what can I say? It was my own fault that I lost her. I shouldn’t have been that cruel to her.” 


“But, Sandro, about Fio…” Antonio said.


Sandro raised his hand to halt him. He said, “Antonio, don’t continue. I know what you’re trying to say. But it doesn’t matter anymore now. I still regard you as a friend no matter what. If I can’t have her, then it might as well be because my best friend is having her. I sincerely think you and Fio could be a great couple.” He added with a laugh, “If Fio wants to, maybe I can be the godfather of your baby?” 


Antonio blinked. Apparently Sandro hadn’t heard the truth. No one told him yet? Obviously not! Antonio stared at his best friend for a while. Should he tell him the truth? But Fio and him had made a deal that she would be the one to confess to Sandro. Antonio decided to continue the charade. He smiled inwardly and hoped that he could a good acting like Fio did.


“Sure, you can be the godfather of my baby,” Antonio said. “You sure you’re okay with me and Fio being together?”


Sandro smiled and said, “I’m fine with that, so long as Fio and you are happy with each other. It might take a while for me to forget about her, but don’t worry… I won’t touch her. I’ll just ask Amanda or Shez or Terry if they have an available friend. If not, I’ll just grab one of them and leave my brother desolate.


Antonio laughed, but not because of Sandro’s joke in the end but because of his ignorance of the truth. Antonio said, “Thanks, Sandro. I really didn’t know you were going to forgive me this quickly because, well, you used to be an unforgiving person.”


Sandro then said gravely, “Try being in the same air with the person you hate. So you might as well forgive him. At least, you will be in a more genial mood together.”


“Personal experience? Let me guess… Marco?”


“Yes. I must warn you, it’s really going to be tough for your child to have an uncle like him… Pippo called him someone with an asshole bigger than his brain,” Sandro said.


Antonio laughed again. He said, “You said, not me.”


At that moment, Nadia appeared with Sandro’s orders. “Sandro, here! They are all in there! Pay cash or credit?”


Sandro issued the Visa from his pocket. “Here. This is Pippo’s money paying not mine so who cares?” he said. Nadia took the credit card inside while Sandro put the food inside his car. 


Antonio asked, “So you’re working now? You look like a businessman for real.” He pointed at Sandro’s neat suit and tie.


“You should visit me in the office sometimes, Antonio. I am going to be there for quite a while. Alessio is going to Monza for a test drive next week and Coco will go to field trip to Greece. Only Pippo and I will be in the office. That is, if he doesn’t have a plan to go anywhere. It will be lonely,” Sandro said. His eyes twinkled and he said, “I might get you to do my job. You’re the one who has already graduated from law school and had gone through a bar exam successfully.”


Antonio shook his head in shock. “Sandro! Don’t you dare! You know I hate office work.”


Sandro interceded, “But you must start thinking of getting a real job, amico. You are going to be a father soon. You have to think about your child. By the way, when are you and Fio going to be married?”


At that time Nadia reappeared with Sandro’s credit card and the papers to sign. She heard the last bit and was surprised. Her eyes became wide and turned her head immediately and glared at Antonio. Antonio warned her with another glare. Thankfully Sandro wasn’t paying attention. 


“I don’t know. Fio and I didn’t discuss marriage and I’ll leave it up to her when she wants to get tied with matrimony. I will be here all the time whenever she wants to,” Antonio said nonchalantly despite Nadia. In his heart he was actually saying, “Whenever she wants to have me as the best man of your wedding, damn it.”


“Well, here it is, Sandro,” Nadia said. Sandro signed the papers. Nadia checked the signature and the returned the credit card to Sandro.


“Grazie mille,” Sandro said to Nadia and Antonio. “I have to go. See you around later.”


Sandro entered his car and then started the engine. He said to Antonio, “Give me a call if you’re interested about the job. We really do need a very good lawyer in the company and, seriously, you are a good lawyer.” Then he said goodbye, waved his hand and drove away. 


Nadia glowered even more to Antonio after Sandro had left. “You didn’t tell him?”


“Well, Fio is going to do that,” Antonio said.


“How could you? He thinks you’re really going to be the father of the baby Fio is having!” Nadia said heatedly. “Imagine how he must feel!”


Antonio stared at her curiously. “But, Nadia, you know what? I think Sandro has changed… he was very forgiving of the situation. He said that it’s better to forgive someone that you hate if you have to be in the same air as he does so that at least it would make the situation more genial.”


Nadia was surprised once again. She said in awe, “That is exactly what Marco said to me.”


The two of them stared at each other in silence. Antonio then said, “You know what? I think Sandro and Marco have become friends.”


They were silent again. Then they laughed and said, “Not likely!” 


Amanda, Fio, Shez and Terry had a very enjoyable day. They went shopping together and helped Amanda choose something special for her date with Fabio tonight. At first, Amanda was hesitant. Amanda tried to avoid a fussy shopping spree by saying that she hadn’t asked permission from her parents to use money to buy clothes but Fio beat her to it. She had asked her mother to call Amanda’s mother before the shopping spree and as Fio guessed before, Adriana encouraged the idea of Amanda shopping because she thought it was about time Amanda started to ‘learn’ how to become a normal girl. In Adriana’s dictionary, being a normal girl means to use feminine clothes, not T-shirts and jeans. She thought shopping could serve the purpose. In the end, Amanda enjoyed it immensely as she purchased a denim skirt and a pink sweater top. 


After shopping they ate lunch at the mall and discussed their recess plans. Fio was going to use the time she had on recess to stay at her parents’ house because she was going to move out to Amanda’s apartment soon after getting consent from her parents. Terry was also going to spend her time settling in Alessio’s apartment because they were moving in together and then she would have to accompany Alessio to a test drive in Monza. Shez and Coco were planning to go on a field trip with their friends to Greece to see some historical sites so they could add the notes on Ancient history from experience. As for Amanda, she was thinking of asking Professor Laurentiis to let her go to Milan so she could meet her family but she wasn’t sure if she would be allowed. 


At two, the girls headed to Shez’s house to drop Shez home. They said goodbye to Shez after Shez told them to go immediately before Malik came to bug them. Then they dropped Terry off at Alessio’s apartment and finally Amanda and Fio went to the Laurentiis office. 


In front of the lobby entrance, Fio said to Amanda, “You go ahead first, Amanda. I am going to park the car and then I will follow you upstairs.”


Amanda nodded and walked out of the car. She greeted Magdalena, the receptionist, and she gave Amanda the visitor tag. Amanda said goodbye to her and then went to the elevators. Inside the elevator, she met Paola, Alessio’s secretary.


“Amanda! Hello!” Paola greeted her.


“Hi, Paola. Just returned from lunch break?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, I had lunch with Gloria, Francesca and Mauro,” she answered. She smiled at Amanda and said, “You look very pretty today.”


Amanda grinned and said, “No, I don’t. Maybe that’s because I am very happy today.”


“Why are you happy?” Paola asked.


“Because I have a date tonight,” Amanda answered.


“Good for you,” Paola said. 


They stopped at the first floor after the lobby. People came in and out in bulk, taking such a long time for the stop. Amanda and Paola both complained. “I should’ve taken the other elevator. I need to see Professor Laurentiis quickly so I won’t be late,” Amanda said.


Paola nodded. “I should have too. Mr. Laurentiis, Alessio I mean, wanted me to return immediately and I am already five minutes late.”


Indeed the other elevator was going up very quickly because there were less people. In fact, there were only three in there at the moment – Gloria, Stefania and the office assistant. Gloria eyed Stefania in annoyance. Of course, she did that behind her back. She knew her boss, Pippo, was going to have an important appointment in a half and hour and whatever Stefania was doing there it must have something to do with Pippo and it might delay the meeting. 


Stefania suddenly turned around and asked Gloria, “Gloria, is Pippo busy at the moment?”


“I don’t know what he was doing during his lunch break but he didn’t leave the office. He might continue work during lunchtime. He also has an appointment in half an hour,” Gloria answered.


Stefania glanced at her watch and said cryptically, “Oh, well, half an hour should do it.”


Puzzled by that statement, Gloria walked out of the elevator behind Stefania and the office assistant. The office assistant went to leave some letters in Paola’s desk and then arranged some papers in Francesca’s desk. He then went to the managers’ rooms to give them their letters. Gloria went straight to her desk. 


“Don’t announce me, Gloria. I will see Pippo inside on my own,” Stefania said. 


“Please, Miss Lippi,” Gloria said politely. 


Stefania opened the door to Pippo’s office and then walked inside. Pippo was in there. He was on the phone, talking to someone. He saw Stefania and he smiled at her. He gestured her to come forward and Stefania was in his arms in no time. She kissed Pippo’s neck while Pippo said his goodbyes to the person across the line.


“All right, Gino. I will consider your suggestion. Don’t forget to bring the papers to the meeting. See you then. Bye,” Pippo said. He then hung up. He turned to Stefania and encircled her waist and gave her a kiss. “Ciao, bella.”


“Ciao,” Stefania said huskily.


“What brings you here at this time of the day? I thought we’re going to meet at my place tonight,” Pippo said. 


Stefania sighed. “Something came up, Pippo. And I need to talk to you about it.”


“What?” Pippo asked.


“I don’t think we can announce our engagement next week and then get married in the spring like we have planned,” Stefania answered.


“Why not?” Pippo asked suspiciously.


“I must go to New York,” Stefania said.


“New York? What for?” 


“Business. It’s too complicated to explain. It’s this thing about a merger or something with one of the branch companies in the States. The executives think that I must go with the team there. The first meeting is next week, for one whole week. The second one will be in May, in the week that we have planned our wedding. In between that, I am needed in Milan for a setup of a new office.”


“Well, can’t you get someone else to do the job?” Pippo asked.


“My partner… you know, Nicolo, the one I told you about, is on sick leave,” Stefania said. “He has tumor in his brain. We just found out yesterday. If he hadn’t been sick, he would be the one to be sent on these missions.”


“Poor Nicolo. But, Stefania, this is our wedding we’re talking about,” Pippo said.


Stefania raised her eyebrows. She said amusedly, “Oh, wow, now you’re the one who wants to get married? You used to avoid it! Remember, darling?”


Pippo smiled sideways. But then he turned serious, “Stefania, you know why we must get married before the summer.”


Stefania nodded. “I know we must. Pippo, I can’t wait for it myself but this is one duty that I cannot abandon. It’s too important. You would do the same thing for your company, wouldn’t you?”


Pippo sighed. “I would, actually.”


Stefania leaned on Pippo and placed her head on his chest. She sighed, “I can’t wait to bear your name, Pippo.”


Pippo kissed her gently on her temples. Stefania looked up to him. And then they started to kiss each other. After a while, it became more passionate. Stefania placed her hands on his nape while he held her waist. Stefania trailed her kisses from his lips to his neck. Pippo lifted her up and brought her to the sofa. They continued there. Stefania’s hands untied his cravat, unbuttoned his shirt and took off his jacket. She then unzipped his trousers as he shrugged her off from the blouse she was wearing. 


“You really want to do it here?” Pippo murmured.


“Why not?”


Amanda appeared from the elevator with Paola. Paola excused herself immediately because she was already very late to see Alessio. Amanda said goodbye to her. Paola then disappeared to Alessio’s office. Amanda entered the executive floor and then took a moment to pause and admire the interior, just like she loved to do. She then looked around for Gloria or Francesca, wondering if they were there so she could be shown in to Pippo immediately. Gloria wasn’t around.


The elevator door reopened and Francesca appeared. She was surprised but delighted to see Amanda. “Ciao, Amanda!” 


“Oh, ciao, Francesca!” Amanda replied.


Francesca knew about the appointment because she was the one Pippo told to let her in when she comes. She asked her knowingly, “You are here to see Professor Laurentis, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” Amanda answered. She then said immediately, “Can you show me in now, Francesca? I have to meet a friend of mine at five thirty and I still have to change clothes first in my apartment. Fio is here too and I don’t want to keep her too long here because she still has to go somewhere else first before taking me home.”


Francesca nodded. “Certainly, Amanda. It’s already three thirty. Mr. Laurentiis is already expecting you. So you go right ahead in.”


“Thank you, Francesca,” Amanda said.


Amanda dashed to the office door and knocked. There was no answer so she knocked again. Still there was no answer. Amanda thought that Pippo must be either too occupied with a document to listen or he had gone to Alessio’s office next door that he didn’t know she was coming. But Amanda couldn’t wait for long because she needed to get this over with and then go home to prepare herself for the date with Fabio.


She entered the room slowly and said, “Professor?”


The moment she said that, two voices gasped. And a second later, Amanda gasped too. She was shocked to see what was in front of her. Stefania and Pippo were lying on the sofa, half naked and in a position that would fit properly in a scene of a blue film. Worst of all, Amanda was seeing her guardian, who was her professor, whom she regarded as a brother as well doing such thing. She freaked out immediately.


Her face went positively livid and in her shock, she only managed to say, “S-s-sorry…” Her body was shaking because of the shock and her heart was beating uncontrollably because of the embarrassment she was feeling. She then realized that she must get out of there soon. She turned her body abruptly, ran out of Pippo’s office rapidly and then slammed the door behind her loudly. 


Francesca was surprised to see Amanda come out again so quickly. “Amanda?”


Amanda stared at Francesca and then she began to scream hysterically. Francesca was absolutely shocked. Paola and Alessio came out from Alessio’s office in bafflement and curiosity. Alessio wasn’t surprised to see Amanda because he knew she was coming but he was surprised to see her being frantic.


“Amanda, what’s the matter?” he asked.


“H-h-horrible!” she exclaimed. 


Then the intercom in Gloria’s desk buzzed and Pippo’s urgent tone was heard, “Gloria, Francesca or whoever… take Amanda to Alessio’s office and tell her to wait there for a while.”


Francesca and Paola escorted Amanda to Alessio’s office. Alessio creased his forehead, wondering what could happen this time. He closed the door as he came in last. He then turned his attention to his brother’s warden who was ranting in stammers. Alessio was absolutely puzzled. 


Meanwhile Fio finally could breathe freely. She was crammed in an elevator full of people from the lobby and crammed again when it stopped at the second floor to go to the third floor. Now she was enjoying the emptiness of the elevator. She hummed to the song she was listening from her Discman and closed her eyes to enjoy the lovely tunes that were coming out of Neri Per Caso’s a cappella singing. Suddenly the elevator stopped. Fio opened her eyes and prepared herself to be crammed again.


Fortunately this time, only two people came in. They were busy talking to each other so they didn’t pay attention to Fio. Suddenly, she heard someone yell, “Hold the elevator, please!”


Fio once again prepared herself if there were more people coming in to cram her. But it was only one person. And he was Sandro. Fio was not prepared to see him so she gasped loudly. Sandro walked inside the elevator and said to the other two men, “Thanks.”


“You’re welcome, Sandro,” one of them said.


But Sandro didn’t reply back. He was staring straight at Fio, who was covering her mouth with her hands. Her eyes were wide in shock as if she had just seen a ghost. They kept in that position until the elevator stopped at the next floor and the two people said goodbye to Sandro absently while they were still conversing with each other and walked out of the elevator. 

 
Only then Sandro managed to speak, “Fio?”


“Sandro?” Fio replied slowly. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you in prison?”


Sandro blinked. “Don’t you know? Marco and I withdrew our charges on each other and we were released two days ago. Haven’t you seen your brother?”


“No, I stayed at Amanda’s and when I came home yesterday Marco was not there. No one told me anything about it,” Fio answered. She still looked surprised.


Sandro shook his head to wipe off the look of astonishment on his face. Fio sobered up too. They stared at each other for another while and then Sandro turned around. He pretended to check the elevator button to avoid Fio’s gaze only to realize that the button of his floor destination had been pressed before. He took a few steps backward so he could lean at the back of the elevator. Fio stepped aside when he did that, keeping distance.


They didn’t say anything else. Fio didn’t know how or where to start and Sandro was trying to fight off this jealousy in his heart. They created a long, painful silence inside the elevator. But the elevator managed to make them speak, though. It suddenly stopped and the lights went out. 


“What is going on?” Fio asked nervously.


“The elevator just stopped,” Sandro said. “I wonder why.”


“I know that. But why?” Fio replied.


“I told you, I wonder why. That means I don’t know,” Sandro said.


Fio smiled. “That is a lame joke.”


Sandro chuckled too. “I know. I am sorry. I’ll find out why.” He opened the emergency box and pressed a button, which was actually the elevator intercom button. “Excuse me, this is Alessandro Laurentiis in elevator two. It just stopped. Is something wrong?” 


The reply came soon enough, “We copy you, Mr. Laurentiis. Something is indeed wrong. We think that one of the wires of the elevator broke. The same problem occurred last night but we had it covered then. It’s no problem. We’ll work on it right now. We apologize for this error, Mr. Laurentiis.”


“Just tell us when it’s fixed, all right?” Sandro replied.


He closed the emergency box and sighed. “Sorry, Fio, but we are going to be stuck here for a while.” He glanced at his watch. He was going to be late for that appointment with Alessio. But his brother should understand. This was an accident. Sandro turned to look at Fio and caught her staring at him. 


Sandro asked, “What? Is there something funny on my face?”


“Oh, no. Sorry for staring at you like that,” Fio replied.


“So, where are you going to? Pippo’s office to accompany Amanda?” Sandro asked.


“Good guess. You are correct,” Fio answered. She then asked curiously, “Have you met Amanda? If you have, it’s a surprise she didn’t tell me that you are out of prison.”


“No one knows about it yet except for my family, the people in the office, my professors, your brother, Nadia and Antonio,” Sandro said.


“Antonio and Nadia know about it? But they didn’t tell me! Not even about Marco!” Fio exasperatedly said.


“I just met Antonio and Nadia at the café today when I was buying lunch for everyone there,” Sandro said. 


“Oh. I haven’t been there,” Fio said, now understanding. There was a momentary silence before Fio asked him again, “You missed your exams. How are you going to catch up?”


“I will repeat one semester, which means I won’t graduate this year,” Sandro explained. “But that’s all right. I don’t mind.”


Fio nodded. “And you are working here now?” She stared at the business suit that made him look more gorgeous than he already was. “Seriously?”


Sandro chuckled. “Must be the business suit. I think girls love this suit. Do you want some? I can get you some of these from Pippo’s closet… or Alessio’s… this is uniform, actually.”


Fio laughed too. She said, “I was just curious.”


“Hey, do you mind if I sit down? I reckon the repair is going to take a while and I am beginning to feel tired already,” Sandro said. Fio nodded and Sandro sat on the floor. Fio followed him to sit on the floor next to him. Sandro gazed at her, looking into her eyes, and then drifted to her stomach. He thought that her pregnancy was not showing but he decided that it was normal because it was only the first month maybe. 


He asked her, “So… uh, how is your… baby?” It sounded as if he choked on the word.


Fio blinked at him. He had brought the subject sooner than she thought. She did have a plan to find him today at the office so that she could talk to her about her scheme and her feelings for him. But she wasn’t prepared to meet him and be stuck with him in the elevator alone like this. And she certainly wasn’t prepared to talk about the baby thing! She didn’t know what to say yet.


“Baby… well, the baby is fine… because…” Fio said slowly. She worked through her mind to find the perfect word.


But Sandro was already saying, “Fio, it’s all right to talk about it. I’ve talked to Antonio and there are no hard feelings.”


Fio raised her face to see him. She was stunned to see the sincerity that was shown on his face. “What?”


“Look, I know… I had been very cruel to you before. I literally tortured you mentally, made you suffer. I admit that I had been very foolish but I have learnt my lesson. So I understand if you hate me and then find someone else to love. I am just glad that you found Antonio. He is my best friend and he’s a great man. I hope you and him will have a happy life together,” Sandro said. 


Fio was even more stunned. She couldn’t believe it. This was Sandro – the Sandro that she knew when she first met him but even better. He was the gentle, caring Sandro that she loved. She couldn’t mistake the shine in his eyes. They used to shine like that whenever he talked to her, before he hated her. And she loved this Sandro. She loved him for real. Suddenly, all the hatred, fear, doubt and hesitation she felt for him just disappeared. They evaporated somewhere and she didn’t care. She fell in love with him all over again. It was a wonderful feeling.


Sandro chuckled. He said, “You know, I was telling Antonio that maybe I can be the best man on his wedding day and perhaps also the godfather of your baby. That is, if you want me to.”


Fio smiled at him and then said softly, “But you can’t.”


Sandro was taken aback. “Why not?” he asked in surprise. But then he realized that she must haven’t forgotten about the things he did to her even though they were in friendly terms right now. Sandro nodded. He understood – who would want to have someone who had hurt her to become the godfather of her baby?


“I understand,” Sandro said quietly.


But Fio laughed instead and said, “No, you don’t. It’s not like what you think…” She paused and took the time to adore his handsome face. She continued, “You can’t because… there isn’t going to be a wedding and there isn’t a baby.”


That struck Sandro like a bolt of lightning from Zeus. He stared at her in disbelief and asked her in a low whisper that was barely audible, “What?”


Fio took a deep breath and started to explain, “You see, Antonio and I played this scheme on you… I wanted to get you back for all the things you did to make me suffer. I knew it would be a blow if you found out that I was having your best friend’s baby after you have offered reconciliation to me. You did the same thing to me, Sandro, by dating Amanda and kissing her in front of me. I wanted to do the same thing.


“Antonio and I did sleep together. What happened that night was a mistake and we both admitted that. But we never had a baby. Antonio was shocked when I first told him. Then I confessed that it was a scheme of mine that I wanted to use against you. At first, he was hurt because I used him the way you used Amanda. But then he said that he was tired of seeing me cry because of your treatment. So, he agreed to play along. I had to apologize to him for lying at first and then dragging him along for this game against his best friend… I also had to apologize because I sort of played with his feelings. He admitted that he liked me.


“But, Sandro, Antonio wanted you to be happy. He told me that he didn’t care if he didn’t get a girl as long as you do. He said that we both have suffered enough and we deserve to be happy. He told me to confess to you directly… and that is what I am doing right now.”


After Fio finished her confession, Sandro just stared at her and didn’t say anything. He didn’t expect this confession. What he had just heard almost sent him back to death. He couldn’t believe that now Fio was free again and he had the chance to get her. But all of a sudden he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know whether to cry or to laugh or scream… he was utterly shocked.


Fio waited for his reaction nervously. The expressionless face he had made Fio suddenly become afraid that he might hate her again for the charade she played. What if he became really angry and didn’t want to take her back? She had already loved him again and the feeling was more intense than before… will they return to their state of enmity again because of this confession?


“Sandro, please say something. Are you angry?” 


Sandro opened his mouth to say something but he stopped. Fio’s face fell. She said, “Please, don’t blame Antonio for this. If you need someone to blame, that is me. And I understand if you hate me after this.”


After that, Sandro looked into her eyes and searched inside. He asked her, “You are not pregnant?”


“No.”


“But you slept with him?”


“Yes.”


“Do you love Antonio?”


“As a friend.”


“Then, who do you love?”


Fio gulped. But she knew she couldn’t run away from this one. He was asking for her honesty this time. And she didn’t see a point to lie anymore. She didn’t need to. The burden of a confession was no longer felt and she felt light. She felt like she had nothing to lose. So she said to him tenderly, “You.”


A smiled dawned on his face and he said, “I love you too, Fio. And I don’t care if you have his baby anyway. Inside I still love you and I still can’t forget about you. Now I know that I can’t hate you because you are truly the woman of my dreams. I will always hope that you can be the woman in my life.”


At his words, Fio broke down into tears. She cried and embraced Sandro quickly. Sandro smiled happily and he too was crying. Fio started to sob violently because what seemed to be an eternal hatred and enmity between them was gone. The feeling was just too good to take. Sandro hugged her too and kissed her cheek.


“Per favore, non piangere,” Sandro begged. He pulled away from her and told her, “If you cry, I will cry too and it’s really not going to help crying in an unmoving elevator.”


A giggle escaped Fio in between her sobs. She said, “I don’t care. Oh, Sandro… thank you for taking me back after what I’ve done to you.”


Sandro silenced her with a kiss. He said, “No, Fio. Don’t say that. Take back those words of yours. Please. Just take it back.”


“Why?”


“Because it was me who did everything to hurt you! And I thank you for taking me back,” Sandro said.


Fio nodded. But then she shook her head. “Whatever. I don’t care. I am just glad that we love each other now.” Sandro kissed her again. They both laughed after that. Fio asked, “Sandro, now that you don’t hate me anymore…”


“Bella, I love you,” he said firmly.


“Will you be my boyfriend now?” Fio asked.


Sandro laughed. “That’s my line.”


“Who cares? Besides, I like you first.”


“No, you didn’t.”


“Yes, I did.”


“I liked you first! We met at La Primavera, when you were covering for Nadia and…”


“No, I had liked you before that. We met in the campus corridor. You said ‘excuse me’ to Nadia, Valentina and I. I saw your back and I thought that you had a gorgeous figure. But then you turned your had to the side and I fell in love with you immediately because you just looked so handsome. I loved your lips immediately. Nadia, Valentina and I called you Hermes,” Fio said.


Sandro laughed out loud. He said, “Wow! The most beautiful girl on campus actually liked me first!”


“So, will you be my boyfriend?”


Sandro narrowed his gaze on her and said, “Do you even have to ask?”


Fio smiled happily and hugged him again, “Now, I have the most handsome boyfriend on campus! You will be around for a couple of semesters more so I will get to show you off for a longer time!”


 Pippo had quickly tidied himself up again. He scurried to Alessio’s office right after he zipped up his trousers. He didn’t care about putting on his tie and jacket back on. At least he was dressed from top to bottom now. But Stefania had beaten him to the door. She looked messier but she really didn’t care. She was too angry to think about dressing up properly.


She opened the connecting door to Alessio’s office immediately. Amanda was inside there, sitting on the sofa in his office. Alessio was kneeling in front of her, trying to calm her down while Francesca and Paola stood on each side to guard her. They all had heard the story and they were equally shocked as she was.


“You! Just because you’re close with Pippo doesn’t mean you can come inside his office and interrupt us like that!” Stefania barked.


“Stefania! Stay out of this!” Alessio warned.


Pippo appeared. “Stefania, get out of here! Wait in my office!”


“HAH! How can you say that? It’s her fault!” Stefania said furiously. She said to Amanda, who was staring at Stefania in fright. “What the hell do you want anyway? You seem to be everywhere! Don’t you know you’re very annoying?! Stop looking at me with those eyes! Your innocent, angelic face doesn’t appeal to me!”


“STEFANIA!” Pippo shouted. “I SAID, GET OUT!”


“NO!” Stefania said. “Why can’t you admit that it’s her fault that she walked in on us like that?”


“Listen to me!” Pippo commanded authoritatively. “It should be my fault. I asked her to come here because I needed to speak to her about something. I told Francesca to let her in the moment she arrives. I knew it was almost three thirty and I knew she was coming but I still did that with you. So, it’s my fault… not hers.”


Stefania fumed, “Why is it always her, Pippo?! Always! You do things for her… do this and that… what is it with you? What is it about her?”


“Stefania, I am her guardian. It’s my job to protect her!”


Stefania became even angrier. She yelled, “You LOVE her!”


Pippo bit, “Of course I do! She is practically my sister! You know and everyone else knows that since I was ten I wanted to have a sister! Now I have someone who is like a sister! So what?! You should be happy for me!”


Stefania raved, “No, you don’t love her that way! I know it! I know the way you look at her… and the way you look at me. You don’t love me the way you love her. You love her because you do. You love me because you lust me! You love me merely because I look more suitable to become your partner than her!”


“What?! Are you doubting me?” Pippo asked in disbelief. “If I love her, would I ask you to marry me?! Would I be worried about not being able to get married to you immediately?! How could you doubt me? We’ve been together for so long…”


“Yes, we were fine until she came and ruined everything… she occupied your time and that place in your heart! I KNOW IT!” Stefania yelled. 


“ENOUGH!” Alessio snapped. He looked angry. “The two of you can continue fighting all you want. But, please, don’t do it in front of Amanda.”


“Oh, look, even your brother is on her side. No doubt you’ve influenced him, Pippo,” Stefania sarcastically said.


Amanda was absolutely angry when she heard that. She shot to her feet and shouted too, “You leave Alessio out of this! He has got nothing to do with you! Now, I didn’t ask Professor Laurentiis to become my guardian in the first place. I don’t need a guardian anyway! It wasn’t my fault that he owed something to my father so that my father asked him to take care of me! I don’t want Professor Laurentiis! I don’t want him at all! I just want Ethan! There is no one else for me but him! So you can keep Professor Laurentiis until he rots in your heart because I don’t want him… not a single bit of him!”


Stefania looked as if she wanted to kill Amanda. Amanda stared back challengingly at her. She didn’t care anymore about propriety and manners. She just hated Stefania so much. Amanda then said, “You shouldn’t be looking at me like that. I am not afraid of you. Your bitchy face doesn’t appeal to me.”


 Pippo then pushed Stefania back into his office. Then he slammed the door behind him. He shoved her to the sofa and shouted, “YOU IDIOT!”


“Oh, so that’s what I am to you, isn’t it, Pippo? An idiot?”


“What is the matter with you? I trusted you! I thought you could love me sincerely… genuinely… without doubt. I didn’t doubt you, Stefania! I trusted you fully since the moment we went out together. You lived miles away from me and I still trusted you. I trusted you the way Alessio had trusted Laura… even more! And this is what you repay me with? How could you have brought forward the idea of marriage while you have that sort of feeling for me?!”  


Stefania shoved her stockings inside her purse and then slipped on to her shoes. She said, “Damn it, Pippo. Don’t lecture me on trust. You can’t even figure out your own feelings for that little prick. Save it.”


Pippo’s jaws clenched. All of a sudden the feelings he felt for her – the passion, the love, the lust – disappeared. Pippo then slid his engagement ring off of his finger and said, “We are off.”


Stefania didn’t flinch. “Fine,” she said icily. She took off her engagement ring as well and threw it straight to Pippo’s chest. It hit him there exactly. She said sarcastically, “Happy? Now you can marry that girl for all I care.”


“Get out of here!” Pippo scathingly said.


“I am doing so,” Stefania said. “Pedophile!”


She stormed out of Pippo’s office, bumped into Coco and almost sent him to the ground. She brushed off Gloria and made her drop her papers. She shoved the office assistant that was with her in the elevator before to the side to get her way straight to the elevator. She punched the button and the elevator door opened immediately. Fio and Sandro walked out of it, laughing. But then they saw Stefania and their laughter was gone in seconds.


“Get out!” Stefania said.


Fio stared at her in confusion and Sandro clearly showed his bewilderment. “What is going on?” Sandro asked.


“Congratulations, Sandro. You’re not going to have me as a sister-in-law after all. Happy now? But guess what, your pedophile brother is going to get you a stupid spoilt brat as an in-law!” Stefania said. She punched the Close button immediately and the elevator door was closed in no time. She was gone.


“What the hell was that all about?” Sandro asked Coco.


Pippo and Alessio both stormed out of their offices, both looking like angry lions. Francesca and Paola followed Alessio out, holding Amanda’s hands from each side. Coco asked his brothers, “What happened? I heard you screaming and shouting… I almost thought I would find you all dead because of screaming!”


“Stefania came here. Pippo and her made love in his office and Amanda walked in on them,” Alessio said. Sandro, Fio, Coco and Gloria were staggered. Alessio turned to Pippo and said, “Good riddance. Your fiancée is out of her mind.”


“Ex-fiancée,” Pippo corrected.


“Ex?” Alessio asked.


“If she can’t trust me, might as well not marry her at all,” Pippo said.


Amanda hurried to get to Pippo. She said to him desperately, “Oh, Professor, I am so sorry… I didn’t mean to walk in like that. I should have knocked louder. I didn’t mean to make her that angry. And I shouldn’t have said those words to her… I was totally out of my mind….”


Pippo patted her shoulders brotherly and then said to her with a calm smile, “Don’t worry. It’s absolutely not your fault. Trust me, this is not that serious.”


“I am so sorry,” Amanda said.


“Amanda, stop. I told you, it’s not your fault,” Pippo said. He turned to Alessio then said, “Alessio, I am so sorry for what happened.”


“No problems, Pip,” Alessio said. He turned to Amanda, “Amanda, will you wait for a while in my office while I talk to Pippo?”


Amanda nodded. She turned to Fio and looked as if she could cry any minute now. Fio quickly approached her and then hugged her protectively. Sandro followed her. Coco didn’t know which one he should pay attention to – Amanda or Sandro and Fio. They went into Alessio’s office. Francesca gave Amanda a glass of water to calm herself down.


“It’s horrible… walking in on people who are doing such thing,” Amanda said to Fio as she sipped her water.


Fio nodded. “I can imagine how you feel.”


“Oh, Fio, I did such a bad thing. I yelled at Stefania… and I called her a bitch…” Amanda said.


“HAH!” Sandro snorted. “Good on you!”


Amanda and Fio reprimanded him with their gazes. Sandro smiled amusedly seeing the two of them and then said, “Really, girls, you can be sisters.”


“Shut up,” Amanda said to him. She turned to Fio, “God, I just made Professor Laurentiis lose his fiancée.”


Coco assured her, “Amanda, there is nothing wrong with that. Seriously.”


Amanda said in frustration, “How can you say that? She’s someone that he loves! He was going to spend the rest of his life with her! She was going to be the mother of his children! She was going to be his lover forever… and because of me, he lost her!”


Coco and Sandro stared at each other meaningfully. They didn’t think Pippo and Stefania were full-pledged lovers. Not with what Pippo said to them before. They thought Pippo and Stefania looked good together. They were compatible all right. But they didn’t think they could be lifetime partners. Sandro and Coco thought Alessio and Terry were the kind of people who would be lifetime partners. They could see that the two of them loved each other completely. But they couldn’t see that from Pippo and Stefania.


“Amanda, don’t be too distraught. If Pippo says it’s not your fault, then it’s really not. You just relax,” Coco said.


Amanda sighed. “I can’t relax. I feel guilty now.”


“Oh, Amanda, you’re too nice for your own good,” Fio teased her.


Amanda wheezed. “I think I am.”


Sandro bent down to kiss her cheek sweetly. “But all for a good cause. Thanks.”


“Ha?” she asked him.


Sandro took Fio’s hand and said, “Thanks for everything you have done for the both of us. You sacrificed your own happiness for us. We are not going to let you down anymore.”


Amanda blinked. She stared at their hands that were entwined together and the way they looked at each other full of love. Then she realized it… at the same time Coco did. Amanda shrieked. “WOW! REALLY?! YOU TWO?!”


Fio nodded. “YES!” Amanda exclaimed and hugged Fio. “Congratulations!”


Coco hugged Sandro and even kissed him happily. “FINALLY! After death and prison, finally you’ve come to your senses!”  


Amanda then hugged Sandro and Coco embraced Fio. Amanda kissed Sandro’s cheek and said, “Thank you… for ending us from our miseries.”


Sandro hugged Amanda even tighter. “No, thank you. You are our guardian angel!”


“YAY!” Coco exclaimed. He asked them, “Can I tell Shez?”


“No, don’t! I want to tell them myself,” Fio said.


“Wait,” Amanda said. “What happened to Antonio?”


Sandro and Fio stared at each other. “Well, he…”


“He’s single, right?” Amanda asked.


“Yes,” Sandro answered.


Amanda winked. “Maybe I should get him for myself.”


“Amanda! You will break Fabio’s heart!” Fio said.


Amanda just smiled mischievously. Then Alessio walked to his office from Pippo’s. He said to Amanda, “Amanda, Pippo will see you now.”



Amanda nodded. Alessio was surprised to see how quick Amanda recovered from her shock but then he saw Coco pointing at Sandro and Fio. Alessio couldn’t believe his eyes and went berserk as well. 


“Really? Sandro and Fio? WOW!” Alessio said.


Amanda smiled as she left Alessio’s office. But when she entered Pippo’s office she saw her professor. He looked terribly gloomy. Amanda lost her smile. She felt guiltier than before. Amanda couldn’t stand seeing anyone, especially Pippo, sad. Not when the person meant so much for her. At the moment, Amanda swore that she would make up for her mistake, the one she did to him today. She would make him smile again, the way he always tried to make her smile. 

Chapter 88


Amanda entered La Primavera with a big smile on her face. Despite what happened earlier today, she was determined to make this night one to remember. And she decided, why shouldn’t it be a night to remember? She was having a chance to see one of her favorite singers in concert, she was wearing a great new outfit and her date tonight was one of the nicest, cutest guys she had ever known. Of course, she was still thinking about Ethan but somehow Fabio was more appealing to her now than ever before.


But before she could even look for Fabio, someone called her name and made her completely forget about Fabio. “Amanda!”


“Licia?!” Amanda asked in disbelief when she saw a gorgeous redhead wearing a green turtleneck sweater and a pair of black denim jeans walking towards her. 


“Ciao!” Licia said. She asked Amanda, “You look absolutely stunning. Going somewhere?”


“Yes,” Amanda answered. “Licia, when did you arrive here? Why didn’t you tell me? I was wondering when you would return from Australia!”


Licia laughed and winked. “Actually, I had been in Italy since three days ago! But I was in Milan, covering a fashion show for the magazine I am working in. I will be going to Milan more often during the fashion seasons. I am going to work in Italy now.”


“Cool!” Amanda said. “But you haven’t been to your cousins office?” 


“Not yet,” Licia said.


“I was just there earlier in the afternoon and something terrible happened,” Amanda said.


At that time, Antonio appeared. “Licia, your table is ready. Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “Hey, Amanda. Fabio is already waiting for you in table nine.”


Licia smiled. “Fabio? That guy from the New Year concert? You’re going to have a date with him, aren’t you? No wonder you look so stunning tonight! Congratulations!”


Amanda blushed. Antonio and Licia laughed. Antonio said, “I had two Nek’s showcase tickets but I couldn’t go. I know Amanda likes Nek and Fabio loves good music so I gave it to them. Now, they’re going to watch that.”


Licia nodded. “Great!” She turned to Antonio and asked, “You don’t like Nek?”


“I like Nek but I have a late shift,” Antonio said. “I have to stick around until around nine. The concert starts at eight. Besides, I don’t know who to take. I don’t have a date.”


Licia replied dryly but jokingly as well, “Don’t we all have the same problem?”


Antonio said, “You? Not having a date? Unbelievable. You are lying.”


Licia laughed and shook her head, “Well, maybe I can resolve my problem here and now. Since you don’t have a date, let’s date each other!”


Antonio smiled wickedly and then offered his arm to Licia. “All right. Since I am your date, I will show you to your table.”


“Excuse us, Amanda… my new date is going to show me to my table,” Licia said funnily.


Amanda laughed seeing their silliness while her mind thought that they would make a great couple. Amanda smiled amusedly thinking that it would be great if Antonio and Licia could be together as a couple. They seemed highly compatible. Antonio was an easygoing person and Licia was fun loving. Antonio loved making friends and Licia was very friendly. What else could they want?


Fabio saw Amanda before she saw him. He rose from his seat and then approached her. “Ciao, Amanda.”


Amanda looked at Fabio and smiled. “Ciao.”


Fabio gazed at her admiringly. “Wow, sei bellissima.” Her baby pink sweater top was very well matched with the midi skirt with high slits on each side that she was wearing. She wore a pair of cute chunky sneakers. Her hair was styled the same way as it was for the Autumn Ball. Her glossed lips appeared very sensual.


Amanda then noticed what he was wearing. He was wearing a loose shirt with horizontal blue and white stripes inside his black jacket and a pair of indigo blue denim jeans. He actually wore boots now instead of his usual sneakers. A silver Tag Heuer clasped his right wrist. A pair of sunglasses hung on the pocket of his jacket. His spiked hair and its blonde highlights made him look even more compelling. 


“No, sei più bello,” Amanda said.


“Okay, deal. You’re beautiful, I’m handsome and we’re going to be the center of attention instead of Nek,” Fabio joked.


Amanda laughed. This was what she liked most from Fabio. He always joked. He seemed to be very lighthearted. Perhaps that was why she was attracted to him. It was because he was different from Ethan and the guys she liked before. Even Fabio’s style was different… and what an “occupation” did he have! He was a musician. Amanda had never dated or met a musician before.


“All right, shall we go?” Fabio asked.


“Where are you taking me to eat?” Amanda asked as they walked to the exit. “Have you paid for your drinks?”


“Yes I have and I am taking you to my friend’s pizza restaurant to eat,” he answered her two questions.


“All right!”


Amanda absolutely had a good time with Fabio that night. The showcase was absolutely fantastic. Amanda could stand close to the stage and from her strategic place, she called out Nek’s name for a few times and the singer turned to see her and waved her hand at her. Amanda was ecstatic. Fabio laughed every time Amanda hysterically called out his name. At one point, Fabio thought she was so cute and he kissed her cheek while enclosing her from behind.


At the end of the one hour and fifteen minutes concert, Amanda became the center of attention with Fabio, just like he had said. Nek said to the audience, “All right, this last song, taken from my album In Due, is dedicated to a very special guest tonight… she kept calling my name tonight and I keep looking at her. For the sweet girl in the pink shirt here near the stage and her partner, who seems to love her very much, this is Sto Con Te.”


Everyone clapped their hands and laughed. The people near Amanda and Fabio congratulated them. Amanda was so happy that she hugged Fabio excitedly, almost choking him. But he just laughed and enjoyed the song with Amanda. They sang to the lyrics together as they held each other’s hands. 


When Nek had finished, Amanda was so touched that she dropped a tear. The audience clapped their hands again. Fabio hugged Amanda again and kissed her on the cheeks. Nek said goodbye and he was gone from the stage. 


Amanda and Fabio left the venue in a very jovial mood. Fabio said, “I told you we were going to be center of attention!”


Amanda laughed. “That was so cool!”


“It was a good thing you kept calling him, Amanda!” Fabio said.


Amanda nodded as they entered the car together. Fabio started the engine but before he drove the car, he asked, “Do you want me to take you somewhere first before we go to your place?”


“Well, I don’t think there is a place we can visit,” Amanda said.


“Well, there is a place I want you to see, actually,” Fabio said.


“What?” 


“Would you like to see it?”


“Of course!”


Fabio nodded and then he drove the car away from the concert’s venue in the opposite direction from Amanda’s apartment. Amanda wondered where he was taking her. In fifteen minutes she found, though. They arrived not so long afterwards in a small studio near Piazza di San Giovanni. 


“This is my studio,” Fabio said.


“Really?” Amanda asked.


Fabio opened the door for Amanda and Amanda walked out. Amanda told him, “I really didn’t know you also played music. I thought you were simply a football player.”


Fabio chuckled. “I play a lot of things. I can play cricket and golf, you know?”


Amanda laughed. “Fabio! Seriously!”


“No, I am serious! When I was little and lived in England, I was taught to play cricket,” Fabio said as he took a key out of his pocket and opened the front door of the small studio. After the door was opened, Fabio and Amanda entered. The studio was not very spacious but complete. There were all the necessary instruments for a complete band plus a piano, a mixer and even a recorder.


“Wow… are these all yours?” Amanda asked.


“Yes. Mine and my band mates’,” Fabio said. He turned on more lights so they could see more clearly.


“You have a band?” Amanda asked.


“Well, we are not actually a band now but we will be next summer,” Fabio said. “One of the guitarists left the group and we are still looking for a new one. And we are still waiting for the drummer to return from Spain. He is originally Spanish and his father had just received a very large inheritance and they are settling everything there.”


“What are you in the band?” Amanda asked as she sat down in the piano chair, adoring the completeness of the instruments.


“The bassist,” Fabio said as he took the bass from its place. “But I play the guitar too.”


“Do you play the piano?”


“Yes.”


Amanda smiled excitedly and said, “Play something for me.”


Fabio nodded. “All right, what do you want to hear?” he replied as he walked to the piano. Amanda stepped aside to give him space. 


Amanda thought about the song request. She then came up with a decision, “Play me something romantic.”


Fabio smirked. “Girls,” he teased, “Always want something romantic.” Fabio then started to play what turned out to be one of Amanda’s favorite songs, an old song called If. When he sang it, Amanda was entranced. His voice was top quality and his piano playing was very neat. It was very romantic and touching.


At the end of the song, Fabio smiled at her and asked, “Like it?” Amanda nodded. Fabio offered, “More?”


“PLEASE!”


At ten thirty, after Amanda had made Fabio play her songs with three different instruments, he took her home. They left the studio and entered the car laughing out loud. It was only then in the car she realized that her cell phone’s light was on, which meant that she either had a message or a missed call. Amanda had turned the volume of the ring down so that it wouldn’t interrupt the concert. 


“Who called you?” Fabio asked as they started to leave the studio.


Amanda saw the missed call list and said, “Two calls from Fio and one from this number I don’t recognize. I’ll check it later.” She also checked her message inbox. “Oh, I have an SMS… it’s from Licia.”


“Licia? Professor Laurentiis’ cousin who came with us to the concert?” Fabio asked.


“Yep.”


“What did she say?”


Amanda read the message for a while and then she answered, “She wants to see me in my apartment at eleven. She wants to talk to me about something.”


Fabio then stepped on the gas, “Right-o. I’ll take you there in no time.”


On the way, Fabio asked, “Amanda, can I ask you a question?”


“Sure,” Amanda answered.


Fabio hesitated for a while. Then he posed the question, “Uhm, are you still in contact with Ethan?”


Amanda was surprised to hear that question. “Why do you ask?” she asked curiously.


Fabio shrugged and avoided her gaze. He said, “Well, if you are, then I will not push you into something more serious… like going steady. I don’t think I should cover it up anymore. You know that I like you so much but if you still have something going on with Ethan, then I won’t press you.”


Amanda was stunned to hear that question. But then she smiled. Fabio was a gentleman indeed. He actually cared about her feelings. Amanda appreciated that. 


“Fabio, I like you very much too. You are a very nice guy,” Amanda said. “And I appreciate your attention to my feelings very much. Thank you for asking about how I feel about us.”


Fabio smiled. “So, are you?”


“Well, we write e-mail to each other. But it doesn’t seem like he’s going to come back to Italy soon. To be honest, so many things had happened in my life since we broke up and I don’t think about him that much anymore. But…” Amanda said. She took a deep breath and the released it slowly before she said, “But if I could be given another chance to be with him, I think I would take that chance.”


Fabio nodded understandingly. “All right. Now I know how you feel and I won’t force you into any relationship.”


“Thank you, Fabio, for being so considerate,” Amanda said solemnly.


Fabio looked into her eyes and said, “It’s hard not to when it concerns someone special like you.”


To Amanda’s astonishment, Licia was already waiting in front of her apartment building… with Antonio. Fabio opened the door for Amanda at the same time he said hi to Antonio and Licia. When Amanda walked out, Fabio whispered to her, “I am suspicious with the two of them. Are they going out together? I thought Antonio and Fio had something going on between them.”


“Oh, Antonio and Fio are just good friends. But I agree with you about Antonio and Licia. I am going to ask them later,” Amanda whispered to him.


Fabio then straightened up and said to Amanda, “Well, I’ll see you later, Amanda. I’ll call you if there’s any good concerts again next week and we’ll go together.”


Amanda nodded. “Thanks for everything, Fabio.” She kissed him on the cheek. Fabio grinned widely after that. He then said goodbye to Licia and Antonio as he mounted back his car and started to drive away.


Antonio turned to Licia and said, “I think I better go now. I have to get in to my apartment before they lock the front door. Besides, Amanda is here already. Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”


“Yes,” Licia answered. “Thanks very much for the ride, Antonio. And I really do love your motorbike.”


Antonio grinned. “Everyone says that.”


“So, I’ll see you tomorrow at La Primavera?” Licia asked.


“Sure,” Antonio answered. He put on his helmet and then mounted his bike. Amanda drew near them. Antonio said, “Goodbye, girls. Take care. Arrivederci.”


After he left, Amanda nudged Licia and smiled knowingly. “You… what are you doing with that younger man?” she teased.


Licia laughed. “Hey, nothing happened! Seriously! He was just giving me a ride because I didn’t know how to get here quickly. Sandro is going to pick me up later in half an hour.”


Amanda and Licia walked inside the apartment building and went upstairs to Amanda’s apartment. Once they were inside, Amanda asked, “So, Licia, why did you want to see me?”


Licia sighed and said, “Amanda, I heard what happened at Pippo’s office this afternoon.”


Amanda stilled. She asked her, “You did?” 


“Yes,” Licia said.


Amanda’s face fell. She became rather anxious. “Everything? You heard everything?”


“I met Alessio and Terry at La Primavera earlier and Alessio told me what happened. He said that you left Pippo’s office this afternoon looking very distraught. Pippo noticed it and he is worried about you. Alessio said that Pippo is more worried about you than his own relationship with Stefania,” Licia said. She paused. “Alessio wanted me to talk to you about it.”


Amanda dropped herself to the sofa. Licia followed her there. “Oh, God, Licia, it was horrible. It was terrible! I had mixed feelings… first I was disgusted seeing what Stefania and Professor Laurentiis did… I caught my professor doing something like that! Then I was embarrassed and then I felt guilty for walking in on them like that. After that I felt angry with Stefania because she said some very cruel words to me. I yelled at her and told her that she was a bitch… Professor and her had a very big fight after that, about me, and the next thing I knew, they were disengaged!”


Licia stroked Amanda’s back to comfort her. “But, Amanda, really, it isn’t your fault. Pippo and Stefania had had problems before this…”


“But this time it was because of me! Stefania said something about Professor having special feelings for me but not for her! It was as if she was jealous of me. But it’s ridiculous!”


“Well, you admit that it was ridiculous! And Pippo hated the ridicule! If someone doubted you like that after a long time together and while you’re about to get married, wouldn’t you question their loyalty? That is Pippo’s point! He is hurt that Stefania didn’t turn out to be as loyal as he thought she was because she doubted him and accused him for falling in love with someone whom she was supposed to know was his warden!” Licia said. “Amanda, Stefania brought this up on her own! She had let Pippo find out what she really is. So, in fact, if you feel guilty, you really shouldn’t be. Because you have indirectly helped Pippo to see what kind of woman Stefania is.”


Amanda huffed. She said, “I know I shouldn’t feel guilty. But I still can’t help the feeling. I mean… if Professor didn’t agree to take care of me, Stefania wouldn’t be jealous and then they wouldn’t have had that fight and Professor would still have his fiancée!”


Licia said again, “Look, I am sure Pippo appreciates your concern. But trust me he is more concerned about you. So, don’t be too distraught about this and worry him because of it. You agree that he already has this big problem, right? Don’t add one more by worrying him. He cares about you very much. I am sure he told you that he had always wanted a sister. That’s why he loves you dearly. Whatever you feel will affect him too.”


Amanda nodded. She said, “Licia, I care about Professor too. I don’t want to see him sad. He’s done so many things for me. I know he needn’t to. It’s only because my father asked him to be my guardian although I don’t need it. So, I promise, Licia, I am going to repay him every single thing that he’s done to me.”


Licia smiled and said, “Amanda, I am sure you can make Pippo happy again.”


Amanda nodded. I will and I must.

Chapter 89


“You must be joking,” Shez said to Amanda.


“No, I am not joking,” Amanda replied stubbornly and loudly in the airport departure hall. They were there because everyone was leaving the country. Shez, Coco and their friends from their major were going to Greece as had been planned while Terry, Alessio, Beppe and D’Amico were going to Monza and then to the other Italian circuits for test drives. Kayla was going with them to accompany D’Amico. Fio was going with her parents on her father’s diplomatic trip to London and Sandro was there to say goodbye to her. Fio somehow managed to make Marco come on this trip. Licia was going to Paris to cover news for her magazine. An hour before, Amanda and Kayla had said goodbye to Elena who was going to Switzerland with her parents.   


“Amanda, I don’t think Professor Laurentiis even wants it,” Shez said.


Terry returned from the toilet with Fio. They were laughing over a joke Terry just told Fio. They saw Amanda and Shez looking as if they were having a political debate and Terry asked them, “Hey, girls what are you talking about?”


“Are you fighting?” Terry asked.


Shez rolled her eyes and said to Terry and Fio, “Would you believe her? She has this very ‘brilliant’ idea!”


“Really? What else does she have in mind?” Fio joked.


Amanda frowned and said, “Fine. You know, it’s so ironic that you, being the girlfriend of Professor Laurentiis’ brother, doesn’t want to see your future brother-in-law happy while me who has got absolutely nothing to do with any of them cares about him. I should knock myself on wood or jump off a cliff.”


Fio, Terry and Shez couldn’t help laughing. Amanda seemed to be very determined about something and when she is, nothing can really stop her. This time she was more determined than anything to make her professor happy and she was willing to do just about anything about it even though things might be impossible. She had just told an idea of how to make her professor happy that Shez thought was impossible.


Hearing her friends laughed at her, she became even more annoyed and decided to leave them in where they were standing. She went over to a bench to sit with Licia and Sandro.


“You look cross. What’s the matter?” Licia asked.


“Don’t talk to me. I might swear at you,” Amanda cynically answered.


Sandro laughed. “Boy, are you angry or what?”


“Shut up, Sandro,” Amanda replied.


Sandro shrugged and said, “Whatever you say.”


Licia then pushed him and told him to go away for a while. Sandro hesitated but he saw Fio and he decided to come to her and give her a kiss. After Sandro did what she told him to do, Licia turned to Amanda and asked, “Okay, what’s the matter now?”


“Nothing,” Amanda answered.


“Oh, please. There is something wrong with you,” Licia said.


Amanda shrugged. “Nothing important, I mean.”


“Don’t you know I love talking about unimportant things?” Licia said.


“No, and I wished I don’t know,” Amanda replied.


Licia laughed. “Now I can see why Pippo hates debating with you. You are too witty for his level.”


At the mention of Pippo’s name, Amanda’s face fell. She shifted her position so that she didn’t have to see Licia. Licia knew instantly from her reaction that she was thinking about Pippo. Licia shook her head in amusement. Amanda must be still very crestfallen about what happened that day in Pippo’s office. She was very much annoyed about it. 


“Amanda,” Licia called, “It’s Pippo, isn’t it?”


Amanda answered in frustration, “Yes, it’s Professor! And it’s so annoying!”


“Oh, seriously, even he’s not sad about breaking up with Stefania!” Licia said. She stared at Amanda and said seriously, “Did you know that he is actually quite relieved not getting married with Stefania?”


“What do you mean?” Amanda asked.


Licia sighed. “Yesterday, I talked with him and he, like usual when he’s sad, told me everything about his feelings for Stefania. He admitted that it was not going to be the same without her in his life because they had been going out together for two years. But he never had a plan to get married that soon anyway so when the engagement was off he said that he actually felt very relieved.”


Amanda eyed Licia in disbelief. “Professor doesn’t want to get married?”


“Nope, he doesn’t want to. Not now,” Licia answered.


“Why is that?” Amanda asked curiously. 


Licia flinched a little and Amanda noticed it. But it didn’t seem like she was going to tell her the reason why. Amanda felt even more curious when Licia said, “I am not quite sure why but he said that he wants to take care of his career first.”


“But he already has a good career,” Amanda said.


“As a businessman yes but as a professor not yet. He’s only been a professor in literature for two years,” Licia said.



Amanda furrowed her eyebrows. Why not? She decided not to think about it. She then said, “But he will need a partner, won’t he?”


“A partner in the meaning of…?” Licia asked.


“In the meaning of lover. I am not quite sure that he will stand not having a girlfriend for very long,” Amanda said.


Licia smiled amusedly and replied, “How would you know that?”


Amanda smiled back and said, “Don’t men always feel that way?”


“Good point,” Licia replied. She winked. “For a girl your age, it’s very surprising that you know a lot about the female species. Good! Now you can be a consultant in the magazine!” The girls laughed together.


“Oh, I wish I could spend time with you while you have your recess. You don’t want to come to Paris with me?”


Amanda shook her head. “I want to go to Milan.” 


Suddenly, there was a flight announcement to Athens, Greece. Shez and Coco and their friends, including Gennaro and Massimo, quickly grabbed their suitcases and then said goodbye to the others. Shez came over to Amanda’s place, apologized and said goodbye. Then they disappeared. Not so long afterwards, Beppe came to collect Terry and said that they were supposed to check in now. So Terry was next to leave. Alessio showed up to say goodbye to the others. Kayla also said goodbye to Amanda and hoped that she would be happy even though she was going to be alone. Fio’s flight was next so she too said goodbye not so long afterwards. Since Fio’s parents and her father’s team was already inside, she didn’t need to check in first. Licia followed Fio, though, and she said goodbye too. 


At last, Amanda and Sandro were left alone in the airport’s hall. Amanda turned to Sandro and asked, “Are you going to the office?”


“Yes,” Sandro answered.


“Can I go with you there?” Amanda asked.


“Sure,” Sandro said. “Let’s go.”


The office was at the peak of its busy hour and that meant the elevators were jam packed with people. Amanda and Sandro stared skeptically at them and decided that they just took the stairs. They went up four floors using stairs because the legal department’s office was located in the fourth floor. Sandro worked in the legal department. 


When they reached Sandro’s floor, he invited her to hang around in his office quarters. But Amanda declined the invitation and said that she needed to see Pippo. Sandro smiled and knew instantly that she was going to try and beg him to let her go to Milan to see her family. Sandro knew Amanda was going to have trouble doing that because Pippo was still very cautious about Amanda making air travel after what happened the last time. But before Amanda went up she asked Sandro if he could call Pippo first and asked if he had time to see her. Sandro complied and called his brother. Pippo was on a lunch break and was having his lunch at his office. When he heard that Amanda wanted to see him, he immediately told Sandro to send her upstairs.


Amanda went up to the executive office. No one was around the lobby area so she just went straight to Pippo’s door and then knocked very loudly. Pippo opened the door in no time.


“Ciao, Amanda,” Pippo said with a meaningful smile.


“Ciao, professore… can I come in or am I interrupting you with ‘something’?” Amanda asked. 


Pippo opened the door wide and gestured Amanda to come in. Pippo smiled when Amanda walked in cautiously. He teased her, “Calm down. I am not keeping anyone inside this time.”


“How can you joke about that? It was a horrible experience and I am blushing right now facing you,” Amanda said exasperatedly. 


Pippo burst out laughing. He closed the door behind him and then said to her warden, “It’s me who is supposed to be blushing. I am really sorry you had to see that.” 


Amanda shrugged. She went to the sofa and saw the variety of food on the table in front of the sofa. Amanda blinked. She didn’t know a person who was lean like her professor could eat that much.


“You eat all this?” she asked.


“Yes,” Pippo answered. “But I was just starting. You and I can share. Go on, take something you like.”


Amanda eyed the cold pasta salad and pointed at that. “Can I have that?”


Pippo sat next her and then said, “Sure.”



They began to eat. Amanda ate the salad while Pippo was already eating the chicken sandwich. For a while they concentrated on the food. After Amanda finished the salad, Pippo quietly gave her the bottle of Uliveto water and she drank from there. Amanda saw the tall glass that was filled with what looked like milk shake and knew that her professor was having that drink instead. 


“Professor, can I have milk shake too?” she asked.



Pippo laughed. “Sure, what do you want?”


“Strawberry,” Amanda answered. 


Pippo went to his desk, buzzed the intercom and said, “I want to order one more glass of milk shake, please. Strawberry. Thank you.”


“Who did you contact?” Amanda asked.


“The restaurant downstairs,” Pippo answered.


“It’s so nice being the boss, isn’t it? Just buzz here, buzz there and you get everything you want,” Amanda commented with a mischievous smile.


Pippo rumpled her hair and pinched her cheek. “Smart girl.”


As soon as Pippo sat down, Amanda turned her body so she could face him and stared at him. “Professor,” Amanda began, “I have a very big request. I need you to grant this one for me.”


Pippo sighed. He knew what was coming. He said, “I know. You want to go to Milan for this holiday, right?”


Amanda nodded. “Exactly, professor. Can I, please?” she pleaded.


Pippo shook his head. “Amanda, you can’t.”


She angrily replied, “Why not?”


“Because you heard what your parents said in the papers I showed you the other day. They have given me legal consent to become your full guardian here for all matters. And they also stated that you must travel with a chaperone, preferably me. Now if the others, like Alessio or Licia, were here, then I can ask Licia to go with you or I go with you while Alessio takes care of the management. But they’re not here and I can’t go…”


“I am not asking you to go with me. I can go alone.”


“Amanda, please listen to me. I would love to let you go but your parents, just like me, are still traumatized with that last almost fatal incident with your flight. I am not going to let you have the same risk anymore.”


Amanda furiously said, “Nothing is going to happen! Why are you all treating me like a little child? I am a big girl and I can take care of myself.”


“If you can then you wouldn’t let yourself suffer like the way you did, crying until your eyes bleed!” Pippo countered.


“Oh! Please! That was nothing!”


“Will you please listen to me?” Pippo asked. Amanda glared at him. Pippo then continued while she was silent, “Your parents had expected you would ask me for something like this. Unfortunately, they can’t accept you this holiday. Your mother is going to have a teacher’s conference in Florence in three days and she will be going away for three whole days. Your father, on the other hand, has to attend a conference in Turin and he’s going to take Christian with him.”


Amanda’s scowl became even darker. She felt betrayed because her parents didn’t tell her anything about this. Pippo saw the disappointment in her eyes. He felt pity for her actually. He reached for her hands and then held them tightly. 


“I am so sorry about this. They will call you to say it to you personally but I am saying this to you first because you asked to go there,” Pippo said.


Amanda looked as if she was about to cry. Pippo continued, “Listen, I know you miss your parents very much. But, Amanda, you said yourself that you’re a big girl and that you can take care of yourself. You have to be strong without your parents. When you chose not to move to Milan with your family to go to university here in Rome instead, you have made a commitment to yourself and your parents that you would be here alone and that you are going to try to live on your own. You can’t whine about it, Amanda. This is a normal thing that happens to a student, especially those who go to school away from their home. You have to live with it.


“Besides, not all intercity or overseas students are as lucky as you are. You still get to live in a comfortable apartment and you have a guardian who will guarantee your safety and comfort.” At that, Amanda actually smiled a little. “And you have friends who will keep you busy and who care a lot about you. Your parents send you a lot of money every month and your mother actually encourages you to shop!”


Amanda actually smiled widely at that. The other day, when Amanda was summoned to Pippo’s office, he explained to her that he was now in charge as well of her financial conditions. Everything that her parents sent to her would be managed by Pippo. Pippo would determine how much money she could get from her bank account and she could use her credit card only if Pippo agreed to it. Of course, there were some concessions that Amanda was allowed to have. One of them was shopping and it was said in the official letter that her parents sent to him.


Pippo sighed full of relief. “Oh, thank God you’re smiling again.”


Amanda just rolled her eyes and said, “You are a really good negotiator.”


“Oh really? Do you realize that this is the first time that I said something that you don’t deny?” Pippo replied.


Amanda stuck out her tongue to him. Pippo rumpled her hair once again. Then he asked, “So you do you have anything to do this holiday, in Rome?”


“I am hoping that I could watch a concert like Nek’s again,” Amanda said. “But that is if Fabio can find the tickets.”


Pippo felt banging in his heart when he heard Fabio’s name. He didn’t know why he felt like that but he sure wasn’t too delighted hearing that name. But he said to Amanda instead, “Oh, all right. Well, since you don’t have anything to do, how about if I employ you to do some work during the recess? That way, you don’t have to be alone when you have nothing to do at home. Francesca is going to take her leave and I need more help around here.”


Amanda watched him speculatively and asked, “Do I get paid if you employ me?”


He didn’t miss a beat. “You will as long as you attend work everyday for the next week. I have a contract ready for you to sign and you can start tomorrow on Tuesday.”


“Right on, professor.”


The job that Professor Laurentiis had for her was something that she actually loved to do even if she didn’t even get paid. He asked her to translate letters from Italian to other languages and from other languages to Italian. Francesca, who understood and spoke English, French and German very well, would not be around and Pippo needed someone who was multilingual presto. Amanda was the one for the job, obviously. In addition to English, French and Spanish, she also spoke Latin and Portuguese as well as understood German and Malay.


Amanda worked inside Professor Laurentiis’ office and she was absolutely determined to make up for the mistake she still thought was hers. That was why she appeared very perfectly in front of her professors. She never went out for lunch breaks so she could always be on time to work with him and ate lunch in the office with her professor and Sandro, who, when he found out Amanda was going to help Pippo during the recess, brought his work from the fourth floor to the executive floor. During lunch breaks, she could use the computer in Professor Laurentiis’ office and she used her time with the computer to answer her e-mails.


On the third day, Pippo and Sandro came to her while she was using the computer to answer an e-mail from Ethan. Sandro said to her, “Hey, Amanda, we are going to have lunch outside today because one of our business partners is in Rome and wants to meet us. Let’s go.”


Amanda shook her head. “I would rather stay here,” she said politely.


“Oh, come on!” Sandro said.


Pippo then saw Amanda was still typing her e-mail rapidly while talking to them and smiled at how seriously she was doing it for Ethan. He then patted Sandro’s shoulders and said, “It’s no use, Sandro. She wants to stay here and type a letter for someone. Let’s leave her to it.” Pippo then turned to Amanda and winked. “Happy writing.”


“Thank you, Professor,” Amanda replied happily.


Sandro shook his head in amusement and then followed Pippo to the door. Amanda returned her attention to the e-mail she was typing. She stared at the screen for a while before she continued writing…

I miss you very much. You only haven’t written to me for three days and I feel like you haven’t written for ten years. I hope this has got nothing to do with what I tell you in my previous e-mail, about me going out to Nek’s concert with Fabio. Fabio is a very nice guy and I like him a lot. But there is still no one else for me but you.  


She sent him that e-mail and then closed her account. After that she looked around to find something to do while she waited until the lunch break was over and Professor would return to the office. Amanda decided to see if Paola or Gloria were outside so she could have a chat with them. But they weren’t outside. Amanda knew that they must be off to have lunch. Amanda sighed and said, “Oh, well.”


While she was hanging around in Gloria’s secretarial desk, drawing a funny greeting card with a pencil on a piece of paper for Gloria and Paola, suddenly the elevator door was opened and a person stepped on the executive floor. The sound of the elevator door opening and then closing made Amanda turn her head to see who came. To her surprise, it was a woman, a very beautiful woman.


Amanda didn’t know who she was but she was absolutely gorgeous. Her hair was dark blonde, almost brown. Her complexion was a little bit tan. Her legs were long, which made her tall, and her figure, although quite slender, had curves. She was wearing a blouse colored white inside her gray blazer and on top of her gray skirt. Her high heel shoes made her seem even taller, as if she were six feet tall.


Seeing Amanda sitting on the secretarial desk, she strode over there and presented herself to the astounded Amanda. “Buon giorno,” she greeted.


Amanda quickly wiped the look of astonishment from her face and replied, “Buon giorno. Is there anything I can do to help you?” 


“As a matter of fact, there is. Is this Pippo’s office for real?” she asked.


Now how come she is using Professor’s nickname? She must be a friend or a very close business partner. “Yes, that’s true.”


“Oh, very good. Is there any possibility I can meet him?” the woman asked.


Amanda nodded. “Of course but not now. Prof… I mean, Mr. Laurentiis is out for lunch with his brother, Alessandro, and a business partner. They had been gone for almost an hour now. Maybe they will return soon. If you are willing to wait for him, you can wait in the lounge,” Amanda said.


The woman smiled. “I will wait for him, thank you very much. Where is the lounge?”


Amanda rose from her seat and then showed her to the waiting lounge. She almost grimaced when she found out that this woman was actually as tall as Professor Laurentiis was and she was dwarfish compared to her. Moreover, she was only wearing a pair of jeans and a white sweater, which looked completely unsophisticated next to this woman’s classy business suit. But she tried to act casual.


The woman seemed to have noticed that she was wearing jeans and sneakers. She smiled and asked, “Are you Pippo’s secretary?”

“What?” Amanda asked. 

“Sorry. No offense, but you don’t look like a secretary.”

Amanda smiled and followed the direction of her gaze to her shoes. She knew instantly that she must have implied that from her casual appearance. Amanda said, “No, I’m not, actually.”

“Then who are you?” she asked curiously. “I’m sorry if I sound like I am trying to pry your privacy but your face look very familiar. I know someone who looks like you before… and I think I have met you somewhere. Then again, I haven’t met you at all or else I would have recognized you instantly.”

“We haven’t met. I haven’t even introduced myself to you fully,” Amanda said. She extended her hand for a shake, which the woman took very warmly. Amanda introduced herself, “My name is Amanda Maldini. Filippo Laurentiis is my professor in university and my legal guardian. We are like friends already because he’s taking care of me in the request of my father. I am having a recess now and because I am not going anywhere he offered me a job to fill my time.”

The woman snapped her fingers. “Indeed! Now I remember who you remind me of! You remind me of Paolo Maldini. He’s your father or relative by any chance?”

Amanda was surprised. “You know my father too?”

“I was Pippo’s ex-college mate. We went to literature school together and he took a double degree, one majoring in economics. His professor was Paolo Maldini and I often see them together,” the woman said.

“Exactly,” Amanda said brightly. Who was she anyway?
“Now, it’s my turn to introduce myself, right? I am Clara Maria Battista. I came here on Pippo’s invitation. Like Pippo, I am an English literature professor. But I taught English literature in the University of New South Wales, in Sydney. I went to the same school as Pippo did but took PhD in London while he immediately worked after he obtained his master,” the woman said. 

Amanda’s eyes almost popped out of its sockets. “You’re a professor? A university professor?” she asked in disbelief.

Clara Maria replied, “Is that strange?” 

“Yes, it is! You should be able to give supermodels a run for their money!” Amanda said.

The woman laughed. “Why, thank you, Amanda! That was a nice compliment. But not all beautiful women become models. You, for example, are very pretty, in my opinion, but you’re not a model, aren’t you? If yes, you wouldn’t be here but in some photo session for a magazine in Milan, no?”

Amanda liked this woman very much. And she absolutely agreed with her. “I think you have a very good point there. Licia is very pretty and she’s not a model.”

“Licia?” Clara Maria asked immediately. “You mean, Licia Laurentiis? Pippo’s cousin?”

“Yes,” Amanda answered. “No doubt, you know her too?”

“Of course! Licia worked in Sydney for Pash! Magazine. I met her a couple of times there and also when we were still in university. Licia liked to visit Pippo and his brothers in Rome and I met her too,” Clara Maria explained.

She has got to be very close with Professor Laurentiis’ family. Amanda smiled at her and said, “Wow! Amazing! You know the people I know!”

“It’s a small world after all,” Clara Maria said.

Amanda then remembered that she had yet to offer her a drink. “Oh, sorry… what would you like to drink while you wait for Professor?”

“No, thank you. I’ve just had lunch and drank a lot,” she declined. 

Amanda nodded. “All right.”

“Thank you, Amanda, for the offer.”

“You’re welcome… uh, what do I call you? Professor Battista?”

“Clara Maria would be fine.”

Amanda said, “Can I call you Professor Battista?”

Clara Maria furrowed her eyebrows and asked, “Why bother?”

“I like professors. They are very intelligent and worldly. I respect them so much. So I call my professors really with ‘professor’. Even though you are not my professor but I want to call you like that. May I?”

Clara Maria could only let her do that. Amanda said thank you to her and left her to wait alone. It was not that she didn’t want to but she was too excited thinking of her own plan. Grinning, she returned to Gloria’s desk. She continued making Gloria and Paola greeting cards with that smile hanging on her face.

Suddenly… “What is that?” Pippo asked.

Amanda gasped. She quickly looked up and saw Pippo already standing in front of her. He was staring at the cards Amanda were making that said Gloria and Paola at the front. Amanda quickly said, “Professor! I didn’t know you have returned!”

“I just arrived and saw you alone looking very smug. I wondered what you were up to and here I see you drawing a card for my secretary and Alessio’s,” Pippo said. Before Amanda could answer, Pippo gave her a bag of food. “Here, Sandro and I brought you something to eat. You better hurry up eating because I have a meeting in 20 minutes and I need you to do something for me.”

Pippo was about to walk inside his office when Amanda quickly stopped him. She caught his hand and abruptly said, “Professor, there is a guest for you.”

“Oh? Who is it?” Pippo asked.

The smug smile returned to her face as she answered, “A very beautiful woman.”

Pippo chuckled. This was typically Amanda, to tease him about women… it was typically ‘student’, to tease the teacher about his woman. He rumpled Amanda’s hair affectionately and said, “I don’t see anyone else here but you and you’re not a guest although you’re beautiful.”

Amanda’s eyes widened and she stared at him seriously. “Professor, I am serious!”

“Well, where is she?” Pippo asked.

“Shall I get her for you?” she asked.

“Please, do… if you’re serious and she exists,” Pippo answered.

Amanda scurried off to the lounge and when she returned she had the satisfaction of seeing the look of utter surprise on her professor’s face because of what she said was true. Amanda then presented her to Professor Laurentiis, “This is your guest, Professor – Clara…”

“… Maria Battista!” Pippo finished off. Then a wide smile dawned on his face. He strolled forward to Clara Maria and then hugged her. He exclaimed happily, “Wow! I can’t believe it’s really you!”

Clara Maria laughed and replied, “You haven’t changed a bit, Pippo!”

Pippo stared at her from top to bottom and said admiringly, “You look beautiful.”

Clara Maria winked. “Maybe now I can steal Alessio’s heart?” she joked.

Amanda’s jaw dropped open. Pippo noticed that. He said to Amanda, “Oh, don’t worry, Amanda. Clara Maria is only joking!”

“What?” Clara Maria asked, not understanding what they meant.

“No… it’s just that Alessio now has a girlfriend and his girlfriend is Amanda’s friend from university. But they met in Alessio’s racing team because she is a part-time mechanic there and her father is chief mechanic,” Pippo explained.

“Alessio? With a mechanic? How interesting! It’s like in fiction!” Clara Maria said.

“Yes, her name is Victoria De Rossi. She is half-Spanish… and she’s also a beauty. In fact, all of my brothers’ girlfriends now are Amanda’s friends here,” Pippo said.

Clara Maria smiled at Amanda and said, “Maybe you’ve been playing as a match-maker!”

“I am,” Amanda said mysteriously. 

“It looks like Amanda and you introduced yourselves earlier. Let’s go inside to talk, Clara,” Pippo said. He told Amanda, “I am sorry. Will you wait outside for a while?”

“No problem, Professor,” Amanda said.

Inside the office, Pippo showed Clara Maria to the sofa. They both sat down. When Pippo offered her to drink, she declined once again. So Pippo and Clara Maria went straight to business.

“You know why I begged you to come here, don’t you?” Pippo asked her.

“Yes, I do. Although I must admit that I am quite surprised with what you said,” Clara Maria said to him. “Have you reached a decision?”

“Yes, I have.”

“And?”

“I have decided to leave.”

“So, that means, I will have to move to Rome in the summer.”

“I am so glad you can move here. The university wants you very much, Clara. They think you’re one of the best. Of course, you just became a lecturer one year ago but at least you are a PhD. I want to get mine now.”

Clara Maria sighed. “Pippo, I’ve heard about you, you know? I went to the university yesterday and met Gianfranco. When I told him that I might be replacing you, he said that it would be hard for anyone to replace you. You are the students’ favorite. I am not sure I can be like that even with a PhD.”

Pippo reached for her hand and said, “It doesn’t matter. I am sure you can be a favorite. The boys will love you.”

Clara Maria laughed. “I wish.” Then she asked Pippo in a knowing smile, “And Amanda… she’s one of the female students who admire you?”

“Oh, most of the times she hates me. But, she told me that, in general, yes, the female students like me,” Pippo said.

Clara Maria remarked dryly, “Don’t all females like you?” Pippo laughed. Clara Maria was always annoyed by the way girls approached her when they were in university in the old days just so they could get access to Pippo. For her, being friends with a handsome college mate was rather exhausting. Clara then asked, “What do you think about Amanda? She said you’re her guardian as well. Won’t she be sad if you’re gone to England?”

Pippo shook his head and said somberly, “I don’t know. I haven’t told her. I don’t know if I would. I don’t even know how to.”

Chapter 90

“Not bad, Alessio,” Beppe said as Alessio jumped out of the car and took off his helmet. “Your time is definitely improving!”

Alessio nodded. “Good.”

“How are your legs?” Beppe asked. “Do they still hurt?”

“No, my legs are fine. Come on, it’s no big deal anymore. I’m almost fully recovered,” Alessio said. 

Terry slapped him on his back and said, “Don’t be too sure, smart guy. You heard what the doctor said before you came here. Don’t push it too hard.”

Alessio laughed. He spun Terry around and made her stand in front of him. Terry tried to release herself but Alessio held her tightly. He hugged her from behind and then kissed her gently. Terry decided to stay there in his arms for a while. It wouldn’t hurt, she thought, if I stay here for a while and not work on the engines….

“I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone and get the other lovebird to try the car,” Beppe said, referring to D’Amico. The Ferrari drivers had brought their girlfriends and if they were not in the cars, they were with their girlfriends. 

After Beppe was gone, Alessio and Terry isolated themselves in one corner of the pit to talk privately. Once they were there, Alessio kissed Terry. Terry was the first one to pull away because she sensed that someone was watching. Someone was watching all right and it was D’Amico. He grinned at the both of them. Alessio told him to go away.

“You don’t have to do that. We’re not supposed to be kissing anyway,” Terry said to Alessio.

“Oh, yes we are,” Alessio said. He kissed Terry again. But then he pulled away and stared at her. Terry waited for him to say something. He had done that several times to her now. Every time they kissed he pulled away and then the next minute he would say something flattering. The next moment, Terry found out what he said. He said, “God, I am so happy that you’re mine and no one else’s. I am just glad I got you.”

Terry laughed. “Alessio, you didn’t think so last year.”

“Yeah, well, now Laura is completely gone out of my life and you’re here. I hope you’re here forever,” Alessio said.

Terry then said, “Alessio, can we talk about you leaving the team now?”

Alessio flinched. He released Terry from his arms immediately. Terry wasn’t surprised and she continued to look at him intently. She said, “When I said I was going to leave, you were distressed. Now that I want to stay for one more season, you said that you’re going to leave. I don’t understand. Then what difference does it make if I stay or if I leave the team? You seemed so determined to leave!”

Alessio sighed. “There is another reason that is inevitable, Terry.”

“What?” Terry demanded. “I want to know.”

“It’s hard for me to say it because I myself still can’t accept it either. But, trust me, it’s unavoidable. There will come the day where I have to leave. If not since the start of this season then it would be next year at the end of the season”

Terry became more curious. “What is it? Alessio, by saying that you’ve made me more curious than before! Just tell me what it is, will you?”

Alessio looked away for a while. He thought about saying it to Terry but he didn’t quite know how to say it. Finally he sighed and then looked back to his girlfriend. He said, “It has got something to do with Pippo.”

“What about Pippo?” Terry asked, still not understanding.

“Pippo is going to leave,” Alessio answered. He felt a lump on his throat now that he had said it.

“What do you mean?” Terry asked worriedly. “Leave to where and why?”

“After the summer, Pippo is going to move to England. The Cambridge University heard about how good a lecturer he is and they want him to lecture there. They have offered him a chance to study and obtain a PhD before he starts lecturing, just as he wishes, and after thinking about it during the winter holiday, he had reached his decision. He is going.”

Terry was shocked to hear that. She was speechless. Alessio continued to make her speechless. “Pippo wants me to run the company. He said that I am the only person capable of doing that. Then I heard about you wanting to leave the team and my mother’s lecture of how dangerous racing is and I thought that maybe it would be good if I just leave the team and manage the company. It’s safer and I will always be close to you. If I become a racer, I will have to travel all the time and I can’t run the company and I will meet you less… so, you see, that is why I want to leave the team.”

Terry still didn’t know how to respond to that. First of all, she was surprised that Pippo was going to leave. Even though she was not his student, she knew just how the students in his faculty loved Pippo so much as a professor. Not only that, many students from the other faculties also liked him. Then she was shocked to know that Alessio’s reason for leaving the team was actually valid and she didn’t know if she liked it or not. Alessio was a very good driver and the team depended largely on him. No matter how good D’Amico was, he was still very young and compared to Alessio, he was still inexperienced. Moreover, Beppe and Alessio were practically best friends and she was sure her father would be heartbroken if Alessio left. 

Alessio touched Terry’s cheeks with his hands and caressed them gently. He said, “I made you worried, didn’t I? Don’t be, Terry. It’s my problem alone.”

“No, it isn’t. Your problem is my problem now,” Terry said. She looked at Alessio and said, “Are you really going to leave?”

“There is a 50-50 chance,” Alessio said. He said, “I might stay or might not stay.”

Terry’s gaze lingered on his eyes. She saw the confusion in his eyes too. Suddenly she felt like crying. She didn’t want Alessio to leave. This was his world and she knew that if there was something he loved the most in this world it was this.  

Amanda waited patiently in the waiting lounge of the executive floor as she waited for Professor Laurentiis to finish telling Sandro what he had to do while he was gone. Ten minutes later, her professor appeared, already clad in his coat, and signaled her it was time to go. Amanda rose from the sofa and then said goodbye to Sandro, who was already walking inside his older brother’s office, and the secretaries. 

Pippo and Amanda were going to go to the campus. Today the results of the first semester exams were going to be announced. Amanda came early to the office today and asked her professor if she could use the lunch break to go to the campus. It turned out that Pippo was also going to the campus and they decided to go together.

During the journey from the office to the campus, Amanda was very quiet. She was nervous. She was worried about the results of her exams. She knew she didn’t do badly but she was worried if she didn’t get the result she wanted. Pippo told her to relax because he was certain Amanda would at least get to be at the top ten in her class. Amanda ambitiously said that it was not enough to get into the top ten and she had targeted to get into the top five. Pippo then joked that he had known all along that she would have that top five target and said, “That’s what you get when your parents are teachers.”

Finally, after passing through the heavy mid-morning traffic, Amanda and Pippo arrived at the campus. Amanda thought it would be quite deserted since it was recess but it turned out to be that there were many people. Not as many as usual but there were certainly a lot. 

“As soon as you receive your results you better register for your classes for next semester,” Pippo suggested as they left the parking lot. “There aren’t too many people yet so you don’t have to stand in long lines to register.”

“I don’t even know if I pass my classes in semester one,” Amanda said anxiously.

“Stop worrying. You didn’t fail,” Pippo said with a smile. Amanda was going to argue but Pippo said to her, “You can’t argue because I am your professor and I know better than anyone about your grades. Well, Professor Brano and Professor Castellini know too but they’re not your guardian so…”

Amanda laughed. She pinched her professor’s arm. But actually she loved hearing the way Professor Laurentiis joke with her. His jokes were not hilarious. In fact they were rather mild. But Amanda always laughed hearing it.

“Where is the announcement anyway?” Amanda asked as they entered the campus building.

“The bulletin board. Where else?” Pippo replied.

They went to the bulletin board at the center of the first stage of the building and saw nothing. “It’s not here,” Amanda said disappointedly.

Suddenly Professor Castellini appeared with a staff from the administration office. He saw Amanda and Pippo and greeted them. “Ciao! Anxious? Here are the results being put up!” he said to Amanda.

“It hasn’t been put up before? Why late?” Pippo asked Gianfranco.

“Not yet. Actually we promised the students at twelve o’clock but here it is and it’s only eleven so it’s actually early,” Gianfranco answered.

The administration staff worked quickly to place the list of students who passed the semester one exams from the different faculties they had in the campus and he finished the task in ten minutes. Amanda quickly searched for her name in the list of faculty of literature section and…

“YES!” she exclaimed happily.

“I told you you’re going to pass,” Professor Laurentiis said.

“Professor! WOW! This is amazing!” Amanda said pointing at the announcement. 

Pippo and Gianfranco joined her. They looked at the place on the paper that Amanda was pointing at. They saw that the top five positions in her batch of English literature had been taken by her and her friends! Luca was on top of the list, he topped the class and at number two was Amanda followed by Elena then by Daniele and finally Kayla. Their points were separated by narrow margins that made them actually equal between one another.

“Amazing… you and your friends really know how to study, don’t you?” Gianfranco complimented.

Amanda then looked for her other friends’ name. Then she spotted Fio’s name on her year’s list. But Fio did not top the class although she was also in the top five. The number one spot went to Fabio Orlandini, which was why Amanda smiled widely seeing his name there.

“I think Shez and Coco’s competition continues here,” Pippo suddenly said. He was looking at the list for the history and archeology section. Amanda followed him there. Pippo pointed at the paper and said, “Look, they have exactly the same grade point average and position in the same place at number two.”

“I wonder how Terry fared,” Amanda said and then she went on to look for Terry’s name in the list. She was surprised to see how the politics students list of grades. She had thought that her friends and her had very narrow differences on their grades but the top ten in Terry’s group was even narrower. The top five positions were all filled with male names. It was no wonder because the majority of students in that major were males. Only two female names managed to get into the top ten and they both shared the same position at number six. It was Terry and another person named Maria Angeli Himmler. 

“German?” Amanda asked herself.


“So, there, you found out. Happy?” Pippo asked.


“Very,” Amanda answered.


“Congratulations, Amanda. Keep up the good work,” her Professor Castellini said to her. 


Amanda then told Pippo that she was going to register for her classes in semester two and Pippo told her to return to this hall after she did. Amanda nodded and went away to register. Pippo and Gianfranco went away to the professor lounge.


The registration area was still empty but the counters were already open. Amanda seemed to be the first one to register. She quickly filled the necessary forms. Her name was on top of the class lists in no time. Amanda asked the administrator if the new schedule for the second semester had been issued and he said no. But Amanda still wanted to know when she was going to have a lecture by Professor Laurentiis and the administrator told her that it would still be either on Thursday or Friday, like last semester. After that Amanda said thank you, paid for the semester two fees and breathed full of relief.


“Done?” a familiar voice asked.


Amanda turned around to see who called for her. The next second, she broke into a smile. “Professor Battista! I didn’t know you were going to come here!”


The elegant Clara Maria Battista approached Amanda. She extended her hand and shook Amanda’s hand firmly. “Congratulations. I just met Professor Castellini and Professor Laurentiis. You are in the top five, along with your friends. Now I am looking forward to meet your friends because you all seem to be very good students. I love students who work hard.”


“They are all still away on vacation,” Amanda said. “You will get to meet them… if you’re still around here tomorrow.”


“Fortunately, yes, I am still going to be here tomorrow,” Clara Maria said.


“Well, then I will introduce you to them. They are probably going to come here to register for the second semester classes,” Amanda said. “And what are you doing here actually, Professor? Don’t you teach in Sydney?” 


“I taught in Sydney. I don’t anymore. I was only there for one and a half years. Now I am here. I came for a joint research with some of the professors in this university about Renaissance literature,” Clara Maria said. 


Very smart woman. Very beautiful and very sophisticated. Very good for Professor Laurentiis. Amanda quickly wiped the smug look on her face. She said to the female professor, “Well, in that case, good luck.”


All of a sudden, Amanda’s eyes were closed from behind. A voice was heard in her ears. “Guess.”


Amanda smiled. It was easy to guess who it was. Amanda took the hands off from her eyes and said, “Fabio, stop doing this to me.”


Fabio chuckled from behind her. “How did you know it was me?”


“Well, if it had been Luca or Daniele, they would not be so kind and they would surprise me by pushing me forward until I hit the floor,” Amanda said.


Fabio laughed again. “Ciao, bella. I just saw the announcement and saw your name in the list. Not bad for a freshman!” he said.


“Yes, and you never told me you are that smart. Number one, huh?” Amanda said.


Fabio then noticed the beautiful woman in front of them. She looked unfamiliar for him. Clara Maria and Amanda noticed immediately Fabio’s confusion. Amanda quickly made the introductions. 


“Fabio, please meet Professor Clara Maria Battista. She used to be Professor Laurentiis’ college mate. She was a professor in Australia, teaching English literature, and now she is here to conduct a research on Renaissance literature with some professors in this university. Professor Battista, this is Fabio Orlandini…” Amanda said.


“Ah, yes, I know you. The one who topped the class in the other batch… pleased to meet you,” Professor Battista said to the astonished Fabio. They shook hands. 


Fabio said, “Nice to meet you too, Professor.”


“Have you registered?” Professor Battista asked Fabio.


“I was going to but then I saw Amanda and wanted to say hi to her first,” Fabio answered. His eyes still lingered on Clara Maria’s beautiful face.


Amanda giggled. She thought Fabio was absolutely old in showing his appreciation for Clara Maria’s beauty. Amanda then nudged him so he wouldn’t look at her that way. Fabio felt her poke and then returned his attention to Amanda. He smiled sheepishly at Amanda. 


“Well, I’ll leave you two for the registration. It was nice meeting you both. I’ll see you later,” she said. Then she turned around and strolled casually away to the direction of the main hall. 


“Wow,” Fabio said. “She is gorgeous.”


“I know,” Amanda said.


But then Fabio quickly said, “But for me you are much more gorgeous.”


Amanda laughed. “Cut it out. Even I admit she’s gorgeous and I won’t be surprised if she is going to be an instant favorite among the male students and then make their girlfriends jealous.”


“But Professor Laurentiis also often made the male students jealous because their girlfriends like him,” Fabio argued. 


“Whatever,” Amanda said laughingly.


“You know what, I think Professor Battista – beautiful name, by the way – and Professor Laurentiis can make a great couple! That way, the female students and male students can be jealous together at the same time!” Fabio suggested jokingly.


Amanda gasped and gaped. She came to Fabio’s front and looked at him as if he had just said something really, really staggering. Fabio was confused to see Amanda’s reaction. He was even more perplexed when Amanda shook his shoulders and then said, “You think so too?”


“You do?” Fabio asked her.


“YES! Absolutely!”


“Well,” Fabio said, “What else could they want? They’re both beautiful, they’re both smart, they’re both friendly… and they used to be good friends. They are compatible!”


“EXACTLY! Fabio, you are a genius.”


“I am? Why?”


Amanda hugged him and kissed him excitedly. “I love you, Fabio! You are the greatest man ever lived in this world!”


“Hey, what did I say?” 


“Are you out of your mind?” Fabio asked. “How are you going to pull that off?” 


Amanda stared at Fabio and said, “I was hoping you would have an idea.”


Fabio stared at Amanda in disbelief and shook his head. “Amanda, you just told me about this plan of yours ten minutes ago! How am I supposed to come up with an idea that quickly? And not only that… this is about Professor Laurentiis! How are we ever going to do that?”


“Well, I don’t know. But making Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista date each other is a good idea, no? You said so yourself… they are compatible,” Amanda said. 


Fabio shook his head once again. He was utterly astounded to hear what Amanda had just said to him. She told him about her plan and that was to find a new girlfriend for Professor Laurentiis since she deprived him from Stefania. And she thought Professor Battista was the best candidate they had. She was the most perfect for her plan. Fabio thought that it was so considerate of Amanda to think about their professor’s well being, but he also thought that it was out of this world.


He sighed and tried to make sense out of it. He couldn’t so he said, “Look, Amanda, why do you even bother?”


“I told you, he broke up with his fiancée because of me and I want to make it up to him,” Amanda said. 


“What did you do to make them break up like that?” Fabio asked. 


Amanda then whispered to him what happened that day and Fabio was even more freaked out. He jumped up from his seat and asked, “WHAT?! YOU WHAT?! THEY DID?!”


“And then she started yelling at me and called me things… and Professor got angry with her because she was chastising me and then they broke up. Professor said that it wasn’t my fault at all but I still think that if it weren’t for me, if I hadn’t been there, it wouldn’t have happened. Of course, Professor and I never talk about it anymore but when I think of what I have done, Fabio, I truly feel guilty. I don’t want to feel guilty anymore and the only why I can get rid of this feeling is to do something for him to make up for my mistakes,” Amanda said.


Fabio dropped himself back to the bench. He wiped his face with his hands and then pulled his own hair. He screamed. Amanda was a bit surprised to see his reaction. But then he calmed down and talked to her again, “Sorry if I seemed frantic. I was frantic. Anyway. Okay, I understand if you want to do something for Professor Laurentiis. I would probably the same thing too if I were in your position. And I think Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista are so well matched. The question is now… how are we going to get them together?”


Amanda stared at him hopefully. “So, you will help me?”


“I’m at your service, Amanda. But how? We are only students and I don’t even know Professor Laurentiis as good as you do!”


“Well we have to set them up to go to date…”


“Why don’t you ask one of his brothers to suggest that to him?”


“Hmmm… that’s a good idea. Sandro might be able to do that. He’s the only one around, actually. But Sandro doesn’t know Professor Battista. Alessio does, though.”


Fabio suddenly pressed his finger to Amanda’s lips, making her halt her speech. Amanda gazed at him questioningly. He whispered to explain, “Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista are walking this way. Talk about something else.” Fabio raised his throat and said to her, “Your eyes are so beautiful. They are so soft.”


Amanda wanted to laugh and almost did if Fabio didn’t look at her with dagger eyes. Amanda quickly followed his cue and replied, “No, they’re not.”


“I think they are. And your lips too… I like them. Makes me want to kiss you.”


Amanda’s eyes widened in surprise but Fabio continued to give her a warning look. Amanda forced herself to say, “You are very romantic.”


“Amanda, it’s time to go back,” Pippo said once he was in front of them. Fabio pulled away from Amanda as she turned to face her guardian. “I told you to meet me at the middle hall but you didn’t came. Clara Maria said that you went with Fabio.”


“I am sorry I didn’t come to you, Professor,” Amanda said. She quickly grabbed Fabio’s hand and squeezed it to tell him that she was beginning to play the scheme. She said, “I got carried away talking to Fabio. And now I’d like to ask for your permission. I want to have lunch with Fabio. He will take me back to the office later. I promise I won’t be late. Can I go?”


Fabio added, “I will take her to your office on time, Professor.”


Pippo looked at Amanda and Fabio. He actually felt something funny in his heart when he saw Amanda and Fabio holding hands very tightly. He thought that Amanda and Fabio were far too intimate for two people who had just got to know each other for a short time. And he hadn’t trusted him yet… not for Amanda. What if he broke her heart the way her last boyfriend did?


But then Pippo chastised himself for the thought he was having at that time. How could he be so stupid to think of such thing? Fabio was actually one of his favorite students. He had always been trustworthy and loved to work hard, which pleased Pippo very much in class. And just because they had only known each other for a short time it didn’t mean they were actually serious. Not yet, at least.


“All right,” Pippo consented finally.


“Thank you, Professor,” Amanda said. She turned to the other professor. “You should ask Professor Laurentiis to treat you to lunch at La Primavera. I don’t think the café existed during the time you went to school here.”


Clara Maria smiled. “No, it hasn’t existed. But I have heard about it. I think it was Professor Castellini who told me.”


“Professor Laurentiis, you should take her to La Primavera! You don’t know food yet when you haven’t been to Primavera!” Fabio said enthusiastically.


Pippo smiled. “I know. La Primavera is the best place to eat in Rome!”


“We’re going there too but later tonight,” Amanda lied to encourage Pippo to take Clara Maria to the café for a date. “Usually, they have live music at night. Oh, and, the waiters are very friendly. Some of them are my friends even! And the interior, Professor Battista, is excellent. You have to see it!”


“Interesting. Now I want to go there more than I do before,” Clara Maria said. 


“Do you want to go there for lunch now?” Pippo asked.


“Why not?”


Bingo! Amanda and Fabio were cheering in their hearts inside. They looked at each other and grinned like a horse full of satisfaction. But when Pippo and Clara Maria turned to look at them, they instantaneously wiped off the smug looks from their faces. 


“Do you want to come?” Pippo asked Amanda and Fabio.


Amanda and Fabio quickly shook their heads. Fabio said, “We already planned to go somewhere else. But, don’t worry, Amanda will be there at your office on time.”


“All right, then… don’t be late. See you later,” Pippo said. He waved his hands at Amanda and Fabio and then walked away with Clara Maria who also said goodbye to the two of them. Amanda and Fabio waited until they were really far away so that they couldn’t hear what they were saying before they screamed loudly.


“YES! ALL RIGHT!”


Fabio kept his promise to bring Amanda back on time from lunch. In fact, they were even early because they didn’t go anywhere far to eat lunch. They just went to the campus cafeteria and ate there. They talked some more about this plan they had for Professor Laurentiis. They continued the talk on the way to the office. Amanda invited Fabio to come down first when they got there. Fabio didn’t want to but Amanda was so persuasive so he did anyway.


They went up to the executive floor and met the secretaries who had just returned from lunch too. Amanda introduced Fabio to Gloria and Paola. Sandro then showed up from Pippo’s office and then greeted Amanda. He was surprised to see Fabio there with Amanda. But he was delighted because he met a friend. They all went to the lounge and sat there and talked.


“I heard from Amanda that Fio and you got together. Congratulations,” Fabio said to Sandro.


Sandro just grinned happily. Amanda joked, “They are so romantic now that sometimes I feel so jealous at Fio because I don’t have a boyfriend as romantic as Sandro!”


“I can be romantic if you want me to but then you’ll lose your feelings for me because I make a bad seducer,” Fabio joked.


The two of them laughed together. Sandro commented, “Amanda doesn’t need a romantic as a boyfriend. She is already a romantic!”


“I am not that romantic,” Amanda said.


“You are actually,” Fabio teased her.


“I am not,” Amanda protested.


Fabio then said, “If you’re not your idea for Professore wouldn’t be matchmaking him up with another lady!”


Sandro was surprised to hear that. He asked, “What’s that?”


Amanda and Fabio just realized they had slipped up their secret plan to Sandro. Fabio cringed at his mistake. Amanda became a little bit awkward and uneasy. Sandro noticed the change of behavior. He asked them, “What’s the matter?”


“Oh, nothing,” Amanda and Fabio answered in unison.


“There’s something. I heard you, Fabio… what? Matchmaking who with who?” Sandro persisted. He stared at Amanda who seemed to recoil under his gaze. He knew immediately that Amanda was having a very big secret. He asked her, “Amanda, tell me… what is it? Are you talking about Professor Laurentiis my brother?”


“No,” Amanda lied. 


But Sandro could not be fooled. One look in Amanda’s eyes and he knew immediately that they were indeed talking about his brother. Only he didn’t understand what of his brother they were talking about. He had the feeling that if he found out he would freak out himself because from the way Amanda was behaving, it must be something outrageous.


“Uhm, I think it’s time for me to leave,” Fabio said.


“Oh no, it’s not! Not until you tell me what is going on!” Sandro said curiously.


“Ask her,” Fabio suggested.


Amanda pinned Fabio’s wrist to the sofa and said bitingly, “We’re in this together.”


“In what?” Sandro asked.


The elevator door opened and Pippo appeared. The moment he appeared, Amanda, Fabio and Sandro quieted down. Amanda expected him to appear on the floor with Clara Maria but she wasn’t there at all. Pippo noticed that Sandro, Amanda and Fabio were in the waiting lounge so he went there. Amanda tried to act casual but Sandro was still looking at her to find out what she and Fabio had meant with their early statement. 


“You’re all here?” Pippo asked as he showed up in the lounge.


“Obviously,” Amanda said.


“Where have you been, Pip?” Sandro asked.


“I had lunch with Clara Maria at La Primavera,” Pippo answered.


“Who is Clara Maria?” Sandro asked.


“I told you yesterday,” Pippo answered. “She was my friend in university. She taught English in Australia but quit the job two months ago to come here for a research.”


“Oh, you mean Clara Maria Battista. I only remembered the last name,” Sandro said.


Pippo glanced at his watch. Lunch break was usually going to be over in ten minutes. He then glanced at Amanda and Fabio. They seemed to have been there for a long time. He asked them, “Have you been here long?”


“Yes. I told you Fabio was going to get me here on time,” Amanda answered.


“Very good,” Pippo said, smiling. He then said to them, “Clara Maria was very impressed with the two of you, topping the class like that.” He laughed and said, “She also guessed correctly that you two were going out together.”


“Well, thanks for being impressed but that second bit is not quite true… yet,” Fabio said. Amanda just smiled. 


Fabio then said, “I like Professor Battista. She looks highly intelligent. A woman like her can never fail to attract attention. I bet she also has a very good personality.”


“Who cares? She’s pretty,” Amanda said all of a sudden.


The other three men in the room laughed. Amanda looked around and made her point, “Why laugh? It’s true. She’s very beautiful. First I thought Fio and her friends were already godly beautiful.” Sandro smiled at that. “But then Licia showed up.” Pippo smirked. “Now, Professor Battista… she topped everything. Not only she is beautiful, she’s well spoken and intellectual. Unlike some of the other blondes I know.”


“Hey!” Fabio protested jokingly. He had blonde streaks on his hair. Amanda apologetically smiled at him. But he joined Amanda on the play now. He said, “I am not denying that. I was so surprised to know that she was a professor at first. I thought she had been a guest. The first thing that came to my mind was that she might be one of the professors’ girlfriend! Professor Castellini came to my mind first but then I also thought of Professor Laurentiis.”


Sandro laughed. He asked Pippo, “So, Pip, was she your girlfriend in the old days?”


“I dated her only once and then someone else stole her heart. Alessio was physically more her type. She had a crush on him and she dated him once and twice. But Alessio was younger and didn’t turn out to be the sensitive type of man she liked, so she liked him as a friend. That was all between us,” Pippo said.


“You dated her for real? And you let her go? Professor!” Fabio protested. “Why did you? You can never find someone like that again in a million years! I might as well have it.”


Pippo chuckled. “Maybe not. But what was I supposed to do? She was more interested in Alessio. But, then again, the next time I met her she was already married to an Australian.”


“She’s married?” Amanda asked. 

For that moment, the disappointment in her face was shown very distinctly. Sandro noticed that and then he looked at Fabio, who looked a bit disappointed as well. Sandro began to piece together the puzzle of what they were trying to do and finally… he came to a conclusion… and… he could not believe it.  

“Not anymore. She got divorced. That was one of the reasons why she was eager to leave Australia. She wanted to get away from her ex-husband,” Pippo told.

“Well, why don’t you get her, Professor?” Fabio jokingly suggested. But Amanda was expecting an answer from him with a very serious face. Sandro knew his guess had been right. Now he too stared at his brother to wait for an answer.

Pippo straightened up and took a deep breath. He shook his head and gave his answer, “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?” Amanda asked rather impatiently.

“I don’t know. Just not,” Pippo answered.

Fabio and Sandro somehow knew that was going to be the answer from him so they were not too surprised. Amanda expected something else, though, so she appeared a trifle disillusioned. But she had an answer for that and she gave it to Pippo as she rose and walked out the room.

She said, “You should consider it. I think she’s the perfect woman for you, Professor. Much better than Stefania Lippi.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Sandro asked Amanda a few hours later when the office was almost empty. They were in the downstairs lobby, waiting for Pippo to come down from the fourth floor, and Sandro finally confronted Amanda for the plan she was having for Pippo and Clara Maria.

Amanda tiredly responded, “Sandro, I’ve heard that from everyone else a couple hundred times and before you ask me the reason why I am just going to tell you that I feel heavily responsible for the breakup between him and Stefania. Now, all I want is for your brother to be very happy in his life with a woman who suits him. And I am trying to make up for my mistake…”

“I know, I know… Fabio had clarified it to me earlier,” Sandro said with a gusty sigh. He said, “That’s not the important thing. How the hell are you going to do this?”

Amanda shot him a reprimanding glance. “Will people stop asking me that question? I just did something, okay? I persuaded Professor Laurentiis to take Professor Battista to have lunch together! That’s something. I managed to do something about it. And I will keep doing something like that until he and she can get together!”

Sandro stared in disbelief at her. Amanda ignored that look in his face. She didn’t care about what other people said. And if Sandro didn’t like, she thought that he should just get lost and leave her with the plan alone.

“Okay, I am so sorry I doubted you,” Sandro said at last.

“It has got nothing to do with you. I don’t need your permission for this. I don’t need your help. I already have Fabio,” Amanda said frostily.

“I am sorry if what I sad angered you. It’s just that… well, I am actually amazed that you would go all the trouble, Amanda. Personally, I don’t think you need to even try that hard in finding Pippo a new girlfriend. He doesn’t need help. He’s already a very charming person and any woman would like him easily. Besides, he’s actually quite okay with the breakup.”

Amanda said somberly, “No, Sandro. He’s not okay. He’s just covering up for the sake of appearance. I know around you and everyone else, he acted as if nothing had happened. But I know how he feels. I know that he is hurt inside. I know that it is hard for him to take the fact that he’s not with someone he loves for a very long time anymore. I know that he feels like he has lost another part of him.”

Sandro felt something slammed him hard at the bottom of his heart. Her words stabbed for real. And the way she said it… with her somber eyes… Sandro could see and even feel the hurt she had in her. It was the first time he saw her like that and he had no idea before that she was actually this shattered…

Her last words made him catch his breath and held it for a long time. In tears, she said, “I know because that’s what happened to me.”

Chapter 91


Suddenly it was already the first day of the new semester. The campus was filled many students as usual and they were all around to place, whether they were busy registering for new subjects and classes or to simply talk to their friends whom they hadn’t seen during the recess. The professors also seemed to be very busy preparing the materials for the new semester. They became a bit cranky thanks to the frenzy that happened in the first few days. 


But Amanda was enjoying it. At least, she could be with her friends again and she didn’t have to feel lonely like when she was in the recess, being left alone. Elena, Kayla, Daniele and Luca were amazed at the fact that they scored the top five grades in the first semester. They liked to make jokes about how the professors might have mistaken to count their scores and how they might somehow be blessed during the Christmas holiday by God to become smart. What made her happier at the start of this semester was Fio’s arrival at her apartment to live together. She managed to persuade her mother to let her live with Amanda. Martina didn’t have a choice but to let her because Amanda and Fio already became rather inseparable. Amanda was also enjoying the times she spent with Fabio, whether it was to talk about their plan or to just say hello in the intervals.


Her friends also seemed to enjoy themselves. Fio, Nadia and Valentina were now equal in terms of boyfriends and they liked to talk about their boyfriends together although they knew they could never have a triple date together because there was no way Sandro and Marco would like to be in the same place together. They also returned to their habit of visiting the café after school to hang out and chat while Nadia worked. Their schedules were more enjoyable to follow so they didn’t feel stress.


Shez and Coco finally managed to get the same schedules. They deliberately enrolled for their new subjects and classes together so they could get the exact same schedule. Massimo and Gennaro were with them and Massimo was more content because he got to be in the same classes as his good friends. Their main lecturer was Professor Mancini, whom they suddenly became close with because he had complimented the result of their field trip to Greece. 


However, Terry was not having a good time because this semester she had to endure being in the classes of the exact same schedule as Maria Angeli Himmler and she just hated her. In her major most of the other students were males. Unfortunately for her she rarely got to be in the same class as the other females… except for Angeli. Of course, she wouldn’t be complaining about it if Angeli didn’t have to be such a pain in the neck. She was one of the most outrageously cynical people Terry had ever met. The fact that they were both equally smart in their majors and managed to become the only two females who reached top spot in their majors last semester didn’t help their relationship at all. Last semester, she almost had no classes with her except for general lectures and last semester she was with the other female students. But this semester… Terry just knew it was going to be hell…


“Why do you hate her so much?” Amanda asked Terry when they were eating lunch at the cafeteria together.


Fabio asked her the same thing and added the question, “Is she that dangerous for you?”


“She’s a fascist, for God’s sake!” Terry said. “She’s radical! Outrageous!”


“So what? Let her join the communist party then,” Fabio said. “ You’re a democrat. You can join something else.”


“No, it’s not about that… it’s not about political beliefs… I am talking about real-life fascist. She is a dictator. She presses her opinions and she doesn’t give a damn about what other people thinks. In debates, she tries to validate null arguments. In workshops, she presents radical ideas and never wants to listen to other suggestions or opinions. Her teammates said that being with her in the same group is perhaps heavier than having to go to hell,” Terry said.


“Himmler… is she German?” Amanda asked.


“Yeah. I bet she’s one of Hitler’s descendants. I heard her father is a politician in Germany but her mother is Italian. They have divorced and Angeli has lived here since she was fifteen,” Terry said. “Someone told me that her mother is also very active in the politics, as a staff member in one of the political parties and the whole family – from mother and father side – are all politicians.”


“Scary,” Fabio said.


“She could give Marco a run for his money being a politician’s son,” Amanda said dryly.


Terry huffed. “Oh, whatever. Now I am glad that I don’t have to leave the team.”


Amanda was surprised to hear that. “What? You were going to leave the team?”


Terry realized her mistake for letting go something that was supposed to be a secret. But there was no way she could cover it from Amanda now so she might as well admit it. She nodded to her and said, “Yes, I was planning to leave the team this season because I wanted to be serious in my studies. But now I am glad I didn’t because I just know I need constant refreshment from the team after studying with Angeli.”


“Cute name, though, Angeli,” Fabio commented. Amanda nudged him. Fabio asked, “What?! I just said her name was cute.”


“The person is not that cute,” Terry said. 


Amanda wasn’t interested in Angeli anymore. She was more interested now in Terry wanting to leave the team. She pressed on, “But you’re not going to leave, are you?”


“No, I am not. Alessio was going to leave too,” Terry said. 


“WHAT?!”


Terry quickly said, “But he’s not going to leave the team because I am not going to. He only wants to stay if I stay.”


Amanda sighed gladly. “Phew! I thought you were going to leave for real… what would Ferrari be without you and Alessio?”


Terry smiled but actually she wasn’t. She had talked with Alessio about the reason for his leaving the team and she had pleaded him not to leave. Alessio and Terry argued about that but then they reached a conclusion that they would wait until the time comes for Pippo to leave for real. If there could be another solution, Alessio would remain in the team. But if there weren’t going to be any other, he would leave.


“Let’s talk about something else,” Terry said, “I feel like those things we have talked about are too stressful.”


“What can we talk about?” Amanda asked.


Terry smiled knowingly and said, “Shez told me about your plan for Professor Laurentiis, Amanda.”


Amanda groaned. “Don’t you dare criticize me like the others did! Nothing you say can make me change my mind about this!”


“She hasn’t even said anything, bella!” Fabio said laughingly. He turned to Terry and said, “What do you think?”


“I think it’s very interesting. But can you actually do anything about it? I mean, where are you going to get the woman for Professor Laurentiis?” Terry asked.


“We’ve already found one… Professor Clara Maria Battista,” Amanda said proudly.


“Who?” Terry asked.


“Haven’t you heard?” Fabio asked. “She’s a new professor. She came here from Sydney to conduct a research with the other literature and linguistics professors. She used to be Professor Laurentiis’ college mate.”


Terry raised an eyebrow and eyed them full of interest. “Why her? Is she worth it?”


“First of all, she is way much better than Stefania Lippi… in manners, especially. She’s smart too, like Stefania. Professor likes intelligent women, surely. She’s beautiful. You should see her… curves and legs… the only thing men could want. Even Fabio adores her very much!”


Fabio interrupted, “I adore you more.”


Terry smiled. Amanda ignored that and continued, “We somehow persuaded Professor Laurentiis to take Professor Battista out for lunch last week when I came here to see the exam results with Professore Laurentiis and met her. Before that, she showed up at the office to say hi to Professor Laurentiis. Now, we are still trying to figure out how to make them go out together.”


“Does Alessio or Coco or Sandro know about this?” Terry asked.


“Only Sandro. His reaction was the same Shez had to the idea,” Amanda answered. “So I don’t plan to tell anyone else. You won’t tell anyone, will you, Terry? Not to Alessio?”


“I promise I won’t,” Terry said.


Fabio snapped his fingers and then said, “But, Amanda, Terry can help!”


“I can?” Terry asked. Simultaneously Amanda asked, “She can?”


Fabio then said seriously, “Listen to this… remember when Professor Laurentiis said that Professor Battista also knew Alessio? We introduce Terry to Professor Battista, saying that she is Alessio’s girlfriend. Terry will say to Alessio that she has met his old friend and then Terry suggests him to invite Professor Battista and Pippo for dinner! Of course, there will be Terry and Alessio… but it will be like a double date!”


“WHAT?” Terry asked.


Amanda clapped her hands. “That’s a good idea! Let’s do that!”


“Alessio knows her?” Terry asked.


Amanda winked. “She used to have a crush on Alessio.”


“WHAT?”


“Oh, come on, Terry… it’s going to be harmless. Alessio is not going to turn to her because he loves you too much already and besides our objective is to make her go out with Professor Laurentiis, which is why in the date, if it happens, you will say to Alessio that Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista are well matched and maybe Alessio will say that to the two of them so they could realize their feelings!” Amanda said vigorously.


Terry stared at her two friends skeptically as if they were out of their minds, which was true actually. But Amanda gave her that look with pleading puppy eyes and Fabio looked desperate to make her agree and she just couldn’t resist. 


“Oh, all right… I will try! But I don’t even know Professor Battista!”


Amanda immediately rose from her seat and said, winking, “Let’s bump into her.”


“See, I told you it was in page 98 not in 89,” Shez told Coco pointing at the archeology picture book they were seeing together at the library. 


“Fine, I admit it… I was wrong,” Coco said. 


“Next time, use your eyeglasses. Better look lousy than cannot see,” Shez teased him.


Coco chuckled. He leaned forward to give Shez a sweet kiss on the cheeks. Shez tried to pull away because she didn’t want everyone in the library to notice them acting very romantically. But Coco was quicker. He kissed her before she could move anywhere and he held her close to him. After the kiss, they both laughed at each other.


“Am I seriously lousy without the eyeglasses?” Coco asked.


“Yes,” Shez joked.


Coco rolled his eyes. “I can never get the truthful answer from you, can’t I? You are biased against me. And yet… I am your boyfriend!”


“Are you?” Shez teased again.


“What do you mean by that? Of course I am!” Coco said as he touched Shez’s shoulder length hair and began to caress it.


“Then why did you look at that woman with the look as if you could faint at her beauty? You’re supposed to look like that only to me,” Shez kidded.


Coco said solemnly, “I do look like that only to you. I love you.”


“And lust the others,” Shez added with a comical smile.


“You are impossible,” Coco said.


Suddenly, Amanda and Terry appeared before them. “Hey, guys! We’ve been seeing you two acting very mushy together… it looks very nice you know because you used to fight all the time,” Amanda said. 


Coco and Shez smiled. “Ciao, Amanda, Terry. You know what, we just had another fight,” Coco said with a cheeky smile.


“You didn’t look like you fought,” Terry said as she sat down in front of Shez. Amanda kept standing. “What did you fight about?”


“There was this woman… she’s very pretty. He stared at her and looked as if he could faint at her beauty. Then I told him he could only look like that to me because I am his girlfriend,” Shez said. “We were only messing around.”


“But she is very beautiful. Too bad she’s not a student. She looks like a professor,” Coco said.


Amanda and Terry were alerted at once. They looked at each other. Amanda turned to Coco immediately and asked him, “Really? How does she look like? Where did you meet her?”


Coco furrowed his eyebrows because of Amanda’s question. He answered, “She was tall. I am guessing she could be almost six feet tall. She has dark blonde hair and a very curvy body. We saw her in the computer section in this library when we were getting this picture book.”


“Is it her?” Terry asked Amanda.


“You know her?” Shez asked.


“If we’re talking about the same person, yes I do,” Amanda replied.


“Who is she?” Coco asked.


“Her name is Clara Maria Battista…” Amanda began to introduce but Coco interrupted her immediately.


“What? That’s Clara Maria?” he asked in disbelief.


“You know her?” Shez asked.


Coco answered, “I just heard of her name from Sandro and Pippo. They once talked about the name when I was in Pippo’s apartment, waiting for Alessio’s arrival from the test drive, to have dinner together with my brothers. But I never met her until half an hour ago! And I didn’t even know that it was her.”


“Exactly,” Amanda said. “She is going to be Professor Laurentiis’ new girlfriend!”


“WHAT?” Coco and Shez asked in surprise.


Amanda smiled triumphantly. “I am going to match her with Pippo… they are going to be together as lovers!”


Shez knew immediately what Amanda was talking about and stared at her full of amazement. “You really are going to do this, aren’t you?”


“Do what?” Coco asked, still in bafflement.


“Amanda is going to find Pippo a new girlfriend because he had broken up with Stefania because of her,” Terry explained. “Her candidate is Clara Maria Battista. Believe it or not!”


“Is that her?” Shez asked whisperingly suddenly pointing at a woman who was coming towards them. 


Amanda turned around discreetly and saw that it was indeed Professor Battista who was coming their way. Amanda whirled back to face the others and then spoke softly to them, “Now you’re in this. Follow my lead.”


“Ciao, Amanda,” Professor Battista greeted her. “I am glad I find you here.”


“Oh! Hi, Professor,” Amanda replied with a smile.


“I was wondering if you could meet me after class this afternoon? I want to speak to you,” she said.


Amanda furrowed her eyebrows and wondered why she wanted to see her. “Why?”


Clara Maria explained, “Professor Laurentiis told me that you have some very good notes on Marlowe’s works and I would like to see them for the research. He also said that he had lent you his Marlowe books and I would like to borrow some of them from you because the ones in this library are not complete.”


Amanda nodded. “With pleasure, Professor!”


Coco was too amazed to know that this beautiful woman was actually his brother’s friend. He asked her all of a sudden, “Are you really Pippo’s friend?”


Clara Maria was surprised to hear his question. She asked him, “Do you know Pippo?”


Terry quickly explained, “Coco is his brother.”


Clara Maria gasped. “Coco? Francesco? Wow! It is you!”


“You know him?” Amanda asked.


“Pippo showed me some pictures of his brothers who were still in high school at that time and I remembered him showing me pictures of Coco and Sandro!” she said. She shook Coco’s hand and said, “You are almost unrecognizable!”


“Wow, you know me,” Coco said amazedly.


Shez shook her head in exasperation. Coco could be so goofy sometimes. Amanda thought this was going to be a good time to introduce Terry to her. 


 “Oh, professor, remember when Professor Laurentiis told you about his brothers’ girlfriends are my friends? Well, these are two of them. Shez is Coco’s girlfriend and Terry is Alessio’s girlfriend who also works in Ferrari.”


Clara Maria shook hands with the two of them as well. She said, “I am so pleased to meet you!”


Amanda nudged Terry to urge her to say something. Terry got the meaning and then turned to Clara Maria. She said, “Amanda told us about you before. She seems to be a very big fan of you because you are an old friend of her favorite professor. But she also told me the most amazing thing… you used to like Alessio?”


Clara Maria nodded and chuckled in amusement. “He used to be the most appealing man to me at that time. But he was too wild for me. You might have heard how reckless he was when he was young!”


Terry agreed with that. Her father’s stories of Alessio turned out to be true. Amanda then said suggestively, “Perhaps you like someone like Professor Laurentiis more. He’s a lot calmer that Alessio.”


Shez, Coco and Terry could not believe Amanda just said that. They wanted to glare at her for being so bold. But Amanda didn’t seem to care. Clara Maria sure didn’t care. She just chuckled lowly full of amusement. A while later she said, “That’s a good idea… maybe if we can combine Pippo’s personality and Alessio’s face to make a man for me, I will be the happiest woman alive. Of course, it’s impossible. No one is that perfect.” But she then continued with a big smile, “Oh, except for Raoul Bova… he’s perfect.”


Shez grinned. “I like Raoul Bova.”


“Doesn’t everyone?” Coco replied dryly.


“Nice choice,” Clara Maria said to Shez.


“Have you met Alessio?” Terry asked after Amanda nudged her one more time.


Clara Maria shook her head. “Not yet. But I plan to when I have the time. I am quite busy now. I still have a lot of things to do.”


“I will tell Alessio that I’ve met you. I am sure Pippo has told him but he’s just too lazy to come and see you,” Terry said with a smile. “And maybe sometimes we can have dinner together.”


“That’s a good idea!” Clara Maria said. She joked, “You should join us so that you can keep an eye on me. I will try not to take him away from you.”


“Ask Professor Laurentiis to join you!” Amanda proposed. “Double date! So you won’t feel isolated when Alessio and Terry starts to be amorous to each other. Trust me, when they are, you will feel like you need a boyfriend badly.”


Clara Maria chuckled again. She said, “I’ll take that into account. It will be nice if I can have dinner with my old friends. Terry, will you tell Alessio about it? I would love to speak to him again.”


“I will. I am sure he will be happy too to meet an old friend,” Terry said.


Amanda smiled full of satisfaction. She was very happy with her accomplishment today. Everything was going to be just perfect for her plan. She felt like she was on top of the world. She just knew she was going to succeed… all for her professor’s sake.


 All Terry wanted now was to go home and sleep without distraction. She had had a tough day at the university. The lectures she attended suddenly became very boring and the classes she entered didn’t spark any interest from her at all. She didn’t see any of her friends and the only person who talked to her fully was Angeli. She wasn’t exactly friendly with her either. Angeli had wanted to tell her that her argument for the last debate they had was absolutely unacceptable and she demanded proof from Terry. Terry just ignored her and walked away as soon as Angeli stopped talking.


Now, as she entered the apartment building she lived in, she was longing to get to her room soon. It was only five o’clock and Alessio was probably still at the office. She might get the bed all for herself at least for an hour. She really needed rest. 


She opened the apartment door slowly and quietly. After closing and locking it again, she hung her jacket at the hanger and then went to the study to put her books. But before she even got to the study, she heard voices. They came from the kitchen. The kitchen door was closed but the voices that were talking quite lowly were audible for her. Terry stopped herself from entering the kitchen and turned to listen at the conversation. It was not because she wanted to pry but what they were saying just caught her attention by surprise then and there.


“… I am hurt. I am insulted… beyond everything I am insulted! I still can’t believe she did that to me? We have been together for over than two years and I was going to marry her and she treated me like that! And the worst thing of all is she accused me of having a fling with my own warden! My warden! My student!” 


Terry knew instantly that it was Pippo’s voice.


“Are you more angry or sad that she left you like that?”


It was Alessio’s voice.


“Both. Mixed. I don’t know! I just feel like killing her and crying at the same time!”


“But you shouldn’t. You don’t deserve her treatment… she’s trash. You should be glad that everything with her is finished now. Imagine you would have to marry someone like her! You’ll be stuck forever with her.”


“But, still… two years. And even more than two years! It is all gone in one single day! I am now alone and without no one and I am the one who is feeling miserable now. I never thought that I would say this, but I suffer from this heartbreak and loneliness. I am not prepared for these feelings.”


“I know. How did you think I feel when Laura ended our relationship like that? No one likes being out of love.”


Terry instantly empathized for the both of them. She still remembered how Alessio was when Laura broke him up. She could see the loneliness and heartbreak in his eyes every time she looked at him. She didn’t actually feel very happy when they broke up then because she hated seeing Alessio very desolate and morose. She hated Laura for breaking Alessio’s heart and to her at that time it didn’t matter if Alessio was with Laura. She loved him so much that all she cared was for him to be happy with whoever he was with. 


Now she understood how Amanda was feeling. When Shez and Coco commented that Amanda was trying too hard for matchmaking Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista, Terry sort of agreed with them. Amanda did seem too be overwhelmed with the whole thing. But now she knew why Amanda was doing that. Amanda must have cared so much for Professor Laurentiis. Perhaps she was the only one who could see that her professor was suffering. Maybe she was the only one who understood that he didn’t like being out of love and needed someone very badly as a companion in his life. She cared so much for him she didn’t care if she had to go all the trouble to find him a new lover even though it seemed outrageous. 


She had thought not to tell Alessio about Clara Maria Battista because she thought it was none of her business. But now she actually wanted to help Amanda. She must help Amanda because it was the only way to make Professor Laurentiis happy. And Terry knew that if Professor Laureniis were happy then Amanda would be too.


Terry immediately went inside the study to put her books. She didn’t want to be caught listening to other people’s conversations behind closed doors. She was not an eavesdropper. So after she placed her bags and books, she walked outside and called for Alessio’s name.


“Alessio!” she called.


In matter of seconds, Alessio appeared from the kitchen. Just as Terry thought, he was still wearing his business suit. He looked tired as well, Terry said to herself when he showed up before her. 


“Ciao. You’re back so late. Even I got home earlier that you did,” Alessio said as he approached his girlfriend and gave her a kiss.


Terry kissed him too and replied, “Why are you home early?”


Pippo showed up then at that moment. He was also still using his business suit. He was even neater than Alessio. Alessio’s tie had been loosened but Pippo’s was still tied up neatly around his neck. He was carrying his briefcase.


“Ciao, Terry. Home late?” Pippo greeted her.


“Well, I had a class that started late,” Terry answered.


“You look so tired. Do you want me to cook dinner?” Alessio asked her.


“As if you can,” Terry replied, which made her become the recipient of a smack on her derriere from her boyfriend. Terry just laughed and told Pippo, “Want to join us for dinner?”


“No, thanks. I have to work,” Pippo answered. “There are some things I must prepare for my lecture this Thursday. Besides, I have to take care Amanda’s financial papers.”


“Amanda’s what?” Terry asked curiously.


“Her financial papers. Her father now gives me the right to manage her finance. All the allowance money she receives will be through me. He also wants to set up a trust fund for her and I have to take care of that as well,” Pippo answered.


Suddenly Terry and Alessio noticed how he spoke about Amanda. Somehow his eyes sort of sparkled when he spoke about her. Terry was amazed. He must also care about her so much that he could speak like that to her. Terry smiled. 


Pippo checked his watch. “It’s time for me to leave. I’ll see you later.”


“Oh, before you leave, Pip… why didn’t you warn me that you had a close friend who used to have a crush on Alessio?” Terry asked.


Both Pippo and Alessio were surprised to hear her question. “What is that supposed to mean?” Alessio asked.


 “I met a certain someone named Clara Maria Battista, who is a professor of literature at the university, and she actually admitted that she had a special feeling for Alessio a long time ago.”


Pippo and Alessio looked at each other and then laughed. Pippo said, “Oh, don’t worry. Clara Maria is harmless. She’s not going to take Alessio from you. As if he’s going to look at her. Your wildness scared her! She never agreed to you being a racer.”


Alessio nodded. “When you said that she wanted to date me, I was happy. But then I acted like a total jackass in the date that she left me. But it wasn’t a big deal. I had thought she was too studious and serious for me. She was with you all the time. I thought you two were going out together. But then you showed up with Ilaria, and then with Elena, and then with Federica, and then Anna, and finally Stefania.” 


Pippo laughed. He asked Terry, “So you’ve finally met Clara Maria. Where did you meet her? How?”


“I was introduced to her by Amanda a few days ago when we were at the library. Amanda told me that she was your old friend. She said that Clara Maria used to like Alessio, which shocked and worried me. But when I talked to her, I thought that she was all right. I asked her if she had met you since coming her and she said no. After I made sure she was no threat, I suggested to her that you two should meet, like in a dinner or something, because I know you must like to meet an old friend,” Terry said to Alessio and Pippo.


“Actually I want to meet her again. Pippo told me about her last week but I hadn’t got the time to call her. We only went on that disastrous date and no more. But I am wondering how she is now and I would love to meet her. And apologize, perhaps,” Alessio said.


Terry turned to Pippo and asked, “Maybe you can set up a meeting between the three of you. Can you?”


“I’ll see what I can do,” Pippo said. “I’ll talk to her when I meet her.”


“You should come too, Pippo. I won’t let them be together alone just on their own,” Terry joked. But she was actually planning to make Amanda’s plan work. “And I am counting on you to keep an eye on them when they do meet.”


Alessio laughed. He hugged her and gave her a kiss once again. “Terry, I am not going to do anything naughty with her.”


Pippo just smiled and said, “I will make sure he won’t do anything naughty with her.”


“But you may, of course,” Terry teased Pippo.


The two brothers laughed louder. Alessio and Pippo said in unison, “Not likely!”


But Terry thought differently. Just wait and see.


It was Terry who woke up first the next morning. She heard the telephone ringing outside. She forced herself to get out of bed to pick it up. Alessio was still sleeping comfortably next to her and he didn’t seem like he can be bothered with anything. Growling, Terry grabbed the robe that was hanging on the chair next to the table in the room. She tied it up as she walked out of the room, still trying to focus her vision. She managed to focus her vision when she reached the telephone.


“Pronto?” Terry answered the call.


“Good morning, Terry. It’s me, Amanda,” Amanda’s voice came into line.


“Oh, hi, Amanda. What’s up?” Terry asked sleepily.


“Sorry if I wake you up so early in the morning. But I just have to know something.”


“What is it?”


“Yesterday, Professor Laurentiis called me. He said that he met you at Alessio’s place and then he told me that you’ve told him about your meeting with Professor Battista. I was just wondering, since you agreed to help me, have you… well, mentioned anything about Alessio meeting Professor Battista with the help of Professor Laurentiis so that they can date?” 


Terry stifled a yawn and answered her, “As a matter of fact, yes I did, Amanda. I already suggested that they meet but with Pippo around. Even though Alessio is going to be there as well, at least they can sit in the same table and talk.”


“Oh, good! Thank you very much for helping me, Terry. I really appreciate it. By the way, I am really, really sorry to wake you up so early.”


Terry smiled. “It’s okay. Now that I’ve heard your cheerful voice, I am fully energized now. You sound so happy.”


“Well, I am excited about Professors Laurentiis and Battista!”


“Amanda, are you sure you’re not going to be jealous?” Terry asked jokingly.

“Jealous? What for?” Amanda asked in confusion.

“Your dear professor taken away by another woman,” Terry replied.

There was a long silence on the phone after that. Terry could only hear Amanda’s breathing. Terry was worried now. She thought Amanda was really jealous. But then came her response.

She whined, “Terrrrrrryyyyyy! How could you?!”

Terry laughed. “Just kidding!”

“Look, I just want Professor Laurentiis to have the best.”

It could be you. Terry said, “I understand.”

“All right, now I am going to get ready to go to campus! See you later! Bye!”

“Ciao e arrivederci!”

 Fabio rushed to enter the library. Once he was inside, he immediately ran to the literature section. His motions were very striking for a place as quiet and tranquil as the library that when he passed the librarian who was cataloguing books in the history section she stared at him sharply. Fabio just grinned sheepishly and then continued to find Amanda. Finally, he found her then and there, at the literature section.

Fabio tried to catch his breath after running all the way from his lecture hall to the library. While he was doing that, he watched Amanda reading a book in a standing up position in front of the rack. Fabio smiled seeing her. She was very sweet even when she was always stuck in a book. She wasn’t wearing her contact lenses apparently because her reading glasses were covering her soft eyes right now. Her dark hair fell loosely on her shoulders as her head was slightly tilted to the side. Fabio enjoyed watching her as much as he enjoyed thinking about her.

Fabio approached her and surprised her with a kiss on her right cheek. “Ciao,” he whispered.

Amanda was surprised. She turned her head to the side and when she saw him, she gasped she smiled. Fabio greeted her again, “Ciao, bella.”

“Ciao, Fabio! I have been waiting for you!” Amanda said.

“What’s with the eyeglasses? What happened to you contact lenses?” Fabio asked in a low whisper. 

“Last night, I had an eye irritation. So I decided to take off my lenses and do what my other always tells me to do when it happens – change into eyeglasses,” Amanda answered.

“Good point,” Fabio replied. He then glanced at the thick book Amanda was holding when he asked, “So, why did you want to see me? You left a very intriguing message in my cell phone! We have progress! What does that supposed to mean?”

Amanda smiled. She closed the book she had been reading and then placed it on the top of a pile of books that was on the floor. She started walking to the end of the rack with her fingers trailing the books on the shelf. She said whisperingly, “Come on, it’s obvious what I mean… I mean that our plan is progressing!” Amanda went on to tell him what she heard from Terry on the telephone this morning. She concluded, “So, now that Professor Laurentiis is positive about the dinner thing all we have to do now is to make sure it happens! That’s the first step and we’ll continue from there.”

At the end of her story, Fabio shook her head in amusement and said, “Amanda, you always get what you want, don’t you?”

Amanda smiled. “I try my best.”

“All right… if so, when is this date going to be?”

“It all depends on Professor Laurentiis,” Amanda said. “Now, let’s persuade her to make him invite her for real. First, we hint that he should realize the dinner between the three. Second, we ask Terry to press Alessio to want the dinner invitation but with Professor around so the feelings will be mutual.”

Amanda then turned to the other side of the rack to get another book. Fabio still followed him there. She continued to speak to him in a whisper, “Now, which task do you want? The first one, hinting, or the second one, ask Terry?”

“I prefer the second one because I don’t know Professor Laurentiis that well,” Fabio said.

“All right, then… we must do it today so that they could go and have dinner on the weekend tomorrow!” Amanda said cheerfully.

Fabio nodded. He then joked, “Shall we synchronize our watches?”

Amanda chuckled. “That’s so lame,” she replied as she took another thick book from the rack and returned to the other side. She placed the books on her pile and counted them. “One… two… three… four… five… that should do it.”

“What’s that?” Fabio asked.

“I have to do this research essay and it requires at least four resources. I’ve found five and I think it should do it for now,” Amanda answered.

Fabio glanced at the pile of books and then cringed. Even though he loved reading but the books Amanda chose were all thick volumes. He wondered if she had always been like that – studious and loved reading.

“Okay, well, that’s all I want to tell you,” Amanda said to Fabio. She smiled and then said, “I’ll see you after your last class?”

“I don’t have anymore classes. Do you?” Fabio replied.

“Just one lecture, that’s all.”

“So I just go on ahead with my task and then you do yours later?” Fabio asked and received an answer from her enthusiastic nod. 

Fabio clicked his fingers and then said enthusiastically, “I’ll go find Terry now. She might be somewhere in the lecture hall. All those politic students are still having debates when I passed through their class. I’ll wait for Terry to come out!” 

“Good idea!” Amanda replied. She hugged Fabio and thanked him gratefully, “Thank you, thank you, thank you! You are a great help!”

“Anything for you!” Fabio replied. He gave her a kiss on the cheeks.

Amanda released Fabio from the bear hug. “Go on. I’ll try to find Professor Laurentiis later.”

“Do you need help with the books?” Fabio asked.

Amanda shook her head. “I can manage. Somehow.”

Fabio stared at her dubiously but Amanda seemed to be very sure of what she was saying. Fabio shrugged then said goodbye to Amanda as he left the literature section to go out from the library. 

Amanda lingered until ten more minutes before she finally took her books to front desk where they would be marked so she could borrow them. Five books were actually over the limit of borrowing amounts. But at the beginning of this semester, Amanda was given a special permission to borrow up until five books, thanks to Professor Brano. He thought Amanda was an exemplary student so he especially asked the library management to let her borrow the books she wanted at a greater amount so that she could study better. That was the first time Amanda thought Professor Brano was not mean and now her opinions of him had changed. 


The librarian who was on duty at the front desk was quite busy when she arrived there because she was marking some other students’ books and library cards. She saw Amanda with her five thick books and said to her that she should just leave the books there and pick it up later. Amanda agreed. She still had one lecture and she didn’t want to bring all those books into the crowded lecture hall. So she did as what the librarian suggested and then left for the lecture. 

The lecture was, of course, by Professor Laurentiis. The lecture hall was crowded as usual. But today, somehow, there seemed to be more people than usual. Amanda frowned as she saw how cramped the lecture hall was from outside the door before she entered the room. Her favorite spot was gone and she couldn’t find her friends.

“Amanda, there you are! Come on! The lecture is about to start!” someone said. 

Amanda turned around and was surprised to see Fabio. “What are you doing here?”

“I am going to join the lecture,” Fabio told her as he pished her inside.

“What for?” Amanda asked, hesitantly entering the room. 

Fabio whispered to her, “I just found out that today Professor Battista is going to assist Professor Laurentiis with the lecture. She’s going to be sort of like a guest lecturer. I don’t know why but that’s what my friends told me. This room becomes more crowded because the students from the other years as well as from other majors and degrees, especially the males, came to see the beautiful Professor Battista,” Fabio explained.

Fabio then escorted her to two front row seats that had been marked. Behind the two seats were Fabio’s friends. Amanda’s friends were two rows behind them. Amanda was surprised to see Sandro, Coco, Terry and Shez were there too. They sat with Fio, Valentina, Nadia and… Marco! Next to them were Elena, Kayla, Luca and Daniele.

“Thanks for saving our seats,” Fabio said to his friends.

“Anything for your girl, Fab,” his friends joked.

Fabio grinned at Amanda. Amanda just rolled her eyes. They sat down together. As soon as they did, Amanda took out a piece of paper and a pencil and wrote something on it. She then gave it to Fabio. Fabio nodded excitedly when he read the message from Amanda and replied it soon. No doubt, they were talking about Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista.

Meanwhile, three rows behind them, Elena began to whisper to Kayla and Shez, who were sitting on each of her sides. “Amanda and Fabio are really, really like a couple!”

“Tell us something new,” Kayla said.

“But is she serious with him? What about Ethan?” Shez whispered back.

“What are you guys talking about?” Terry suddenly joined in the conversation.

“Amanda and Fabio,” Kayla told her. 

“They are always together nowadays,” Elena said.

“But they’re just friends, perhaps… nothing serious,” Terry suggested. She knew the reason why Amanda and Fabio were close was because they had their secret project for Professor Laurentiis and Battista. Terry knew immediately that Amanda and Fabio must be very excited about this lecture because they always longed to see the two professors together.

“Come on… look at them! They’re like boyfriend and girlfriend already!” Elena said. “Fabio insisted on his friends to save two empty seats at the front row for him and her even thought the seats had originally been taken! He practically bribed the two people who sat there in the first place to go away! Luca saw them in the library earlier. He was going to greet them but then he was very surprised to see the two of them hugging behind a bookshelf and… she kissed him first! Yesterday Fabio also asked Kayla and I to go to a music concert with her and Amanda so that he wouldn’t look too obvious in pursuing her. I told him it was very stupid of him to think that way because it’s already clear anyway that he’s chasing after her!”

Shez and Terry chuckled. Elena said, “But I am also asking myself if Amanda is really serious with him because I know that she still hopes that Ethan would return.”

“I thought she’s over him. She never talks about him anymore, doesn’t she?” Terry replied.

Shez agreed, “That’s right. She never mentions his name.”

“Oh, but, Amanda doesn’t tell anyone what she does when it comes to Ethan. For that matter, she’s very private. She’s always been like that when it comes to Ethan. They’re very hush-hush about their relationship. I know it’s her type to be like that. That is why I am surprised Amanda lets herself and Fabio to be apparent,” Elena said.

“What if she doesn’t like him that way?” Shez asked worriedly. She thought Fabio was a very nice guy and they should be together because Amanda might not get anyone better than that.

Elena and Kayla shrugged. “I suppose we’ll have to see later,” Kayla said.

The next minute Professor Laurentiis came. The room suddenly became silent. He smiled and greeted all of them, “Good afternoon, everyone. The film is about to start so please get your popcorn ready!” 

The students laughed at his humor. He continued, “Today, as you might have heard, I will have a colleague of mine to join me in the lecture. You might have seen her and you might have not but she is here…” He gave some males a knowing smile and said, “And she is real. She’s no goddess or something.” The students laughed again. One of the common comments male students utter when they saw Professor Battista was, “Is she real?”

“All right. Professor Battista is coming soon with the other professors who are going to join this lecture. While we wait for her, let me give you an introduction of what she is going to speak about today. Our topic will be a bit philosophical today but it’s not going to be a major drama. It’s going to be about passion and desire in English literature. Future romance novelists, pay attention!”

In fact, everyone paid attention to him. When he spoke, he seemed to send everyone to trance. Their eyes were all fixed to him and they were all looking very intently at him. Professor Battista, who arrived with Professor Brano, stood behind the slightly open the door to watch him for a while. 

“What’s the matter? Aren’t you going to come inside?” Professor Brano asked.

She answered, “I want to watch him for a while. I wonder what makes him so good at this.”

She then watched him closely. A few moments later, she realized that Pippo didn’t use any special techniques to deliver the lecture. He was just a natural speaker. He knew when to put in jokes or put emphasis on something to attract attention. He moved artlessly from one spot to another so that he could make eye contact with everyone. His loud voice and confident stance were something that came from him naturally to give a very strong charismatic impression. 

“He’s a natural. You knew he was since the beginning. I’ve always said so,” Professor Brano said. 

Clara Maria nodded. When they were still students and studying with Professor Brano, the professor always said that Pippo had a talent for diplomacy because of the way he spoke. But since Pippo didn’t like politics too much, Professor Brano said that he would make a great lecturer. 

“Let’s go inside. I think Pippo is about to be finished with the introduction,” another professor named Regio said.

Professor Brano opened the door just in time for Professor Laurentiis to conclude his sentence. The professor inside the hall nodded and said to the students, “Apparently, the other professors are here. Now, I will give this talk to Professor Battista. I am sure you will find this lecture very interesting and useful so pay attention.”

Professor Battista walked to the center front of the hall while Professor Laurentiis retreated to the seats in front of the hall, which were provided for the other professors. He joined the other professors and shook hands with them. Meanwhile, Professor Battista had begun her lecture.

“Good afternoon. I am Clara Maria Battista. I am a guest lecturer. I am sure you all know what I am doing here. I am not a teaching staff but I am a research professor. However on this occasion, the dean has asked me to deliver the lecture about passion and desire in literature, particularly English. I actually don’t know why the dean wanted me to do this lecture because Professor Laurentiis by far knows more about those two things better than I do…”

Everyone else burst out laughing while Professor Laurentiis suddenly smiled sheepishly. Sandro and Coco glanced at each other meaningfully with knowing smiles. Amanda turned her body around to look at them both. Sandro and Coco’s eyes met hers and Amanda winked to them. Sandro and Coco began to chuckle too.

“Is that true?” Fabio asked in a whisper to Amanda.

Amanda shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? But Professor Battista seems to know about it and she sounds sure. So, maybe it is.”

Professor Battista started to speak again and the students returned to their silence. She said, “All right… about passion and desire in literature now. First of all, what do I mean about passion? What do I mean about desire? Passion. What is passion? Love is passion. But hate is also passion. They both are strong feelings and can last forever. Let’s consider it this way – you can’t hate someone that much if you don’t love them that much. You wouldn’t feel so hurt if someone you love very much didn’t hurt you that badly. It is love that causes hate sometimes and it is from hate love can rise.”

Fio and Nadia stared at each other. Then they looked at each of their boyfriends. Marco and Sandro were still cold at each other. But now the girls knew something else about them. They had secretly become friends and it was all because of their hatred of each other. 

“Writers in English had captured this concept in their works. Some of the best works in English literature are about this. Who can tell me one?”

Amanda was among the people who raised their hands. Professor Battista saw her and then nodded. “Yes, Amanda?”

Amanda could feel everyone’s eyes on her but she answered the question with confidence, “William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. It is the severe enmity between their families that made them even more eager to be together and therefore it made their love seem to be very passionate.”

“Very good, Amanda. That is one picture of love-hate passion thing in English literature!” Professor Battista said and Amanda smiled because of the compliment.

Throughout the lecture, Amanda paid close attention to Professor Battista’s lecture. Fabio, on the other hand, was paying more attention to Amanda. Somewhere in the middle of the lecture, Fabio reached for Amanda’s left hand and held it. Amanda felt him doing so and she gave him a little smile. Their hands were entwined from then on to the end of the lecture.

Pippo noticed it. He could see clearly what Amanda and Fabio were actually doing. His heart seemed to flip when he saw Fabio caressing her fingers with his. That sort of comforting gesture was very intimate. Pippo felt once again the air around him was suffocating him. He didn’t know why. Maybe it was the air or maybe it was his own envy. He just knew he didn’t like the scene between Amanda and Fabio. He knew it was very stupid to think unreasonably like that but he just didn’t like that.

An hour and a half later, the lecture ended. The moment Professor Battista finished her concluding sentence, the students burst into a loud and cheery applause. The professor said thank you a couple of times. After that she left the center front and joined the other professors, who congratulated her. 

Amanda and Fabio looked at each other. They didn’t say anything but their hands were still holding each other. Fabio then lifted Amanda’s bag from the floor and gave it to her. “What now? We do our plan now?” he asked her.

Amanda nodded. “Yes. I’ll try to speak privately with Professor Laurentiis. You go to Terry.”

“I will. So, where do we meet?” Fabio asked.

“What if you call me at home tonight?” Amanda replied.

“All right. I’ll call you later. Ciao,” Fabio said. He kissed Amanda’s cheek and then let go of her hand very slowly. He smiled as he left Amanda and walked backwards to the door so that he could wave his hand at her. After Amanda replied his wave, he caught Terry’s attention with his eyes and gestured her to come forward to him. Terry understood and then rushed to meet Fabio outside the lecture hall.

“Amanda!” Fio called. Amanda turned to see Fio. Fio had approached her with Sandro. “Come on! Let’s go! Sandro is going to treat us for dinner!”

Amanda shook her head. “I don’t think I can go.”

“Why not?” Fio asked.

“I have to…” Amanda said. I have to match-make Professor Laurentiis and Battista. But of course she said instead, “… study.”

Fio groaned. “Oh, please! Tomorrow is Saturday. What test are you going to have tomorrow?”

“Nothing. But I just feel like studying,” Amanda said. Suddenly she caught Professor Laurentiis’ figure moving towards the exit of the hall and she began to panic. “Uh, I think I have to go now.”

Sandro followed the direction of her glance and then knew who was Amanda looking at. Sandro then said knowingly, “All right, Amanda. You go ahead and study. We’ll bring you some cakes for later.” 

Amanda knew Sandro knew about what she was actually going to do. Thank you, Sandro, she said with her eyes to him. Amanda then said goodbye to the couple and ran outside to the corridor. Fio stared at her boyfriend in a mix of confusion and disbelief. 

“What’s that all about?” she asked. “Why did you say that to her?”

Sandro just pulled her and started walking. He said, “I’ll tell you later. It’s actually… confidential.”

Amanda lost Professor Laurentiis. She was too late. She didn’t get to him. He was already gone. Amanda then spotted Michele, one of the guys who asked her to go together to the Autumn Ball. She called for his name and he turned to see Amanda. His face broke into a smile when he saw her. 

“What’s up, Amanda?” he asked.

“Michele, do you see Professor Laurentiis?” Amanda asked.

“Oh, the professors went to the library with some senior students. I think they are doing this research thing,” Michele answered.

“Thank you, Michele. See you around,” Amanda said. She decided to hurry there. She needed to get her books anyway.

When Amanda got there, the librarian she met before at the front desk was coming out of the building. She told Amanda that her books were still there and were with the other librarian, named Signora Mazoni. Amanda thanked her and then went inside. 

“There you are, Amanda,” Signora Mazoni said. She fixed the position of her eyeglasses and then told her, “Your books are here.”

“Grazie, signora,” Amanda replied. 

“These are all heavy books. Are you sure you can carry them all?” 

Amanda nodded. “Somehow, I know I will be able to.”

“I sure hope you will be!”

Amanda just smiled. She began to arrange the carrying of the books. She put two of the books inside her rather empty bag while she carried the other three with her hands. She could manage that although her shoulders felt sore the instant she put on her backpack. Nevertheless she didn’t want to complain. She knew the risk since the beginning anyway.

“Are you going home now?” Signora Mazino asked.

Amanda began to shake her head because her answer was going to be no. But then she changed her mind. She had wanted to look for Professor Laurentiis but now didn’t seem to be a good time. She didn’t want to come to him as if something appeared to be very important but then having a conversation where she suggest him to take Professor Battista for dinner. It would be too obvious. Perhaps she should do that another time. 

So now she nodded. “Yes, I am going to.”

“Good luck with the books!”

Amanda laughed. She then said goodbye to the old librarian. Only a few steps later, she heard Professor Laurentiis’ voice calling her. “Amanda!”

“Yes?” Amanda asked. “Professor Laurentiis?”

The professor approached her quickly. “Are you going home?”

“Yes, actually,” Amanda answered. “Why?”

Professor Laurentiis then halted, stared at her and then the books she was carrying. He seemed to hesitate for a while to say something to her. But Amanda asked him again, “Why?”

He raised his eyes to hers and answered, “You know what, never mind.”

“Why?” she pressed on.

“I was going to ask you to do something for me before you go home but apparently you already have a lot of things to carry,” he said.

“I know, I know… these books are thick, they are heavy and I can’t carry them. But I can. So, what is it?” Amanda replied.

“Forget about it. I am not going to trouble you. But I would like to ask now if you have a ride home because you surely aren’t thinking of walking home by feet with that kind of load.”

“I don’t and I am thinking of that,” Amanda answered.

“No way. You wait for me for fifteen minutes. I will take you home.”

Amanda’s eyes widened. She couldn’t believe he just said that to him. She rebuked, “Professor! I am not a sick or weak person who can’t walk home just because I carry heavy books! I am not a handicap so please don’t treat me like one. I am not a little child either so stop treating me like one!” 

Professor Battista chuckled behind them all of a sudden. She said to Professor Laurentiis, “Pippo, shame on you! You shouldn’t be treating her like that! She’s an intelligent woman and you should treat her like one.”

“Thank you, Professor Battista,” Amanda said.

The other professor just chuckled. “All right. I give up. Why is it so hard for you to accept my offers?” 

“That wasn’t an offer! You were ordering me to go home with you!” Amanda argued. “And you were practically underestimating my ability to carry these books on my own as if I am someone with no legs!”

“All right, let me change the way I say it,” Professor Laurentiis said. He cleared his throat and said, “Amanda, will you ride home with me so I can help you carry your heavy books?”

Amanda smiled full of satisfaction. Then it hit her then and there. What a perfect opening! Words began to form in her head so she could say it pointing to the idea that Professor Laurentiis and Battista should be together.

“I’d love to, Professor. But don’t worry about me. I really can carry them on my own,” Amanda said. Then she said, “Why don’t you offer a ride to Professor Battista instead? She’s also carrying books and they also look heavy.”

Professor Battista smiled at her. She was indeed carrying thick books as well. But she said, “It’s all right Amanda. These are actually lightweight. Just thick.”

“Nevertheless, I think Professor Laurentiis should offer you a ride. On the way home, you can talk about passion and desire in English literature. Professor Laurentiis might teach you something about it too… over dinner, perhaps?” Amanda said with a wink. 

Before any of them could reply, she was gone before their eyes.

Chapter 92


Amanda walked out of the bathroom humming a song. She was in a very good mood. Fabio had called her last night and not only had he an encouraging message from Terry, he also gave her an invitation that was hard to reject. He told her that Terry said Alessio was really going to ask Professor Battista to have dinner in the company of Professor Laurentiis tonight. After that he asked her to go to a concert with him, which was Alex Britti. In addition to Nek and Neri Per Caso, Amanda loved Alex Britti just as much. 


“You look happy,” Fio said, appearing from the kitchen.


“I am,” Amanda replied. She walked to the kitchen and went straight to the refrigerator to get a glass of milk. She also sliced a pudding and ate it for breakfast. Fio joined her in the dining in the kitchen.


“Why are you happy? Fabio?” Fio asked.


“Fabio, Terry, Alessio, Professor Laurentiis, Professor Battista, Alex Britti and everything else,” Amanda answered with a bright smile.


Fio cleared her throat and then demanded in a high tone, “I want to know why you didn’t tell me about your plan to match make Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista! I am practically your sister and you didn’t tell me anything about it?”


Amanda smiled apologetically and then hugged her friend whom she thought was her real sister. “Sorry,” she said babyishly. “I thought you would chastise me the way Shez and that boyfriend of yours did!”


“I would have, actually,” Fio replied. Amanda frowned instantly. But Fio then smiled and said, “But obviously you are making progress. Terry and Shez told me everything about it. I found out from them and from Sandro and from Fabio. I was a bit hurt you didn’t include me in this and I thought you were going to admit it to me soon, after Fabio called you last night. But you didn’t.”


“I’m sorry,” Amanda said. “Now you know. So, are you going to help me?”


“Of course!” Fio replied. She said to her earnestly, “Amanda, you have helped me with everything else in my life. I’ll always help you in anything you want.”


Amanda hugged her again. “Thanks, Fio! I know I could count on you!”


“All the time,” Fio said.


Eating her pudding, Amanda asked Fio, “So, what do you plan to do today? Going out with Sandro?”


“I have to visit my parents at home. Marco is going to come too. It’s a family day. But I’ll meet Sandro later tonight when we go clubbing. Marco, Nadia, Luigi and Valentina are going to come with us.”


“A triple date! Nice!” Amanda said. “Just be careful with Marco and Sandro, though. They might wreck up the club just by swearing to each other.”


“Why don’t you and Fabio come along? You sure know how to keep them both quiet,” Fio suggested.


Amanda shook her head. “Can’t. Tonight Alessio and Professor Laurentiis are going to have dinner with Professor Battista. Terry is going to come too, I think. I will be too anxiously waiting to hear the news about it so I don’t want to go anywhere.”


Fio sighed. “Amanda… you are sometimes very…”


“Weird? I know, I know,” her friend replied dismissively. 


“No, actually, I was going to say that you are one of the luckiest persons I’ve ever known in my life. You seem to always get what you want, no matter how and what. I wish I could be like you,” she said.


Keeping her face straight, she replied, “Oh, it’s so good that you think that way. I have been following the cult of worship for the goddess of Fortune since years ago.”


Fio shook her head, laughed and then told her that she was silly. After that Fio said that she was going to leave the house before Amanda’s silliness infected her. Fio took a shower after that and prepared herself to go to her parents’ house. Half an hour later, she was neatly dressed and all ready to go. Amanda said goodbye to her and told her to have fun. Fio left the house at ten in the morning and Amanda was alone.


Alone in her apartment, Amanda went to her computer and then checked her e-mail. She wanted to know if there was something from Ethan. To her delight, Ethan sent her an e-mail. Wasting no more time, Amanda read it with the usual eagerness she had whenever reading something from him.

As usual, forgive me for not writing back ASAP. The job I am doing now demands more and more of my time. Last week I was sent to Mexico to write an article about the holiday heavens in the country. I thought it was going to be fun but the deadlines are driving me crazy! I used to think being a journalist was one of the most relaxed jobs but I was proven wrong. But I am doing it contently. I am trying to earn more money by myself so I don’t have to be dependent on my parents anymore. Once I can afford to live from my own money, I am going to move back to Italy to meet you and live there… with you.  I hope it happens soon enough. I don’t have to tell you anymore that I miss you very much.


Amanda replied his e-mail as soon as she finished reading it. In his e-mail he didn’t comment on Fabio at all. Amanda assumed he understood that Fabio and her were only friends and she didn’t want to bring up that matter anymore. She didn’t want to make him angry.


The truth was she didn’t know what to feel towards Fabio or Ethan. At one side, she enjoyed being with Fabio. She genuinely enjoyed the times she was spending with him. Fabio was absolutely not the type of man that she would usually like. He was relaxed, easygoing and was a fun-loving person. Fabio always made her laugh even though it was such a serious or a grave situation. He treated her normally, full of amiability, like friends. She felt comfortable with him around her. 

Before that Amanda was more interested in quiet and calm men such as Ethan. He was a person that Amanda thought was ideal. He had a mixture of charisma and nonchalance that could bring her peace of mind just by looking at him. He had loved her that much and been willing to give her just about anything. 

Come to think of it, Amanda could see that her relationship with Fabio was like the first time she was with Ethan. They had started off as good friends and became lovers later on. The difference was that Ethan treated her more like a sister in the friendship while Fabio was more open in showing his feelings of likeness for Amanda. 

Now that she was unattached but had a close relationship with Ethan still as well as Fabio, she was confused. She liked Fabio very much for everything he was but she couldn’t deny that she still hoped Ethan would return to her. She really couldn’t choose.

Sighing, Amanda finished typing her e-mail and then turned off her computer. She felt like she needed a breeze of fresh air. So she decided to go out. She didn’t know what to do outside or where to go but she just knew she needed to be out of her apartment. She was bored and thinking of Ethan and Fabio just somehow drained her energy all of a sudden. 

Maybe she could go the piazzas and bump into someone. Maybe she could go to Kayla or Elena’s house and surprise them. Maybe she could even go to the library or somewhere. Anywhere but in the house!

A few minutes later, Amanda was already out on the streets, walking in a relaxed stance. She began to feel better. The first thing she thought of was to get on a bus and go to one of her friend’s house. She decided to go to Daniele’s house. She hadn’t been spending much time with him or having heart-to-heart talk with him. 

Amanda took the second bus that arrived and went to the direction of Daniele’s house. It wasn’t that far so she arrived in no time. Daniele’s house was quiet and it seemed deserted. Amanda knew he was home, though. Daniele’s parents were in the government, just like Ethan’s and Fio’s were. They were recruited to become diplomatic staff members in the Italian embassy in Spain last year and Daniele lived alone in the house with his older brother and his wife, who were broadcasters. They were probably working now so no wonder the house was quiet.

Amanda rang the bell to his house. She rang the bell for three times and waited three minutes after that until Daniele appeared. He was still wearing his pajamas. His hair was standing up in disarrayed spikes, fresh from bed, his eyes droopy and his face sleepy. Amanda giggled seeing his appearance. When Daniele saw his friend, all dressed up in a very neat outfit, standing outside his front gate and laughing at him, he gasped and gaped.

“Amanda! What are you doing there?” he asked in panic.

“Can I come in?”

“Now?!”

“Yes.”

“No!”

Amanda shrugged. “Okay, I’ll just leave.”

At that, Daniele ran to the gate and quickly opened it for her. He said, “No, don’t leave. It’s nice for you to come! But… I am so totally not prepared to greet guests.” Daniele gestured her to come inside. Amanda stepped inside to the front yard of his house while he closed the gate.  

Amanda glanced at her watch and said, “Dani, this is already ten o’clock! What did you last night to make you wake up this early?”

“Well, first, I went to watch Roma train for the game against Fiorentina. Then we decided to go out and play football ourselves. After that, we watched a rerun of a football game and it finished late.” Dani replied.

“Who did you go with?”

“Everyone else in the football team and my brother. Oh, Fabio didn’t come, though. We all suspected you had something to do with it. When we asked him whether he was going to come or not, do you know what he said?” He then mimicked, “Oh, I am sorry… I can’t. I promised to do something to someone. I also have to make a very important phone call.” Opening the front door, he grinned and said, “We just guessed right away that it was you.”

Amanda frowned and said, “So, it’s like a public secret now that Fabio and I are close?”

“Do you deny it?” Daniele asked.

“No. But it’s really not like what you think,” Amanda said.

They both went inside the house and Daniele closed the door behind him. He said, “Actually, I also don’t think the way everyone thinks it is. At least, the four of us don’t.”

“The four of you?” 

“Elena, Kayla, Luca and I.”

Amanda glared at him and asked, “You were talking about me?!”

“We couldn’t help it, Amanda! What happened in the lecture yesterday just showed that you two are very intimate, yet we know that you are not a couple! I don’t know about Fabio but I do know that you are still very much thinking about Ethan.”

Amanda and Daniele looked at each other. After a few moments, Amanda broke down into a frantic state. “AAAAAAAA! I don’t know! I don’t know how I should feel for the both of them!”

“Okay, okay, okay… calm down now!” Daniele quickly said. He held Amanda on the shoulders and made her look at him and listen to him. He always did that when she was panicky. Amanda calmed down soon after that. He said, “Amanda, please, don’t panic. We’ll talk about this later. First, you just sit down, get something to drink or eat from my kitchen and relax. I’ll go take a bath. Then, we’ll talk. Okay?”

“Okay,” she replied. 

Daniele nodded and then dashed to the bathroom to take a shower. Amanda went to the kitchen to get herself a drink. She opened Daniele’s refrigerator and saw milk. Although she had drunk one glass of it this morning, she just couldn’t resist the temptation of another one. After pouring her milk to a glass, she sat down on the table in the kitchen. She found a copy of La Gazzetta dello Sport daily on the table. She reached for it and soon enough she drowned herself in the football news it had to offer for the day.

Her friend showed up in a fresh appearance with his still wet hair. Amanda just glanced at him for a very short while before she continued on reading which players AC Milan and Juventus were planning to buy for the second half of the football season. Daniele smiled seeing Amanda read the newspaper. She wasn’t a soccer buff but she knew a lot about the sport, thanks to her hobby of reading the papers, including sport dailies.

“So, who are Milan and Juve are going to buy?” Daniele asked.

“I have no idea. Milan and Juve are not telling anyone here… well, I hope they can get more Italian players. There are just too many foreign players in Italian clubs these days,” Amanda answered as she closed the newspaper.

In disgust, Daniele replied, “You know, I think Lazio should just move somewhere to Latin America because their players are all Latin Americans.”

“You really hate that club, don’t you?” Amanda asked amusedly. 

As a pure Roman, Daniele was an absolute fanatic of AS Roma, one of the two sides in the capital, and hated the other, SS Lazio, which he thought was a crappy club. The thing he hated most about Roma’s derby rival was that their supporters and some of the players were absolutely racists. Being someone who had tasted living in places as exotic as Thailand and Nigeria, Daniele was accustomed to see different sorts of people. 

“Well, you know… I just hate those racist pigs,” Daniele answered dryly.

“Are any of the people in the soccer team Lazio fans?” Amanda asked.

“Not really. They just like one or two players from the club but not really the team’s fan. Some of them like your clubs more than this city’s clubs,” Daniele answered, referring to AC Milan and Juventus. He then smiled amusedly, “You know what… you are even funnier! You like two teams who are most definitely rivals in the whole country… they hate each other like hell! And you love them very much.”

Amanda smiled cheekily and retorted, “Only because of Ferrari and handsome players.”

Daniele replied wryly again, “I know, I know… Juventus is associated with Ferrari and Milan has handsome players.”

“What club does Luca like again?” Amanda asked. “Parma, is it?”

“Oh, you know what… perhaps Luca is even weirder than your taste in football… he likes Atalanta because his family originally came from Bergamo, Roma because he lives here and Parma because he likes the combination of blue and yellow in their uniform. How crazy is that?”

Amanda just laughed. “Oh, whatever!”

“By the way, Fabio likes Roma too. He’s a traditionalist. Everyone in his family is a Roma fan, from great great-grandfather to his nephew who is just three years old. His nephew is his cousin’s son,” Daniele added.

Amanda lost her cheeriness. Daniele quickly said, “I just thought you wanted to know about Fabio… I am sorry if I said something wrong.”

She sighed. “Oh, it’s not that… I mean… now I am confused of what to do… I mean…  with Ethan and all…”

Daniele asked, “Are you still in touch with Ethan?”

“We send each other e-mails. I want to call him, of course, but lately I don’t have time to do that because of school and all other matters and I have to save money,” Amanda said. 

“How often do you send e-mails to each other?” Daniele asked.

“Not certain. There was a period of when we send replies in the interval of three days. But there are also times when we send replies to each other in the interval of just one day. Lately, I think, he’s been busy that he can only send me e-mails in the interval of five days or more,” Amanda answered.

“What do say to each other?” 

Amanda didn’t dare look at him when she answered, “That I miss him very much and I want him back and says the same thing.”

Daniele asked, “Well, do you?”

“Do I?” she replied.

“Do you miss him and want him back for real?”

Amanda turned to look at him and then she answered, “Yes.”

Daniele took a deep breath and whistled lowly. He shook his head. After that he said, “But, Amanda, you are close with Fabio!”

“I know… that’s why I am confused,” Amanda said sadly.

“Do you like him enough to let him come into your life fully?” Daniele asked.

Amanda shook her head in confusion. “I don’t know!”

“Well, how do you feel about Fabio?”

“I like him a lot! But I want Ethan back too,” Amanda answered.

Daniele sighed. “Amanda, there will come a time when you have to choose between the both of them. They won’t like it if you consider them both as your boyfriends! I am not sure any of them would like the idea of you loving two people at the same time!”

“And they wouldn’t like it either if I choose one of them only and leave out the other!” Amanda said exasperatedly. 


“But it’s better than to have to divide your love for two people at the same time,” Daniele said. 


“Oh, Daniele, what should I do?”


“I say you make up your mind about them. In my opinion, you and Fabio have more chance of being happy together than you and Ethan do,” Daniele answered. He reached for Amanda’s hands and squeezed them tightly to give her reassurance. He continued seriously, “Fabio really likes you. He thinks you’re the best girl he’s ever met. He said that to us on the day you played football with us. He cares a lot about you two. When he heard about the rumors of your plane crash, he panicked and called every single one of us. He could only calm down when we told him that you were safe and sound with Professor Laurentiis and his family. He was the one who actually suggested to watch the concert together because he wanted to meet you but without being too blatant. I know that he’s serious with you. You’re not just another girl for him. In fact, no girl has been just another girl in his life. He always starts and ends his relationships with his girlfriends nicely. You can ask Fio for that.


“Amanda, he loves you very much. And you deserve to be happy. Not that I don’t think you and Ethan could be happy either. But think about it! Ethan is still in his country and who knows when he actually might return here. Of course he said that he misses you very much but who knows what is happening down there? You know for a fact that he is a charming man and many women might like him. He’s also older than you are. He might reconsider taking a woman his age this time.”


While Daniele spoke, Amanda’s tears flooded from her eyes. Now that he was pausing, Amanda said brokenly, “But, Dani, I don’t want him to find another woman…”


“I know you don’t, Amanda. But who knows? No one! You have to be careful. You are in long distance contact with him and not as boyfriend and girlfriend. He’s unattached. He might be experiencing the same thing as you are now with Fabio! I am just saying that you must consider that possibility too. That’s why it’s safer for you to accept Fabio in your life rather than wait for Ethan’s uncertainties.”


Amanda sobbed quietly. Daniele stroked her hair gently. He said to her, “I know it’s hard to let go especially when you’re the least ready for it. But it’s about time you prepare yourself to get ready. Fabio is waiting just around the corner, Amanda. He’s waiting for you to give the signals to come forward. Let him try. If he truly can’t make you happy then you can hope back to Ethan. But at least let him try first to reach you.”


With her teary eyes, she stared at Daniele and sobbed brokenly. Daniele hugged her. Amanda hugged him back. They stayed in that position for a while until Amanda’s crying subsided. Daniele tried to comfort her. It worked. Amanda felt much better after that.


“Sssh, stop crying, Amanda. You can ruin your eyes again,” Daniele said gently.


Amanda wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled at him. “Thanks, Dani. You’re the greatest!” She hugged him once again and gave him a kiss.


“No problem, Amanda. Anything for you…” he replied. Then he joked, “Not that you need anything else, actually. What else could a girl like you want? You have everything.”


“Isn’t there a boy band who sang about this girl who had everything?” Amanda asked.


Daniele smiled full of satisfaction. Amanda was already back in a joking mood. He replied, “I think they mean you.”


“But the song is from a long time ago… I hadn’t had everything back then!” Amanda replied.


Daniele just laughed. “Well, now that you have everything, maybe you can share something with me…”


“What?” Amanda asked suspiciously. 


“I don’t know… anything! You have everything, remember?”


“Money?”


“I’d rather have your Shakespeare collection.”


“I’d rather give you money.”


Daniele and Amanda laughed together.


Amanda spent the rest of the morning into midday with Daniele. They lazed in the house, talking idly about their high school memories and the funny, silly and stupid things they did together. They also discussed their friends’ old habits that used to amuse them. At one o’clock, Amanda and Daniele decided that they should go lunch outside. They went by Daniele’s bike, which Amanda thought was very funny because she had to sit on the saddle behind Daniele’s in a girl like style because she was wearing a skirt.


They went to a pizzeria near Piazza di San Giovanni and ate large portions of pizza. They took their pizzas to the Piazza and ate them there. While they were eating they continued talking and joking. This time they continued their talk about football. At the end of lunch, Amanda was so full that she almost couldn’t stand up while Daniele seemed to still be hungry.


“Oh, Dani, you are such a pig!” Amanda told him when he said that he wanted to get one more slice of pizza.


“Okay, okay… no pizza. How about ice cream?” Daniele asked.


Amanda groaned. “I can’t swallow anything else…”


“Oh, come on… just one ice cream?”


Amanda shook her head. “No! You can have it you want to but not for me. I’m never going to eat again for the rest of my life.”


“That’s an obvious lie! You’ll be hungry again tonight!” Daniele said. 


“You are not supposed to eat so much anyway,” Amanda said. “You’re a football player. You should keep in shape.”


“Ah, who cares? It’s not like I am going to play for the national team,” Daniele said. He pulled Amanda to get up and then ordered her to mount the bike because they were going to the ice cream parlor. 


Five minutes later, Amanda and Daniele were sitting in the terrace of an ice cream parlor, eating ice cream of three different flavors each. It turned out that Amanda didn’t have to struggle much to eat the ice cream because she enjoyed it very much. Daniele replied her remark about being a pig.


“Well, at least I am a sweet pig,” Amanda joked.


“All right, if you’re sweet pig, I’m handsome pig!” Daniele replied.


“Not likely. Even Luca is more handsome than you are!” Amanda retorted.


“Seriously? Luca is more handsome than I am?” Daniele asked in a serious tone.


Amanda stared at him and saw that Daniele was seriously asking for her opinion. She then smiled and then patted his arm. “I think you and Luca are both handsome… in a different way, though.”


“How am I handsome?” 


Amanda burst out laughing. “You are so vain!”


“Well, vanity helps sometimes. Look at Coco! He’s vain but he managed to get one of the prettiest girl on campus, Shez. I’d kill to get someone like her,” Daniele said laughingly.  


Amanda slapped his back and made him yelp. She replied, “If there is one person who isn’t vain it’s…”


“Professor Laurentiis?” Daniele interjected cheekily.


Amanda slapped him again but this time he laughed out loud instead of yelping. Amanda stuck her tongue out at him. But then she said, “Well, yes… why not? He’s handsome, intelligent and rich. But he keeps his feet on his ground and is always nice to everyone. Don’t you dare deny that you like him as much as well all do!”


“I do like him, actually. It’s just that he’s… well, girls like him so much… he can give Raoul Bova a run for his money in that matter!” Daniele said. 


Amanda looked at him speculatively. Should she tell him about her plan for Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista? Maybe Daniele could give her an opinion about something. Amanda was about to open her mouth to say it to him but Daniele already spoke first.


“Hey, do you think Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista might like each other?” he asked curiously.


Amanda was surprised to hear that. She had to struggle to keep her face straight. Casually she inserted the spoon full of ice cream to her mouth and swallowed the ice cream first before she answered him. “You think so?”


“I don’t know. I just think that Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista can be a good couple together. I mean, they have been friends since a long time ago and they seemed to be close with each other than they are with the others. Professor Battista also suits him well if they were to become lovers. They’re both beautiful people, intelligent and in the same field of teaching,” Daniele reasoned.


Amanda nodded. Glad to know that I am not the only one who thinks so. “I think so too,” Amanda replied.


“Well, if Professor Battista doesn’t want Professor Laurentiis, she can have me instead. I don’t mind,” Daniele replied.


Amanda slapped him again and glared at him. Daniele laughed louder than before. A few seconds later, his laugh was stopped by the loud ringing of Amanda’s cell phone. Amanda quickly grabbed her bag and took her phone from inside. She didn’t recognize whose number was calling her phone but she answered it anyway.


“Pronto?”


“Ciao, Amanda! I can’t believe I am seeing you here!” 


It took her a while to realize whose voice it was. “Shez?”


“Yeah, it’s me.”


“Whose phone are you using to call me? I don’t know the number!”


“Oh, this is Coco’s telephone. I can’t be bothered with a cell phone. Anyway, do you mind if we join you?”


“Where in the world are you?” Amanda asked.


“We are inside Coco’s car that is parked across the street. We just got here and saw you and Daniele at the ice cream parlor!” 


Amanda turned her head to look at Coco’s car. It was there indeed. Amanda smiled. She knew very well that car. It wasn’t Coco’s car. It was his brother’s car. Amanda knew that the brothers liked to borrow each other’s car. Now Coco was using Pippo’s.


“Okay, come and join us!”


Amanda told Daniele that Shez and Coco were coming. They then watched as Coco and Shez exited the black Alfa Romeo that was parked across the street. Coco and Shez then crossed the street together. Coco said something to Shez and she laughed quite loud. Shez then nudged him and told him to be quiet. Coco grinned mischievously at her and then rumpled her hair.


Amanda secretly admired the two of them. The two of them didn’t have to try very hard to show that they were in love with each other. Coco and Shez were compatible to each other that everything they did seemed complementary to one another. Even someone who didn’t know them too well could see that Coco and Shez were very much in love. The way Coco looked at Shez from a distance with a passionate glow in his eyes and the way Shez looked up to him whenever they spoke were enough to show that they were more than just friends. In fact, Amanda thought they were never ever going to be separated. There was just too much love between them.


Amanda wondered if she could be like them as well. She knew she had been like that with Ethan. Everyone said so. They all said that Amanda and Ethan radiated too much affection for each other that it gave the impression they could never be apart. But the reality was that Ethan was now gone from her life. Sure she had Fabio in her life now and she could find out if she could be like Coco and Shez or like Alessio and Terry or like Sandro and Fio.


“Ciao!” Coco greeted when they have arrived at the table. 


“Ciao!” Amanda and Daniele replied.


“You’ve finished your ice cream already?” Coco asked Amanda and Daniele disappointedly. “But you’re not going away now, are you?”


“I won’t,” Amanda answered.


Daniele glanced at his watch and then grimaced. “But I can’t stay long. My brother and his wife are going to come home in around thirty minutes time. I have to be home to open the doors for them because they didn’t bring the keys at all.”


“You’re going now? Oh, shucks,” Amanda replied.


Daniele patted Amanda’s back and said with a naughty grin, “Well, sorry, my friend. I guess now you’re stuck with these lovebirds. I congratulate you!”


Coco and Shez jokingly glared at him. Daniele saluted the two of them army style, said goodbye to Amanda and then went away with his bike. Amanda called out for him, “Call me!”


“Yeah, all right! You think about what I said, OK? Ciao!” he said as he went away waving his hand. 


“Well, it’s a surprise seeing you with Daniele. I thought the only guy who is likely to accompany you on weekends is Fabio,” Shez said to Amanda with a wink.


Amanda smiled and shrugged. “I just needed a friend and I hadn’t had a heart-to-heart talk with Daniele for quite a while now.”


“You usually have heart-to-heart talk with a guy?” Coco asked in astonishment.


“Well, Daniele used to be my ‘boyfriend’,” Amanda said.


“WHAT?!” Coco asked in shock.


Shez rolled her eyes and said to him, “Co, just order the ice cream and let me and Amanda talk in peace for a while, will you?”


Coco frowned but he did what he was told. He went inside to order the ice cream from the counter, leaving the two girls outside. Just a few moments afterwards, he reappeared and asked Amanda if she wanted some more ice cream. Amanda strictly said no and Coco said that she was going to miss the delicious flavor of the day. After a talk of persuasion from Coco’s part, Amanda finally agreed to have that flavor of the day ice cream.


Facing Shez, Amanda shook her head in disbelief. “Gee, I just ordered another ice cream! I am actually full…”


“Maybe you’re getting your period in the next few days. Near the menstruation period you either eat a lot or be grumpy or stay quiet because of the cramps,” Shez said.


“Maybe that’s it,” Amanda replied. “Anyway…”


“Is that what you’ve been doing all day? Hanging out with Daniele?” Shez asked.


“Yeah, basically,” Amanda answered.


“Well, now that he’s gone… why don’t you hang out with us?” Shez said.


“What are you going to do next?” Amanda asked.


“We haven’t planned anything yet. Do you have any suggestion?” 


“Come to my place?”


“All right. We’ll come to your place. It’s more peaceful there anyway without Malik around. I can’t bear him any longer. I just have to get away from him,” Shez said.


“What did your brother do this time?” Amanda asked with a knowing smile. Shez was always exasperated by her brother. Perhaps it was because Malik just liked to tease Shez a lot. Amanda actually wished she could have brother and sisters like Shez surrounding her. Her life would be less lonely. 


“What else? He keeps on teasing Coco and me. Very annoying,” Shez said.


Coco returned to their table and then announced, “Terry just called. She said that she’s bored and she’s got nothing to do. Do you girls have any plan of what we can do together after this?”


“I want to go to Amanda’s place so we can hang out there,” Shez said.


“Okay. Call Terry then. Here, you call her, Shez,” Coco said to his girlfriend and handed the cell phone to her. Shez took the telephone with a dry smile. Coco ordered her as if she were a secretary or something. But then Coco added, “Please?” with puppy eyes and Shez’s heart melted once again. He was just so sweet when he did that.


While Shez spoke with Terry, Coco and Amanda talked about football. Not so long afterwards, Shez said that Terry was going to go straight to Amanda’s place in half an hour. At that moment, their ice cream came. Coco told them to eat it very quickly if they wanted to finish in an hour. Shez poked him on the ribs and accused him of criticizing her habit for eating something quite slowly. Coco just grinned and told her that it was exactly what he meant.


The three of them went to Amanda’s apartment. They were there in no time because Coco sped his way there. The roads were not too jammed, probably because a lot of people were in the stadium to watch the Saturday afternoon soccer game. Surely most of them would be Lazio fans. Lazio was playing against Brescia this afternoon. Amanda cringed when Coco mentioned that point. 


Terry arrived only two minutes after Coco parked his car. She had taken the bus to get there because Alessio was using the car to go to Beppe’s place. She didn’t know why Alessio wanted to go there but he did. After that they went in together, laughing about how Coco had tried to ask Alessio to borrow his car this morning but Alessio wouldn’t allow him to because he wanted to keep the car with him just in case Terry wanted to use it. 


“You didn’t even go anywhere!” Coco said to Terry.


“But he needed it for himself later on… not for me!” Terry replied.


As Amanda opened the door to her apartment, she said, “Coco, don’t be selfish. You have your own car…”


“But it needs to be repaired because…”


His words were stopped because Amanda gasped all of a sudden. Her gasp didn’t only surprise the three friends who were with her but also the friends who were inside the apartment. Amanda stared fixedly at the couple who suddenly jumped to their feet when they heard Amanda’s voice. Sandro and Fio were there and they looked as if they had just had a make out session.


“Amanda!” Fio exclaimed.


“And Coco and Shez and Terry,” Amanda replied with amazement and astonishment in her voice. She asked them, “What the hell are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at your parents’ house.”


“I am,” Fio answered sheepishly. She brushed her disheveled hair with her fingers quickly and straightened out her dress. 


Sandro seemed to be very embarrassed being caught like that. He just blushed and quickly zipped up his pants and buttoned his loosened shirt. Coco wanted to burst out laughing seeing his usually prim brother caught in a foreplay situation. But he throttled his laugh because he didn’t want to distress Amanda. Meanwhile Terry and Shez were already giggling like crazily at the very sight of Sandro and Fio.


Amanda sighed and waved her hand dismissively. “Fine, you continue that. We’ll just talk in the kitchen.”


“Amanda! How can you suggest something like that? We’re in the kitchen while they’re doing something like that?” Terry replied.


“What? You want to join them?” Amanda replied innocently. 


Everyone burst out laughing. Fio quickly approached her roommate and then apologized, “I am really sorry. I thought you wouldn’t return so quickly. We just got here and… well… you know…”


“I know,” Amanda replied. “Well, if you want to proceed, that’s fine with me.”


Coco laughed even louder. He said laughingly to her, “Not a good idea, Amy.”


“My nickname isn’t Amy,” Amanda said automatically. 


Coco shrugged. “That’s what Pippo uses to call you so I can’t help calling you that way too.”


“Oh, whatever,” Amanda replied.


“So, do you want us to leave or will you let us stay?” Shez asked Sandro and Fio.


“Of course you should stay. We’re the ones who are supposed to be leaving. But since we’re here already, we’ll stay too and we promise we will behave ourselves,” Sandro said.


“Oh, you will, will you?” Terry teased.


Amanda closed the apartment door and left to the kitchen. She returned with a glass of water and announced, “Anyone who would like to drink, get it yourself in the kitchen. Make yourself at home.”


“Where’s Mañana?” Terry asked, looking for the small kitten.


“Oh, she must be asleep in the study,” Amanda answered. She went there to fetch her cat and returned with the grayish kitten. She was still asleep when Amanda brought her but when she put her on the carpet, she woke up and yawned. Amanda petted her and smiled tenderly at the cat. Mañana snuggled up to her and she put her on the lap. “Oh, you sweet thing…”


“She’s a pretty cat,” Terry said.


“Just like the owner,” Coco said with a smile to Amanda.


Amanda smiled back. “I wish!”


“You are actually. Or else Fabio wouldn’t be that crazy about you,” Fio said.


Amanda sighed. “Can we stop talking about Fabio for a while? I have just had a very long discussion with Daniele about him and it seems that the best thing right now is not to mention anything about him for a little while. I am just so tired of the issue.”


“What’s wrong? You’re bored already with him?” Shez asked.


“No. I am just tired of people talking about the two of us. I mean, okay, I admit it… I like him very much and we look like we’re already a couple. But we’re not yet and I don’t think it’s such a big deal!” Amanda said.


“Okay, fine. We won’t talk about him if you don’t want to… so, what do you want to talk about?” Sandro replied.


A smiled dawned on her face. She said enthusiastically, “I can’t wait to know the result of that date tonight!”


“Amanda, it’s a reunion. Not a date,” Terry said.


“Boy, isn’t Pippo lucky?” Coco commented dryly.


“Why?” Fio asked.


“Well… just think about it… he’s got everything he wants… he always wanted a sister and now he’s found one in this devoted student of his who cares a lot about him until she wants to get him the best woman possible for him to date. And she found him the most beautiful English professor I’ve ever seen who could give supermodels a run for their money!” Coco said.


Sandro added, “Not mentioning that he always gets what he wants, Mama and Papa always indulge him for whatever actions he takes and, on top of all, no one can hate him… not even us!”


Fio hummed. She said meaningfully, “Those characteristics sound incredibly familiar to me… someone has got the same qualities as he does! Amazing, no?”


“Who?” Amanda asked curiously.


“You,” Fio answered.


“WHAT?!”


The others stared at Amanda and started to think about it. A few moments later, Shez snapped her fingers and said, “Oh, yeah… you are very much similar in that respect you’re your dear Professor Laurentiis.”


Amanda grinned. “Cool! If I am that similar to him that means one day I can be a professor too like him! Professor Maldini… how does that sound?” 


“How about Professor Laurentiis?” Coco teased.


Amanda blinked. “Hah?”


“Not interested in marrying Pippo, Amanda? You two seem to be made for each other… the devoted student and the attentive professor,” he joked.


Amanda reached for the cushion pillow and hit him with it. The others burst out laughing. But afterwards, Sandro and Coco exchanged meaningful glances and smiled at each other conspiratorially. 


An hour later, when the girls were gossiping in the kitchen while Coco and Sandro were ridiculously playing tag with Mañana in the living room, the telephone rang. The two brothers stopped fooling around with the cat and stared at the telephone. Amanda didn’t seem to hear the telephone ringing so Coco called for her.


“Amanda! Your telephone is ringing!” he called.


But Amanda’s only reply was, “Can you pick it up for me, please, Coco? Thanks!”


Coco sighed and snatched the receiver. “Pronto?”


“What the hell are you doing there?” Alessio’s voice came into line.


“Who the hell is this?” Coco replied.


“This is your brother, dummy,” Alessio replied.


“Which?” Coco teased. He now recognized Alessio’s voice already.


“The handsome one,” Alessio answered. Coco made a vomiting sound. Sandro laughed. Amanda then burst into the living room from the kitchen door. She was glaring at Coco.


“Coco, why are you making vomiting sounds like that?” Amanda demanded.


Coco blushed sheepishly and then gave the phone to Amanda. Amanda snatched it away from his hands and answered it, “Pronto? This is Amanda.”


“Oh, hi, Amy. This is Alessio. I want to know if Terry is there,” Alessio said.


“She’s here all right. Do you want to speak to her?” Amanda asked.


“Yes, please,” Alessio answered.


Amanda covered the telephone with her hand and she called, “Terry! Alessio is on the phone! He wants to speak to you!”


Terry appeared from the kitchen and Amanda gave her the telephone. She answered, “Yes? What is it, Al?”


“Terry! There you are! Where have you been? I have been trying to contact you! Did you leave your cell phone off all the time?”


“I ran out of battery. What is so urgent?”


“Well, Pippo just called and said that the reservation for tonight is at 6.30 pm. This is 5.30 already.”


“Oh, you mean the restaurant reservation for the dinner with Clara Maria tonight?” Terry asked with her eyes to Amanda. 


It caught Amanda’s attention. She plopped Mañana whom she had been carrying to Sandro’s arms and rushed to Terry’s side. She widened her eyes questioningly as Terry talked to Alessio, “Alessio, do you really want me to come?” Amanda then pulled the receiver slightly so that she could also hear what Alessio was saying. 


“Of course,” Alessio answered.


Amanda then whispered something to Terry. Terry stared at her in disbelief. But Amanda urged her to say it. Alessio asked, “Terry, did you hear what I said?”


“Yes, I heard it, Al. But there’s going to be a problem,” Terry said.


“What?”


“I am still at Amanda’s house and I still have to go back home first to change. We won’t arrive there on time,” Terry said.


“I’ll just pick you up at Amanda’s. How about that?”


Terry stared at Amanda, asking for her opinion. Amanda shook her head violently. She mouthed, “No, no, no! You have to be late!”


Shez and Fio showed up. They saw how excited and anxious Amanda was. Amanda was whispering to Terry again. Terry nodded and said, “No, Al. I can’t. I am in a total mess. I have to get changed first.”


Amanda and Terry heard Alessio sigh. Terry then said, “Please, carino, I have to change first. I don’t want to appear like a peasant in front of your beautiful friend.”


Alessio sighed again. He finally said, “All right. Can you go home now?”


Amanda whispered something again to Terry. Terry then asked, “Aren’t you going to pick me up?”


Alessio sounded surprised. “You want me to pick you up at Amanda’s?”


“Well, how do you expect me to go home then?” Terry asked at Amanda’s instruction through the whisper. The truth was Terry could just ride home with Coco and Shez.


At that, the others understood already what Amanda was trying to do. They all tried to stifle their laughter because it was so hilarious. Amanda waited expectantly for Alessio’s reply. It came soon after that, “Well, can’t you ask Coco to take you home?”


Terry answered exasperatedly, “Alessio! Coco is not the one who is going to the dinner!”


“Oh, all right. I will be there in half an hour. See you later, cara,” Alessio said.


“Ciao,” Terry replied. Amanda took the phone from Terry’s hands and hung up. Amanda cheered and hugged Terry. 


Sandro raised his hand and said, “Question!”


“Yes?” Amanda replied merrily.


“What the hell was that?” he asked.


Shez answered the question for him, “Oh, please, Sandro! It’s that obvious. Don’t you know? Amanda is trying to make Alessio and Terry deliberately arrive late to the dinner with Professor Battista and Professor Laurentiis so that the two professors will have time to be alone and get to know each other more and perhaps fall in love.” She smiled and winked at Amanda. She asked her, “Is that correct, Amanda?”


Amanda gave her two thumbs up. She said, “Shez, you deserve to be the top student in class! You are so right!”


Fio smiled. “All right. That was a nice try.”


“Let’s see if we can do that, shall we?” Terry said.


Alessio arrived to collect Terry exactly half an hour later. Terry had thought of waiting downstairs so that she could leave immediately when Alessio had arrived. But then Amanda said that they were aiming to be late so it was okay if Alessio come upstairs to her apartment first. Terry agreed and she waited in Amanda’s apartment.


Fio was the one who opened the door for him. Terry then appeared to greet her boyfriend. Alessio looked very frustrated.


“Ciao, caro. What happened to you? Are you angry that I made you pick me up first?” Terry asked as she kissed her boyfriend’s cheek.


Alessio smiled tiredly and said, “No, I am not angry because of that. But I was almost caught in the middle of a riot and it was not something very comfortable.”


“A riot? There was a riot?” Amanda asked, showing up with Mañana.


Alessio answered, “Yes. It’s the usual. Lazio fans are angry because their team is two goals behind Brescia. Now, how stupid are they? They were all over the place! I had to pass the area because I was coming from Beppe’s place. I just hope the police immediately clear up the situation or else we can’t go anywhere.”


“Stupid fans,” Fio muttered.


“Okay, Amanda, I am leaving now. Say hi to my brothers for me, will you?” Alessio said.


Amanda nodded. Terry took her jacket and put it on. Alessio and her said goodbye to the others. Amanda and Fio closed the door after the two of them had left and then went back inside to tell the others about the riot. Sandro and Coco were curious about it so they turned on the TV to find out on the news. 


Meanwhile, Terry and Alessio drove back to their apartment taking a different route so they wouldn’t be caught in a traffic jam or a riot. It was a longer route but Terry certainly didn’t mind. This was going to make the plan work even better. 


“I better call Pippo first and tell him that we might come late,” Alessio said. He reached for his cell phone and dialed Pippo’s number. Pippo didn’t answer the phone so Alessio tried to call Pippo’s cell phone number. It was deactivated as well. Alessio sighed in desperation. “Whatever.”


Terry told him, “Don’t worry, Alessio. I am sure he won’t mind. Clara Maria will be there to accompany him.”


Alessio sighed. He said finally, “You’re right. I shouldn’t worry too much.”


Terry nodded. Amanda won’t worry so don’t you worry either.


 Pippo glanced at his watch for the second time around in three minutes. He wondered what could be keeping Alessio and Terry so long. Didn’t he tell him that the reservation was for 6.30 and that they were supposed to be on time? Pippo sighed. He couldn’t really blame them, actually. It was reported on the news everywhere that Rome was getting an inhumane traffic jam because of the football riot that happened yesterday. He understood the football part but he just didn’t understand why riots must happen every time a team lost. So what?


A waiter approached his table and asked if he would like to order a drink now. He had declined thrice before and now he decided to just order because Alessio and Terry were never going to come. Clara Maria hadn’t shown up either. He wondered what could possibly be wrong with her? Or probably she too was caught in a traffic jam.


Ten minutes later, Alessio and Terry finally appeared. From afar he could already spot the two of them. They were hard to miss. Pippo saw how dashing his brother looked in the suit he was wearing, as usual, and how pretty his girlfriend was. No one would guess that she was usually either a student who wore jeans and T-shirts or a mechanic in Ferrari who wore the Ferrari red uniform.


It seemed that Alessio and Terry had also noticed Pippo. Somehow it was not hard for the two of them to look for him. Alessio and Terry thought Pippo looked amazingly handsome still even though he was just wearing a casual suit without a tie and sitting with a sleepy look on his face. 


“Ciao, Pippo. Sorry we’re late. There was a traffic jam and I had to pick up Terry first at Amanda’s apartment. Then we had to go back to our apartment to get changed. On the way here, there was another traffic jam,” Alessio said, explaining their tardiness.


Pippo nodded understandingly. He said, “Don’t worry. Clara Maria hasn’t arrived yet.”


“She hasn’t?” Terry asked in surprise.



Pippo shook his head. “I have been waiting here alone for almost an hour and none of you came. I can just sleep here and now because of boredom.”


Terry was extremely disappointed. She imagined Amanda would be too. So much for the late plan. Terry then quickly wiped the look of disappointment from her face because she didn’t want Alessio and Pippo to become suspicious. She casually sat down on the chair provided for her and tried to act calm.


“What could delay her?” Alessio wondered.


“I am guessing that it must be the traffic. It’s really bad,” Pippo said. “Those football fans wrecked up the area around the stadium and now everyone couldn’t move anywhere because all the streets are full!”


“Well, if that’s the case maybe she’ll be here in a moment. We survived the traffic, didn’t we?” Terry said.


“I hope so,” Pippo replied.


You better! Terry then glanced at Alessio who was busy looking around the restaurant. He asked, “Where is the waiter?”


“Someone will come in a moment, surely. Order anything you want. I am going to the toilet first,” Pippo said. He then left the table. 


Alessio asked Terry, “Can you order something for me, cara? I have to go to the car first. I think I forgot to lock the door.”


“All right. What do you want?”


“Champagne,” Alessio answered. Terry nodded. He left immediately after that. 


While she was waiting alone, suddenly a waiter came to their table. Terry was going to order champagne for Alessio but then she noticed that the waiter was carrying a black cordless telephone. Terry wondered what that was for. 


“Excuse me,” the waiter said to her. “There is a phone call for Mr. Laurentiis.”


“Which Mr. Laurentiis? Filippo or Alessio?” Terry asked. Sometimes it was hard to go out on a double date with two brothers.


“Filippo, Miss. It is from Miss Battista,” the waiter answered.


Terry’s eyes flickered and then she said, “Mr. Laurentiis isn’t here at the moment. But I’ll take the call for him. I know Miss Battista as well.”


“Very well,” the waiter said. He handed the cordless telephone to Terry, which she took almost in an instant and put next to her ear.


“Pronto?” Terry asked. “This is Terry.”


“Oh, Terry! Ciao! Where’s Pippo?”


“Ciao! Pippo is not here. He went to the restroom. Is there anything I can do to help?”


“Oh, I am very sorry but I think I won’t be able to make it there!”


She panicked. “What do you mean?” Terry asked, trying not to sound so concerned.


“It’s already very late and I haven’t moved anywhere. I don’t think I can either. Even if I can, what time will I arrive there?”


“Where are you now?” Terry asked curiously.


“I am at the hospital.”


“Hospital? What for? Are you ill?”


“No, it’s not me. It’s my nephew. He was injured after having thrown a rock by a Lazio fan. Surely, you have heard about the football riot! His parents were not home at the time the hospital called for him so I was the one who went to the hospital to accompany him. He is allowed to go home now and his parents are here but it’s very, very late for me to go there. You must be halfway through the dinner already!”


Terry’s brain started to work, finding out something to persuade Clara Maria to come no matter what. If Clara Maria didn’t come, Amanda would be very disappointed and it would kill her spirit. 


“Uhm, which hospital are you at?” Terry asked, hoping to God that she would be at the central hospital because it was quite near the restaurant.


“The central hospital,” Clara Maria answered.


Terry thanked God immediately. She said in relief, “Oh, that’s not a big deal. You can get here immediately if you leave now. It’s near the restaurant, you know? Surely you know where the restaurant is. It’s called Eden and…”


“Yes, I know Eden. I also know another route that I can use to go there… but what’s the point? Dinner is over, no?” Clara Maria said.


“Oh no! Alessio and I just got here around five minutes ago! We were also very late. Pippo had been waiting alone for almost an hour!” Terry said.


“Oh, I still don’t know if I can do that. Even getting out of the hospital parking lot is a struggle. Many people were brought here because they were injured during the riot!”


Terry pleaded, “Oh, please, will you try? It’s important that you come here. Alessio wants to meet you so badly. I really think you should come! He’s been waiting for tonight for the whole week so he’ll be very disappointed if you don’t make it!”


There was a momentary silence on the phone. After that, Terry heard Clara Maria sigh. Her voice came on the line again, “All right. I’ll see what I can do. But please pardon me for being very, very late.”


“Oh, we don’t mind. Really, we don’t. Just as long as you can get here,” Terry said.


“All right. I’ll see you later. I will try to come as soon as possible. Thank you, Terry. Goodbye,” Clara Maria said.


“Ciao,” Terry replied. She then hung up the phone and sighed gladly. Mission accomplished!


Suddenly… “What in the world are you trying to do?” Alessio’s voice asked.


Terry gasped and slightly jumped on her chair. Alessio appeared before her looking very, very suspicious. His gaze was very narrowed at her that his eyes suddenly became just a little line. Terry felt nervous all of a sudden. She didn’t know how long Alessio had stood behind her and if he heard the whole conversation.


Alessio reseated on his chair and turned to Terry. He demanded, “Terry, what is going on? I am not dying to meet Clara Maria and you know that. I can just meet her anytime I want during weekdays and I certainly am not going to be very disappointed if she doesn’t come tonight. Now, tell me why did you say that to Clara Maria.”


Terry tried to avoid him by looking away but Alessio forced her to look at him once again. They looked at each other for a while and Terry knew he was actually searching her mind to find the answer about all this. Terry knew also that there was no other way out. He would find out sooner or later, especially with everyone now knowing about this plan.


“All right, I’ll tell you. But you mustn’t tell anyone else who doesn’t know about this,” Terry said.


“Tell me,” Alessio urged.


“This is actually… a setup. We wanted to make Pippo and Clara Maria have dinner together so that they could…”


Terry didn’t need to say anything else because a look of understanding dawned in Alessio’s face the moment she started speaking. He immediately cut in, “Let me guess… so that they could fall in love and later on get together?” Terry nodded. Alessio continued, “All right, let me guess again… you wanted to come late to this place because you thought with us being late, Clara Maria and Pippo could spend time together?” Terry nodded again. Alessio smirked and hit the strike home, “Let me guess one more time… Amanda Maldini?” Terry nodded once again.


Alessio snapped his fingers. He exclaimed, “I knew it! No one else in this world could have thought of such thing but that girl!”


“Oh, Alessio, please don’t tell Pippo. And please don’t resent Amanda for this! She just wants Pippo to be happy. You can’t deny that she had something to do with Pippo and Stefania’s breakup even thought just a little. She feels guilty and you can’t tell her not to because that’s just how she feels. You can’t change that from her! We all agreed to help her because we think she has a point and Pippo deserves to be happy!” Terry said, trying to defend her friend.


Alessio smiled. He had a very smug grin on his face now. He said, “Carina, I am totally not against it! If Amanda had told me earlier, I would have been the first one to support her! Seriously! There’s nothing wrong in what she’s doing and I think she’s right. Pippo does deserve to be happy with a nice woman like Clara Maria, after being with someone like Stefania.”


“You’re not angry? And you think Pippo won’t be either?” Terry asked.


Alessio grimaced then. “I don’t know about Pippo. I think he would be slightly angered by this because he really doesn’t believe in these kinds of things. Moreover, he wouldn’t be happy about being the ‘object’ of this little plan. But I don’t think he would reprimand Amanda for that. That’s why we shouldn’t tell Pippo.”


“Do you think he’s getting the idea right now?” Terry asked again.


Alessio thought about it. Somehow he had a feeling Pippo does get the idea. His brother was an extremely intelligent man. He would know about something from the first time a clue appeared on the surface. He didn’t know if Amanda had tried anything else directly to Pippo about this little scheme she was directing but he was sure if she had Pippo would know about it already. 

Besides, Pippo knew a great deal about Amanda. He knew her better than anyone else so maybe he had been able to figure out that Amanda was up to something. If that were the case, then probably he would find out sooner or later. 

“Perhaps,” Alessio finally answered Terry. “I don’t quite know. Perhaps.”

Chapter 93


It was the second time this week the telephone rang very early in the morning at Alessio and Terry’s apartment. Alessio groaned in his sleep. He mumbled, “Carina, do you mind answering the phone?”


“Why not you?” Terry, who was sleeping under him, replied sleepily. In fact, she was still asleep and only responded to him subconsciously.


Alessio groaned again. He finally snatched away the blanket that covered his body and got up from Terry and the bed. As he walked sleepily to the door, he tripped on something on the floor and almost completely lost his balance. Alessio grabbed a chair for support and then steadied himself. He continued walking to the door and finally opened it.


The phone was ringing very loudly still when Alessio arrived at the telephone table. He picked up the receiver and answered it, “Yeah, what’s up?”


“Good morning, Alessio. It’s me, Sandro,” Sandro said from across the line.


Once again Alessio groaned. “You’re sick! This is four o’clock in the morning… what do you want?” he snapped.


“It’s five thirty actually. Don’t exaggerate,” Sandro retorted. “Listen, how did the date last night go?”


“God, you called just to ask me that?” Alessio asked in utter disbelief.


“Well, I tried calling Amanda and she was still asleep. Who else knows about it but you and Terry? Fio and Licia are dying to find out here,” Sandro said.


“Do me a favor, will you, Sandro? Wait until nine and I’ll tell Amanda to tell you everything about it,” Alessio grumbled.


“Come on, man… we’ve all be waiting all night long for this!” Sandro said.


“What the hell is this? A conspiracy?” Alessio asked.


Suddenly there was a brisk sound on the line and Alessio heard someone saying to Sandro that he or she wanted to use the phone. A moment later, Licia’s voice came into line. “Hello, my dear cousin!” she said cheerfully.


Alessio couldn’t help but to growl once again. “LICIA! Don’t tell me you’re in this too!”


“I can’t help it, Al! Everyone is in this now! Look, stop being so secretive, will you? I can’t stand it when you do that! Just tell me what happened on the date so we can all be happy!” Licia said.


“Why didn’t you ask Amanda before she was asleep or after she’s awake?” Alessio complained.


“Well, we tried calling Amanda and her phone was busy, which probably meant that she was calling Fabio Orlandini. We tried calling you when we thought you were already home but you didn’t answer the phone and we all assumed that Terry and you are both occupied in bed. So, now, we can’t wait any longer. Just tell us. The sooner you do it, the sooner we’ll let you sleep again,” Licia said.


Alessio sighed. “Fine… here is what happened. Clara Maria came very late to the restaurant, even later than Terry and I did. She almost couldn’t make it but Terry managed to persuade her. After that, she came and she spent the night talking to Terry and I instead of Pippo because she was more interested in knowing more about Terry and me! That was it. Of course, we managed to persuade Pippo to take her home but we don’t know what else happened!”


Licia sighed. “Oh, that’s it?” she asked disappointedly.


“Who persuaded you to join the conspiracy?” Alessio asked curiously.


“Amanda,” Licia answered. “Since I had been in Paris when it all started, Fio and Sandro gave me the lowdown of it last night when we were at the club.”


“You went to a club?!” Alessio asked.


“Yes,” Licia answered.


“With who? A new date? You’ve finally found a boyfriend?” Alessio asked. 


“Alessio!”


“Hey, you’re not the only one who can bug people! So, tell me… do you have a boyfriend now?” Alessio asked.


“Sort of,” Licia answered rather bashfully.


Alessio smiled amusedly. Licia sounded like when she was in high school. Back in their teenage years, when Licia still lived in Florence before she moved to Rome, she always called Pippo and Alessio whenever she had a ‘major crush’ on someone to tell them about it. She was always excited to tell them about the crushes but she became rather shy whenever Pippo and Alessio posed silly questions about the guy.


“Okay, cousin… spit it out. Who is he? Someone you brought from Sydney or someone you brought from Paris?” Alessio asked.


“Well, you wouldn’t be too thrilled to know about this…”


“Why not?”


“He’s younger.”


“So? I date a younger girl. Much, much younger!”


“Well, in my case, it’s he who is much younger.”


Alessio chuckled. “Licia, where the hell did you meet him?”


“In Rome, actually. Thanks to your brother making that mess during Christmas now I got a very, very handsome and very, very sexy boyfriend.”


It hit Alessio then and there. He struck home with the winning guess. “Let me guess… Antonio Ferrante!”


“How did you know?” Licia asked in surprise.


“The clue was Sandro, Christmas and Rome,” Alessio answered. “Besides, I am a pretty good guesser.”


“Whatever,” Licia replied. They both laughed. 


“By the way, how did you know I was involved in this?” Alessio asked.


“SMS. Terry sent an SMS to Amanda that you finally found out about the plan and Amanda forwarded the SMS to Fio. Fio then told us,” Licia answered.


Alessio sighed. “All right, now you know everything… will you let me return to my bed and my girlfriend?”


“Sure, why not? I have to see if the others are still alive or not anyway,” Licia said. 


“Where are they?”


“In Amanda’s living room. We’re all in Amanda’s place. But she’s still asleep. Fio is checking on her right now. But Sandro is pretty much dead on the sofa I think. He almost fought again with Marco at the club, you know? We had to make the two of them drunk so that they wouldn’t fight with each other. In fact, when they were drunk, they were quite friendly to each other. Amazing, they even hugged each other before going home,” Licia said. “Otherwise, Antonio, Coco and Shez are all fine. Just sleepy, I think.”


Alessio burst out laughing. Licia then said, “See you later. Bye.”


“Yep. Bye!”


Amanda woke up fully energized. She jumped out of bed and scurried to the bathroom to take a shower. Amanda quickly showered and then returned to her room. When she was inside there, she immediately chose an outfit from her closet and put it on. After that she put all the necessary things inside her bag and went outside.


Her friends were in the living room. They all looked tried and sleepy. Amanda greeted them. “Hello! How was the club?”


“Crowded,” Fio answered.


“Loud,” Sandro said.


Amanda noticed Antonio and Licia were there too. “Hey, you two. Let me prove I am smart… are you an item?”


Antonio winked and gave her a thumb up while Licia grinned. Amanda clapped her hands and then hugged the two of them tightly. 


Coco pulled the very sleepy Shez to his arms. “Sleepy, Naz?”


“Hmmmm,” was all Shez’s reply as she leaned on to her boyfriend with her eyes closed.


Amanda stared at Shez and Coco. “What have you two been doing all night long?” 


“Can you believe it? The prim and proper Shez has finally decided to show her wild side and she went to the club with us. She danced the night and morning away! From dusk ‘til dawn!” Coco said enthusiastically.


Shez nudged him and he yelped. But then he kissed her. Amanda shifted her gaze from them to the other couple of lovers who were acting very intimate, Fio and Sandro. Sandro was also holding Fio in his arms very tightly and it looked as though they didn’t have a plan to let go until the next century. Licia and Antonio were not much different either. They might not be in an intimate position but their hands were entwined and as Licia was reading a magazine Antonio was playing around with her hair.


Amanda sighed. That left her to be the only one without a partner. Somehow it stung. 


“Do you guys plan to sleep here?” Amanda asked.


“You mind us being here?” Coco asked. “We’ll leave soon. We just wanted to say hi to you before we go, actually. We wanted to hear what happened with Pippo’s date with Clara Maria but since you were asleep we had already called Alessio to explain to us.”


Amanda shook her head. “No, I don’t mind at all. In fact, I want to show you that my sofa can be stretched into a bed and it can fit three people at the same time. Of course, Shez’s size. I like having my apartment full of people. It get rid of my loneliness.”


Sandro smiled at her. “You’re not lonely. You’re happy. I can see that you’re actually glowing with happiness.”


Amanda rolled her eyes and said, “So, are you staying?”


“I have to go,” Licia said, sighing and putting down the magazine. “I have an article to finish.”


Antonio nodded. “And I might as well get some sleep so that I won’t be sleepy for my night shift tonight.”


Amanda nodded. She then escorted Licia and Antonio to the door and smiled at the couple. Licia was older than Antonio was but somehow they were perfectly suited for each other. Just like Terry was for Alessio, Shez for Coco, Fio for Sandro and… Clara Maria for Pippo. And maybe, she could be perfectly suited for Fabio.


It’s just a thought.  


Fio got up from the sofa. “I am so sleepy. I am going to bed!” She stretched out her body. Sandro gestured to hold her by the waist. He then rose and snuggled to her neck and nuzzled the back of it. Fio giggled and then twisted her body so that she was facing him. “Come again this afternoon? I am going to be lonely with Amanda going away with Fabio.”


Sandro kissed her nose and then said, “You bet!”


“Oh, cut it out! Not in front of me, please!” Amanda said jokingly. But she winked at the two of them and then went to the kitchen to get something for breakfast. 


Amanda heard Fio and Sandro talking some more before Sandro left. A few minutes later, Amanda heard Fio entering the bedroom and closing the door. Amanda thought Sandro must be on his way out. But then he showed up in the kitchen as he was shrugging into his jacket. 


“Amanda, do you mind if Coco stays here? Shez and him had fallen asleep,” Sandro said.


“No problem,” Amanda replied. “They can stay here all they want!”


“Thanks a lot, Amy,” Sandro said. He approached Amanda and gave her a kiss on her temples.


“My nickname is not Amy,” Amanda said.


Sandro just gave her a smile and then rumpled the hair of the girl whom he already considered sister by blood. Amanda then pushed him out of the kitchen and told him to hurry to leave before she gave her stale food for calling her Amy. Sandro laughingly walked out of the kitchen and said goodbye. 


At three o’clock in the afternoon, Shez walked out of Amanda’s bedroom feeling very fresh. She was wearing Amanda’s pink pajamas and she thought she looked like a bunny rabbit with it. The moment Amanda saw her, she giggled and said, “See, I told you it doesn’t look that bad!”


“What do you mean not that bad? I look like a bunny!” Shez complained.


Terry walked out of the kitchen with a glass of cappuccino. She stared at Shez and burst out laughing. “Shez, don’t get me wrong… you are one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever known but, my friend, pink is not your color!”


Shez pointed to Amanda and said, “Blame it on her!”


“Amanda, sit still, will you? We are never going to get your hair done on time if you keep moving here, there and everywhere,” Fio tiredly said.


“Fio, we have two and a half hours before Fabio comes to pick me up. What’s the rush?” Amanda asked. 

She was sitting still, cross-legged, on the carpet, in front of Fio, who was doing something with her hair. Fio thought Amanda should look different from the last time she dated Fabio so she helped her style the hair. She was going to curl it. Amanda’s now shoulder-length hair would look fabulous, according to Fio, if curled at the bottom and straight on the top.

“No, we don’t. You haven’t even decided what clothes you want to wear. Not mentioning the make-up!” Fio said.

“Come on, Fi, she looks pretty already,” Terry tried to help Amanda, who was looking hopeless.

“Terry, don’t ruin my happiness. I lost all my Barbie dolls and now I found a new one and I am having a good time playing with it,” Fio said determinedly.

Shez then switched on the TV. The TV showed RAI 2’s Quelli Che Il Calcio. Shez said, “No doubt Coco is watching the show at home.” He left at 12 and was going to take Shez home but Shez was so sleepy that she didn’t wake up until half an hour ago. Coco left her there and promised to fetch her back later on. “He likes to see those showgirls who always sit on the left side of Fabio Fazio.”

When Terry saw that Shez mentioned that fact with a calm expression, she asked, “Shez, are you ever going to be jealous? Girls keep falling for him, literally, even after they found out you and him are going out together. Don’t you feel slighted?”

Shez shrugged. “Not really.”

“Why not?” Terry asked. “If someone tried to touch my Alessio, I’ll probably kill her, run her over with a car.”

Shez shrugged again. “I don’t know. I just know that… well, Coco is not going to fall for them. I know we haven’t been the most romantic of lovers, especially compared to Mica and Max, because we still argue heatedly on the issues of history, we don’t walk together holding each other hands and we certainly don’t kiss each other more than once a day. We don’t say ‘I love you’ at every minute either. But I just know that he actually cares more about me than he shows on the surface and I trust him.”

Terry, Fio and Amanda smiled. Amanda said enviously, “When I saw you and Coco the other day… walking out of the car together and crossing the street, I thought the two of you are the most intimate couple on earth. You two have that aura, you know… that you love each other so deeply that no one else sees it but you.”

Shez laughed. “Amanda, you do have a way with words, don’t you?”

“Can’t help it. I am literature student,” Amanda said.

Fio said, “I am too and I don’t speak like that.”

“Well, actually, the three of you are like that! I just know you girls and those Laurentiis guys are meant to be together for the rest of your lives!” Amanda said.

“Amanda! It’s too soon to say so!” Terry said.

Amanda shook her head. “No, it’s not! I just know it. You ask the guys if they have a plan to marry you and I’ll bet that they would say that they were going to consider. Trust me.” She looked at her friends’ anxious faces and then said solemnly, “Your forever has begun.”

The others stared at her for a moment. They didn’t believe what she said and a moment later they all erupted into laughter. Amanda frowned. She asked, “You don’t believe me?”

“Well, what can we say? It’s really too soon to tell,” Terry said.

“Whatever. I tell you… you just ask your boyfriends and when you find out the truth, you tell me! You’ll have to praise me for my visionary ability!” Amanda said.

“All right, all right… visionary later. Now, your hair!” Fio said.

Amanda just sat there quietly and let Fio do her hair without saying anything else. If they don’t want to believe me, then fine. They’ll see later. They are very lucky to have Alessio, Sandro and Coco. I hope they’ll realize it soon. Professor Laurentiis will also realize that his forever will begin too… with Professor Battista. 

Two hours later, when she was already fully dressed in an outfit made up of a floral pink skirt, a while tank top and a white cardigan with her hair beautifully curled at the edge, the doorbell rang. Amanda hadn’t finished putting on her make-up so she asked Fio if she could open the door. Fio complied and went to the front door, only to find Terry already there opening the door.

It was Coco, Sandro and Alessio who came. Fio was very happy to see them. “Ciao, ragazzi!” she greeted excitedly.

“Eccoci!” Coco said.

“Ciao,” Sandro said to his girlfriend, kissing her on the cheeks. Fio linked arms with him immediately.

“Ciao, carino. Aren’t you supposed to be at home, working on paper work for tomorrow?” Terry teased Alessio.

“I need a break from the computer,” Alessio replied. He looked around once he was inside and the door had been closed. He asked, “Where’s Amanda?”

“She’s still getting ready. I think Fabio is going to come in half an hour,” Shez said. She was already with Coco. Coco was hugging her from the back.

Mañana then appeared from the kitchen, meowing. Shez then gasped, “Oh! Mañana hasn’t been fed!”

Fio said voluntarily, “I’ll give her food. Come, Mañana!” She then took Mañana off the floor and then brought her to the kitchen.

“Are you sure Amanda doesn’t mind if we all come to her apartment? I mean, this is her apartment and it looks as if we’re invading,” Coco said.

“We shall ask her,” Shez said.

Amanda then walked out of her room. She was holding her shoes with one hand and her bag with the other. She didn’t see the others in the living room because she was looking down to look for Mañana. She wasn’t aware that there were three very astonished males gazing at her with high appreciation as if she were a goddess. Amanda called for Mañana’s name and then looked up. Only then she saw the others.

She broke into a smile. “Oh! There you are! Already here?” she asked.

“Wow!” Coco said with eyebrows raised. 

Alessio exhaled the breath he had been holding when he first saw Amanda walking out of her room. “Is she real?”

“Gorgeous,” Sandro said.

Amanda blinked. It only registered her mind a few seconds later that they were complimenting her… in front of their girlfriends. She waved her hand dismissively and said, “Hey, watch it. Your girls are with you.”

Fio stepped out of the kitchen. She saw Amanda and then stopped dead. She stared at Amanda and then exclaimed, “WOW! Excellent! My Barbie Doll is so pretty! You are such a dolcezza!” 

Amanda rolled her eyes and made face. Sandro then said, “Seriously… you look very pretty!”

Amanda replied jokingly, “Too bad you’re all attached, huh?” She winked and said, “This view is actually exclusive to Fabio!”

The three guys then smiled too. They laughed. Alessio said, “Well, he is going to be a very lucky guy!”

“Well, now that you’re here… why don’t you start cooking? Fio said you three are going to make dinner for everyone. Save some for me… just in case I get hungry after coming home from the concert,” Amanda said. 

Coco, Sandro and Alessio nodded. They went to the kitchen to start cooking. Amanda then sat down on the sofa to put on her shoes. Shez, Fio and Terry began to advise her on being careful in the concert. They told Amanda to take care of her hair and her clothes so they wouldn’t be ruined in the middle of the concert. Amanda told them not to worry but they continued on warning her about what might happen at the concert.  

Not so long afterwards, the doorbell rang again. Amanda knew it must be Fabio. She suddenly began very nervous. She panicked. “Oh, God! What if he doesn’t like my hair and my clothes and my make-up? What if he thinks I overdress for the occasion? What if I trip down while walking with him? What if this I spill a drink on his clothes?”

“Amanda! Don’t be frantic! Just calm down!” Fio said.

“You take a deep breath… calm yourself,” Terry said.

“I’ll get the door,” Shez said as she went away to the door.

“I don’t know why I am like this,” Amanda continued to rant. She stared at Fio and Terry and then said, “You know what… I don’t think I can go… I don’t think I should go… I am so nervous. What if it doesn’t work out? What if Fabio and I can’t enjoy ourselves?”

“Amanda! Stop it!” Fio said. “What is wrong with you? You’ve been on a date together with him! Nothing is going to happen except that…” 

“Here he is,” Shez announced. 

Amanda, Fio and Terry turned around and then they all practically gaped at the sight of a very handsome man in front of them. There, in Amanda’s living room, was a man that was the dark-haired version of Apollo. Fabio’s usually spiky hair was now combed back in a slick style. The blonde strands were gone. His head was sleek black. His tall, built and lean body was clad in a pair of black straight trousers, a loose white shirt that was not tucked to the pants and a very fashionable black leather jacket. He was smiling brightly and held his eyes to one person in the room and happiness was glowing from his face, which made him look even more desirable.

“Ciao,” he said quietly to everyone.

Amanda found it very hard to speak with him looking this gorgeous. And his eyes! “Ciao,” Amanda finally replied.

Fabio then released his breath. He said, “You look… stunning.”

“Not as stunning as you are,” Amanda replied with a smile.

“Oh, you two are so beautiful…” Fio said.

Fabio chuckled while Amanda just blushed. Terry said, “You two make a great couple.”

Shez still couldn’t say anything. Amanda then approached Fabio and Fabio took her hand. They looked at each other for a while and then smiled. The other three girls were utterly fascinated. Amanda smiled at the three of them and said, “I’ll see you guys later.”

Fabio added, “I’ll bring her home safe and sound.”

“Have fun,” the other three said. “Bye!”

Amanda and Fabio waved their hands at them and then left through the front door. The moment the front door closed, the kitchen door was opened with a great thud and three guys burst out from the kitchen. Coco was frowning, Sandro was amazed (and he had Mañana on his shoulders) and Alessio was smiling amusedly. 

“Shez! What the hell were you doing, looking at Fabio like that?” Coco burst out.

“Well, looks like he’s going to get a new girlfriend,” Sandro said. 

“Isn’t he doing everything to impress Amanda?” Alessio commented. “Is he going to get her?”

“You bet!” Fio said.

It was really one of the best things in Amanda’s life. The concert was perfect. Alex Britti performed excellently like usual and Amanda was even more enthusiastic than when she watched Nek. Amanda enjoyed the night very much, especially because of another thing… Fabio was an excellent date.

It was not because he treated her like a princess. In fact, he was less than a prince compared to their first date. But it was the way he made her feel around her. She felt very comfortable talking to her during dinner before the concert where he regaled her with funny stories. It was very natural to have him hold her hand all night long and then hold her close to him in a protective way in the concert. She didn’t feel awkward every time he kissed her on the cheek during the concert. It was almost innate to walk beside him and feeling as if they had been together for a long time.

What made her was something that she overheard him say to his friends after the concert. They went out from the concert hall to the lobby area and he spotted some of his friends. Amanda didn’t know who they were but she followed him to meet his friends. Fabio introduced her as ‘my partner’ and not a ‘date’. Amanda smiled and then excused herself to go to the toilet after that. She couldn’t help smiling even when she returned. At that time she overheard Fabio telling his friends that he was going to get her as a girlfriend no matter what. 


Now he was driving her home to her apartment at eleven o’clock in the night. He didn’t speed his car because he knew Amanda didn’t like speeding cars. Since she heard what he said to his friends, her heart had been beating uncontrollably. All she could think of was when Fabio was going to ask her to become her girlfriend. The last time he mentioned the possibility of them getting together, she still wasn’t sure about her feelings. Now she was curious and she didn’t think she could hold herself back from asking about it. Nonetheless, she tried to keep calm as he continued conversing with her without hinting a single bit about that matter.


They arrived at Amanda’s apartment twenty minutes after they departed from the concert hall. He stopped his car in front of Amanda’s apartment building and announced, “We have reached our final destination…” He turned to Amanda and comically said, “Your apartment. You may unfasten your seatbelt. Thank you for riding with Fabio Taxi. Hope to see you again soon.” 


Amanda laughed for the millionth time that night. She pinched his arm and said, “You are so silly.”


He grinned and said, “But you love me anyway.”


Amanda laughed again. “You are impossible!”


Fabio grinned again. A few moments later he softened his smile and then said, “I had a great night. I hope you did to.”

“I did,” Amanda replied. 

Fabio sighed. “Okay, well… let me walk you to your door. It’s really late now. We have school tomorrow.”


Amanda couldn’t help feeling disappointed. He wasn’t going to ask her tonight after all. Amanda just nodded and then started to open the car door. 

Suddenly, he caught her hand and said, “Hey, before you leave, can I ask you a question?”


“Sure. Haven’t you been asking me questions all night long? One more question won’t hurt me the least bit!” Amanda said softly. Her heart was beating faster. 


Suddenly Fabio turned serious. He stared at Amanda fixedly. Amanda now turned serious as well. She began to feel nervous now. He didn’t pose the question immediately but waited in silence for a while. Amanda wanted to know what he wanted to say but he wasn’t saying it. All of a sudden, she could see something in his eyes… she could see his heart…


“Amanda,” Fabio began.


“Yes?” Amanda asked almost inaudibly.


“I know this is all very soon… but… I really can’t hold it back any longer,” Fabio said. He touched Amanda’s cheek with his hand and then said, “I really, really like you. I love you. You are one of the most amazing girls I’ve ever met in my life. You make me laugh. You hear my stories. You are my friend. I’ve never enjoyed being with someone as much as I enjoy being with you. I love having you near me because you get rid of my loneliness. I love seeing your smile because it makes me smile too. So, Amanda, if you can just think about it… will you consider having me as a lover?”


Amanda could just die then and there. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Fabio had finally confessed his feelings for her and now looking at his eyes Amanda believed what he was saying was genuine and sincere. Those eyes that tell the truth so much…


Because Amanda didn’t respond, Fabio then said, “I understand if you would like to think about it first…”


But Fabio had no chance to finish his sentence. Amanda’s lips seized his for one very sweet kiss. Fabio was stunned and tried to comprehend her sweet attack on his lips. But then he smiled and began kissing her back. He kissed her, giving her all the love he had for her. He really did love her… that much.


“It’s really late… where is Amanda?” Pippo asked for the billionth time.


The other six occupants of the room groaned. “Pippo! Please! Stop saying that! You’ve been asking that question three times in the least two seconds!” Coco said.


“Don’t worry… she’ll be home soon!” Fio said.


Pippo still couldn’t calm himself down. He had come earlier in the evening, when they were all having dinner to see Amanda. Instead, he found his brothers and their girlfriends in his warden’s apartment. When he asked them where Amanda was, they answered excitedly that Amanda was having a date with Fabio. They went to the concert, his brothers had said. And Pippo somehow really felt anxious. He didn’t feel too good about it. He really didn’t understand why he felt that way. But he had to admit that the feeling tasted like… jealousy. 


He seemed so worried after they told her about Amanda going to a concert that the other girls thought that he was upset because Amanda didn’t ask for his permission first. But his brothers knew better. They knew their brother too well and they could guess how he was really feeling. Of course, Pippo kept his expression nonchalant and tried to act calm after that. But he insisted on staying until he meets her just to make sure. However, the others were puzzled when Pippo decline their invitation to join them for dinner and instead opted to wait near the phone.


Now, he appeared to still be worried about Amanda and the others were growing tired of it. Sandro told him, “Pip, sit down. You make us tired just by looking at you stand up.”


Pippo sighed and then sat down. Terry said, “Look, Pippo, I know you’re worried about her because you’re her guardian… but this is only a concert and Fabio is really going to take care of her well. He wouldn’t let anything happen to Amanda!”


“I know, I know,” Pippo said weakly. Somehow all of a sudden he felt like crying hearing that from Terry. 


“You do care a lot about Amanda, don’t you?” Shez asked.


“Yeah… he didn’t care about us as much as he cares about Amanda,” Coco said.


Alessio nodded in agreement and replied laughingly, “He’s always wanted a sister. Now he’s got a sister and he’s playing dolly with her.”


“Cool! So Pippo and I can share the Barbie!” Fio said.


Pippo smiled at Fio and said, “Oh, look… you manage to call me ‘Pippo’ and not Professor. I wish Amanda calls me that way. She still thinks that I am some kind of a general or something… calling me with professor. She should know that being called ‘Professor’ makes me feel old!” 


“You really want to have her a sister, don’t you?” Terry asked with an understanding smile.


“Yes,” Pippo answered. His brothers thought alike, no you don’t. You want her more than that. But they didn’t say anything. 


Suddenly, the door was opened and Amanda walked inside the room. Everyone turned to look at her. Amanda paused for a while after she entered the room. She just stood there, static, a few steps away from the closed door. She suddenly smiled to herself and looked as if God had just told her that a place in Heaven had been reserved for her. 


She walked slowly to the living room with that dreamy smile on her face. She was even was even walking a bit unsteadily with gentle sways to the side and very light steps as if she were skipping. The others eyed her as if she were crazy. Fio then noticed that Amanda had taken off her cardigan. Shez noticed another thing: Amanda’s hair was quite messy. They both looked at each other and then thought alike that the concert must be very loud and dynamic. But Terry almost gasped when she noticed something else…


“Oh, hi, everyone!” Amanda said when she realized everyone was looking at her. She noticed Pippo. “Oh, Professor! You’re here too! What are you doing here?”


“He’s waiting for you, actually. He had wanted to see how you were doing and became concerned when he found out that you went to a concert without telling him first where you were going. You know, he has to include that in the report about yourself for your parents,” Alessio said, straight faced.


“Oh, professor… sorry… I forgot to tell you that…” Amanda started to tell him.


But Pippo ceased her. “It’s all right, Amanda. But why are you so late?”


“The concert finished late and I… ah, uh, had a… uh, a talk with Fabio,” Amanda answered.


“What sort of talk?” Shez asked suspiciously.


“Well, a talk,” Amanda answered. She was sure her cheeks were crimson right now.


“And the result of the talk is…?” Coco asked.


Amanda looked at each and every one in the room, beginning with Fio and ending with Pippo. They were all staring expectantly at her. Amanda just couldn’t keep her secret from them. She just couldn’t stand it. She then announced gleefully, “The result is… Fabio and I are going steady now…”


The room erupted into loud cheers and exclamations. Fio, Shez and Terry immediately attacked her with hugs and kisses. The four girls fell to the carpet and they were all laughing. Finally Amanda managed to break free from the heap and braced herself for another attack of hugs and kisses. She sat down and let Coco, Sandro then Alessio hug her in turn and gave her a kiss. 


It was only Pippo who didn’t do so. Amanda stared at him. She wondered why he didn’t congratulate her. Of course, it was not like she thought he should but his face was quite expressionless and unreadable. If she didn’t know any better, she would think he looked cold. At that moment only Amanda realized… he must be upset. He was her guardian and from experience Amanda knew that he was a constantly worried guardian, especially after the plane crash thing. She knew that he must be very worried when he came to her place only to find her not home and have to wait for her for such a very long time!


Amanda felt guilty now. Professor Laurentiis had done so many things for her and she hadn’t repaid him. Even her plan for him with Professor Battista hadn’t resulted in anything real. Now here she was, having fun and going away from home without telling him anything. Amanda understood now if her guardian didn’t look too pleased with things that were going on.


Pippo said to Amanda, “May I talk to you privately?”


“In the kitchen?” Amanda suggested without asking what for.


Pippo nodded. Amanda got up from the floor and followed him to the kitchen. The others were exchanging looks and they all looked worried but for different reasons. The girls were afraid that Pippo was going to chastise Amanda for going out to a concert without telling him beforehand. But the guys knew better than that. They knew something about their brother that their girls didn’t know anything about.


In the kitchen, Amanda stared at Pippo and waited for him to say something. But apparently Pippo was taking his time in making his point. He stayed quiet for a while and then looked at her. He just looked at her without saying anything.


Amanda thought she was in trouble this time. She grimaced and then said timidly, “Professor, did I do something wrong? Maybe you’re upset because I went without your permission?”


Pippo then sighed and a small, warm smile appeared on his face. “No, you didn’t. It’s… it’s not you. It’s me.” 


Amanda blinked. Now she was baffled. “I am not sure I understand what you mean.”


“Well, I seem to be worrying about you all the time. I really am, actually. It’s just that… I have this responsibility given to me by your father and I feel that I really can’t let him down so I keep worrying about you although I know you’re mature enough to take care of yourself,” Pippo said. “I was worried about you… this is very late… you didn’t tell me where you were going and…”


“I am really, really sorry,” Amanda said sincerely.


“This time, it’s all right. Next time, when you go to a big event, please tell me. I don’t mean to sound like an overprotective guardian – I know your father isn’t – but I am the one responsible for you and if something happens to you it’s going to be my neck at stake. Either your father will throttle me or your mother will scratch me on my face.”


Amanda giggled at that. “Seriously, Professor…”


“Well, just remember what I said. For next time, I mean,” Pippo said.


Amanda nodded. She gave her the most radiant smile of all. “I will, professor. I won’t let you down anymore.”


“You didn’t, Amanda. You never had,” Pippo said simply. He then changed the subject, “How was Alex Britti?”


“He’s good! I love him a lot!” Amanda said excitedly.


Pippo cringed. He said, “You know… I can’t stand his music. Too loud for me. Too bizarre. Neither could I stand Nek… or Luna Pop. Or Bluvertigo!”


Amanda made face. “Professor, you’re not that old! Surely you can still stand their music!”


“I can stand Laura Pausini,” Pippo said.


Amanda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right!”


“Seriously!”


“By the way, I haven’t congratulated you… so, congratulations. I hope you and Fabio are happy,” Pippo said.


Amanda smiled. “Thanks, Professor.” Then she eyed him with suspicion. “You, being my guardian, approve of him, don’t you?”


Pippo tried not to think about this flip his heart made when he was about to answer. He answered her, “Of course.”


Amanda smiled gladly. She was happy her guardian wasn’t angry at all. Amanda approached him and then they hugged each other. Amanda hugged him to say thank you but somehow she felt like the hug Professor Laurentiis gave felt as if it were to say goodbye… permanently. Amanda tried not to mind, especially because he was grinning at her smugly.


He said, “Now, I shall include tonight’s event completely in the weekly report that I have to send to your parents!”


Amanda stared at him in horror. Pippo was laughing. He began to walk out of the room. Amanda followed him from behind. She was asking, “You’re not serious, are you?”


“I am serious,” Pippo said.


“About?” Sandro asked as he was about to enter the kitchen when Pippo and Amanda showed up.


“She doesn’t believe that I report things about her to her parents every week,” Pippo said.


Sandro nodded and said, “He does.”


“He does?” Amanda asked.


“I better go home,” Pippo said.


“Me too. He does, Amanda,” Alessio added.


Amanda followed Pippo to the front door. Pippo opened the door for himself and said, “Good night, everyone. You all should be going home too. There are lectures tomorrow morning. Alessio, eight o’clock in the office tomorrow morning and don’t be late! Bye, girls. Amanda, take care of yourself.”


“Ciao!” everyone but Amanda said to him.


“Thanks for coming, Professor. I’ll see you on Thursday,” Amanda said.


“Bye,” Pippo said to her. He stared at her for a while before he left. Amanda returned the stare. Once again they were in silence. Suddenly Pippo reached for her. He pulled her close to him and then he kissed her gently on the forehead. He said to her in a soft whisper, “Buona notte. Dormi bene.”


After that he touched Amanda’s sweet cheeks and caressed them for a while the way a father would caress his daughter but without a smile. In fact his gaze looked flat now. Amanda felt cold all of a sudden. Pippo then turned around without saying anything else, not even with a smile, and then left. He closed the door behind him.


Coco saw that happening. He took a deep breath. He knew exactly what that meant. He just couldn’t stand seeing it. He turned around to face Shez and grabbed her to give her a tight embrace. Shez, who was talking to Terry, fell into his arms unprepared and gasped.


“Coco!” she protested.


But Coco didn’t respond to her. He just held her tight there. Shez thought Coco was acting very strange but there was nothing else she could say because she realized all of a sudden that Coco was sad.


“Coco?”


Coco still didn’t answer. He just said in the end, “Don’t leave me. I need you.” He kissed her gently and said, “I need you very much.”

Chapter 94


There was little else Elena and Kayla could talk about now but Amanda’s new relationship with Fabio. They were even more excited about it than with their own relationships with their boyfriends. All of a sudden Elena stopped talking about Luca (who was her official boyfriend, not Daniele) and Kayla didn’t mention D’Amico a single bit ever since Amanda told them about Fabio and her. Daniele and Luca were also very happy for Amanda. Daniele was more, actually. He thought Amanda had made the right decision. Amanda thanked him for the advice he gave her about Fabio and even gave treated him lunch as a way of saying thank you.  


She didn’t know from where, but even on the second day Amanda and Fabio were lovers everyone had already found about it. They were surprised to hear everyone cheering for them and teasing them when they went to the lecture hall together. Amanda asked Fabio if he had told anyone and he said that he hadn’t told anyone at all. Amanda first suspected that either one of Luca or Daniele had a slip of the tongue. But then again Kayla and Elena were actually the more likely suspects because they were blabbing about it all the time.


Amanda didn’t mind, though. She really didn’t care if the whole world knew about it. She was just happy with Fabio. Fabio felt the same way too and they carried on showing up together whenever possible. Most of the time they were in the theatre, though, because the rehearsal for the spring show was becoming more intense. As members of the theatre club, they were both very serious about it. So they might as well do it at the same time they spend time with each other.


Even Professor Castellini had found out about it and he was always smiling very meaningfully every time he turned around and saw the two of them together. Fabio was actually very proud about this… and very jealous about Amanda having to partner someone else on stage while he played the villain whom Amanda’s character hated.


“All right… let’s take it from the beginning, people. This time, I want a real fight,” Professor Castellini said.


“I doubt they can do it, sir. They’re newlyweds… how can they fight?” someone who was in the lighting section teased.


Everyone burst out into laughter while Amanda blushed and Fabio started to say, “Give us a break, will you?”


“All right, all right… let’s get on with it… some of you have a lecture with Professor Brano and some with Professor Regio… don’t waste it,” Professor Castellini said.


Amanda then faced Fabio. This was a scene where she was supposed to have a brawl with Fabio’s character and another girl’s character. Amanda took a deep breath and then began to recite her line. She had memorized all of her lines so all she had to figure out now was how to present her character. Her two acting opponents were equally prepared so there was one hell of a scene. 


The fight in this very particular scene seemed so real that everyone was transfixed watching it. Fio, Nadia and Valentina, who were watching with the other members of the theatre in the audience seats, were stunned to see the scene. Professor Castellini was speechless and almost flinched when Amanda pretended to scratch Fabio’s face.


At the end of the scene, everyone who watched jumped from their seats and gave the three actors a long applause. Professor Castellini was so pleased with them that he ran up the stage and hugged Fabio, Amanda and Olga. 


“Eccellente! Bravissimi! Perfetissimo! GRANDE!” Professor Castellini said. “You people kick ass!”


They all laughed hearing Professor Castellini’s slang. Suddenly the auditorium door was opened and someone entered. It was Professor Laurentiis!


“What’s this?” he asked in English.


His very deep voice – deeper than usual – and his use of English language caught everyone’s attention. They’ve heard Professor Laurentiis speak English before, of course. In fact, he used English every time he taught in tutorial classes. But this time the accent was unbelievably British that every single pair of eyes in the room turned to look at him, making sure that it was really the professor! He looked very stern and very cold as he descended the steps to get to the stage, near where everyone else was. The students were surprised to see him there, looking mean and dangerous.


“A teacher speaking inappropriate words to his students? Shame on you, Barnard! You ought to be hanged! You set out a very bad example to your students! You wait ‘til I tell this to Headmaster Collins. He will have you out of the school in matter of hours! Not days, but hours!” Professor Laurentiis continued. He was staring at Professor Castellini and the two professors looked as if they were about to kill each other.


It took a few moments before the students realized that the professors were acting too. Professor Castellini then retorted, “HAH! Try as you might, Randwick! You will never get me out of here. I am too powerful, too influential to be disposed of from this institution. In fact, Headmaster Collins will hear about your threats on me and he will discard you in seconds.”


Professor Laurentiis’ brows were raised and he smiled amusedly. “Ah, you are challenging me, aren’t you, Barnard?” He then smirked evilly. He pointed out his finger to him and said very cunningly, “You will never win because you are no one. I know a lot about your secret… you were a thief. You stole money and killed your employers where you were hired as a tutor. And you, damn bastard, just had to slaughter the children too…”


Professor Castellini’s expression altered. He seemed very, very furious now. In an instant, he took out something from his pocket and then threw it to Professor Laurentiis in a very rapid movement. The next thing everyone knew, Professor Laurentiis was holding his chest and began to speak in a choked voice, as if he were dying. He sounded so real that some of the students began to shiver. 


“You may have killed me, Barnard,” he said. He coughed and then started to fall down to the floor. “But… everyone will find out about you… who you are… and…” He coughed again. The coughing sound he made sounded as if he were choking with blood. “What you… have done… and you… will get the…” He didn’t continue to speak but his eyes had become wide in horror. His face had turned livid. A second later, he died.


There was a moment of silence as Professor Laurentiis lied in the floor, with eyes and mouth wide open, like a dead man. The silence was broken when a female student shrieked and began to panic. At that moment, Professor Laurentiis began to chuckle and eventually laughed out loud. 


“PROFESSOR!” Valentina spat at him. She looked as pale as the dead character Professor Laurentiis had just played. “We thought you were dead for real!”


“Don’t do that again!” Olga said sternly to her professor as Amanda was hugging her because she had been very shocked with the professors’ convincing acting.


“What do you think, guys? He’s good, isn’t he?” Professor Castellini asked. He helped his colleague to stand up from the floor. The two young male professors smirked at each other, joined together and faced the students. Professor Laurentiis returned the pen his friend had thrown at him as a ‘knife’. The students realized that they had been planning this to happen and they felt deceived.


“I would have been better if you’ve told us something about it!” the students began to say. “That was a freak act!” “Crazy!” “Unbelievable!” “When did you plan this?”


“All right… I’ll explain… I have asked Professor Laurentiis to help me in directing you guys act for this play. He will be my assistant director. In two weeks time, I have to go to New York for two weeks and three days. Professor Laurentiis will be taking my place and he will be directing some of the new scenes. I want you to be sure that Professor Laurentiis is a competent instructor. He was in the theater during his college years so he has experience. I want you all to welcome him, trust him, help him and follow his instructions. Got it?”


At first the students looked skeptical but then they began to smile and nodded. They thought Professor Laurentiis’ acting was high class and they started to clapped their hands. Professor Castellini seemed very satisfied. “Welcome back to the theatre, Pip.”


Professor Laurentiis joked, “Right. I will also ask Professor Brano to come and help me direct.”


The students stared at him in horror. The two professors laughed. Someone then said, “We’d rather have Professor Battista, sir!”


Pippo and Gianfranco laughed. The previous then said, “I’ll try to make her come… if she has time.”


Amanda and Fabio stared at each other meaningfully. Professor Castellini then said, “All right. Today’s rehearsal is done. Thank you all for coming. Don’t forget to prepare for scene four, act two. See you tomorrow, people.”


“Ciao, professore!” 


Fabio jumped off the stage and then lifted Amanda down from it and then put her on the floor. He kissed her on the cheeks and then said, “I’ll see you later, bella.  I have to go to class now. Don’t forget to meet wait for me in front of the lecture hall later.”


“Ciao!” Amanda said. 


Fabio kissed her once again. Amanda smiled. Fabio then shouted to Valentina, beating all the noises in the auditorium, “Valentina! You have my notes? Bring them to the tutorial class! Don’t forget!”


Amanda saw Fabio running outside to the room. By that time Fio was already at Amanda’s side. She nudged her friend and winked. “You and your boyfriend look so cute together,” she said. Then she smiled devilishly and whispered, “How about the love bite you got from him? Gone already?”


“FIO!” Amanda gasped. She slapped her friend’s arm. Amanda frowned as Fio kept on laughing.


“What’s so funny?” Professor Laurentiis suddenly asked.


Amanda gasped and gaped while Fio kept on laughing. Professor Laurentiis stared at the two of them in confusion. Amanda quickly said before he became suspicious, “Nothing, Professor. Fio was just teasing me about Fabio and she thinks, just like everyone else does, that Fabio and I are so amusing.”


The professor nodded. Amanda couldn’t help but noticing that Professor Laurentiis looked fabulous today. Perhaps it was because he was wearing a tie and a dark suit. Usually when he came to teach at the university he used simple suits and shirt without a tie. The times when Amanda didn’t see him looking casual were only at the Autumn Ball and in his office. Amanda thought maybe Professor Laurentiis didn’t have time to change before coming here. She wondered if Professor Battista had seen him. Surely, she wouldn’t miss Professor Laurentiis looking so great like this.


“So, what classes do you two have next? You better hurry,” Professor Laurentiis said.


“We have no class, actually. Fabio and Valentina do, though. They have a tutorial session while I will have it tomorrow with Nadia. Then I only have to wait for your lecture. Amanda’s lunch break is now,” Fio explained.


“Well, in that case, let’s have lunch together!” Professor Laurentiis suggested.


Amanda smiled. “Oooh, are you paying for it?” she joked.


Professor Laurentiis sighed and looked as if he were a man who always bought her everything she wanted. He said, “Fine.”


Amanda and Fio laughed. The latter then said, “It’s about time! Lately it has been me who has always paid for Amanda when we go to lunch together!”


Amanda was going to retort with another jibe for her joke when suddenly her eyes caught the figure of someone entering the auditorium, trying to battle the crowd of students who bustled to get out of there to join their next classes. It was Professor Battista! Amanda felt as if heaven had just fallen for her! Within seconds, she formulated a plan for Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista. This must work, she determined.


“I would like to, Professor. Certainly I wouldn’t mind. But actually I can’t. I haven’t told Fio either about this…” Amanda said.


Fio became very suspicious. It was not like Amanda to change plans in the last minutes. But then she spotted Professor Battista coming towards them. She knew what Amanda was going to do in just a moment. Now she must play along.


“About what?” Professor Laurentiis asked.


“You see, I have to talk to Professor Castellini. It’s about an assignment he gave us last week. I have done some work but then I realized that it might not be what the assignment was about. I am afraid of doing the wrong thing so I must ask Professor Castellini,” Amanda said. 


“What is this assignment about?” Professor Laurentiis asked.


Fio’s ears were listening to them but her eyes were on Professor Battista. The professor was approaching them closer. She wondered what Amanda might do about that. Fio then asked, “Yeah, what is it about? Is it a very important assignment?”


“Well,” Amanda started. She wanted to explain but she was secretly noticing how close Professor Battista was in coming near them. She couldn’t wait. But she continued anyway, “It has something to do with staged literature… but I am not sure if he wants us to summarize, analyze, review or the three of them! I didn’t pay attention to his explanation because I was so sleepy at that time.”


“Would it take long?” Professor Laurentiis asked. “I could wait for you.”

And the moment had come! Professor Battista appeared and called, “Pippo! There you are! I have been looking all over for you.”

Professor Laurentiis turned around. Amanda winked at Fio. Fio shook her head. Amanda was really gritty about this. At that time, Professor Battista said to Pippo, “You know what, I really can’t have that discussion with you later this afternoon. I must do the bibliographical research in the library as soon as possible because I won’t be able to do it tomorrow. We have to rearrange the time.”

Professor Laurentiis’ expression altered. He suddenly appeared thoughtful. “Well, we’re going to have a problem then. I teach full tomorrow almost without a break. After teaching, I have to attend a business meeting. Tonight… I must go back to the office to finish work. There are so many things to do.”

They continued on talking. Amanda quickly pulled Fio close to her side and then whispered to her urgently, “Fio, go call Sandro now!”

“What for?” Fio replied.

“Just do it and then tell him to come here immediately,” Amanda said persistently.

Fio really didn’t know what Amanda wanted to do with Sandro but she guessed that it must be something to do with Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista. She did as what she was told while Amanda approached Professor Castellini to talk to him for a while. Amanda returned only moments later with a satisfied grin on her face. Fio wondered if Amanda had managed to pull Professor Castellini in this little mission as well.

Amanda tugged Professor Laurentiis on his shirtsleeve, drawing his attention to her from Professor Battista. Professor Battista then also turned to look at her. “Professor, I think that I really can’t go with you. I really need to see Professor Castellini. I am very sorry. Maybe you should stay here and discuss your problem with Professor Battista.”

“Oh, no, but I…” Professor Battista tried to say.

But Amanda interrupted her, “You know what, Professor? It would even be a better idea if you take Professor Battista to lunch instead! I couldn’t help but hearing that you needed to discuss about something. You have trouble finding the right time for the discussion, haven’t you? So, why not do it now?”

“But we’ve already decided on a new time,” Professor Laurentiis said.

Amanda ignored him. She continued, “Well, then you might want to… well, have lunch with a friend. I really can’t, Professor Laurentiis. I am sure Professor Battista would be very happy to go with you.” She turned to the beautiful professor and asked, “Wouldn’t you, Professor?”

“I, ah…”

Amanda persisted, now using her puppy eyes, “Professor Laurentiis really could use a friend, Professor Battista. He has been working too hard… being in the office all day long and now he has to teach us and all… I think he could use some fun. And who knows him better but you than the rest of us?”

Fio couldn’t believe Amanda! This girl was really a plotter! But her amazement had to stop because Sandro was already standing outside the auditorium, looking for Fio. Fio signaled to Amanda that Sandro was there.

Amanda quickly said, “Oh, there’s your Sandro, Fi. Why don’t you go ahead first to the canteen and then wait for me there? You really shouldn’t wait here because Professor Castellini and I have a lot to talk about.”

Professor Laurentiis then asked, “You’re going to have lunch with Sandro, Fio?”

“Yes,” Fio answered. 

“Well, it was actually their original plan – to have lunch together, only the two of them. I just asked to come along. But now I don’t need lunch. I need counseling,” Amanda said.

Professor Laurentiis and Professor Battista just stood there, blinking. Amanda then urged them, “Well, what are you waiting for? Lunch is waiting, professors! Have fun! I’ll see you later!”

Amanda then waved her hand at the three of them. Fio understood now. Sandro was needed as an excuse for her to have lunch with him so Professor Laurentiis wouldn’t ask her to have lunch with him. That way he could be with Professor Battista all alone.

“See you later, professors,” Fio said.

After the two girls left, Professor Battista asked, “So… lunch?”

Pippo was furrowing his eyebrows. He couldn’t help thinking that Amanda was really up to something shady. And it involved him… and Clara Maria. When he turned to the side, the other professor was smiling knowingly at him. She said, “Are you thinking of something?”

“Yes,” Pippo answered.

“Well, I think we are thinking of the same thing. Shall we trade thoughts during lunch?”

“In the teacher’s lounge?” Pippo asked with a smirk.

“Right. With Professor Brano,” Clara Maria answered.

The two of them smiled at each other and then walked away. Amanda saw them and she felt very, very satisfied. Her plan was working. Working very well…


“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Fabio said.


“Thanks for dropping me home and carrying my books,” Amanda said.


Fabio rolled his eyes and then said, “Well, that’s why I am your boyfriend, aren’t I?” 
Amanda nudged him on the ribs. “Ouch,” Fabio yelped. But he grinned next. He kissed Amanda sweetly. Amanda almost lost herself in the kiss if it weren’t for the noises from the kitchen that sounded like the table fell to the floor. Amanda pulled away immediately and then turned around to look at the kitchen door. 


“What the hell is that?” Fabio asked. His face showed that he was surprised and afraid as well. “Maybe I should go check. It could be intruders.”


Amanda then vaguely heard the giggles. Amanda rolled her eyes and said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s just… maybe, Fio and Sandro. They really don’t know the word ‘bedroom’.”


Fabio looked stricken. “Sandro and Fio? In the kitchen?”


“Like I said, they don’t have ‘bedroom’ in their vocabulary,” Amanda said.


It took Fabio a while to get over his shock but then he returned his attention to Amanda and kissed her gently on the lips. Against them, he murmured, “You are so sweet…”


Amanda opened her eyes and then looked into his. Amanda smiled and kissed him back. But she stopped herself quickly when suddenly Fabio pulled her closer and held her tighter. Amanda pressed one last kiss on his lips and then said, “Well, it’s getting late.”


Fabio was disappointed but he didn’t let it show. He knew Amanda needed more time before she jumped into heavy kisses with him. And that made him love her more. She was not easy and he was glad that she was because there was no way he wanted to share her with another guy.


“All right. I better go too… my mother is out of town and I bet my father is lonely and wants me to accompany him dinner,” Fabio said.


Amanda gave him a naughty smile as they walked together to the door. She teased him, “Right. You better go home soon, Daddy’s Boy.”


Fabio groaned. He said, “Oh, please… have mercy on me!”


Amanda chuckled as she opened the door for him. She said, “Why should I?”


“Because I love you?” Fabio asked.


“Oh, sure,” Amanda replied indifferently. Fabio started to tickle her and she finally admitted defeat. Amanda kissed him on the cheeks before they finally said their goodbyes. After Fabio was gone, Amanda returned back inside.


She gasped and jumped when she saw Sandro and Fio staring at her with narrowed gazes on their eyes. She stammered, “Oh, ciao, you two… uhm, you surprised me there…”


Sandro grabbed his jacket while he still stared dagger-eyes at her and then approached her fiercely. He stopped in front of Amanda and then pulled her ear. He said, “Darling, I know you’re very, very smart… but please, we’re not dumb. We know what bedroom means!”


Amanda blinked. She almost didn’t know what he was talking about. But then she saw the twinkle in his eyes. Sandro chuckled and patted Amanda’s head as he walked towards the door. He said, “Next time, don’t badmouth us to your boyfriend, will you? I am a man. My pride often gets hurt.”


“Men,” Amanda sighed.


“Get out of here,” Fio said to him. Sandro grinned and then was gone through the door.


Amanda went to sit with Fio on the sofa. Amanda stared at Fio curiously. Fio sighed. “All right, all right. Next time, we’ll use the bedroom.”


“Were you really doing it in the kitchen?” Amanda asked in disbelief.


“No,” Fio answered. “Sandro and I have never done that with each other before. We are going to take it slow. For your information, we were just making coffee when we heard you coming. We wanted to eavesdrop and everything was fine until he bumped on the table and some spoons and forks fell down from the table.”


Amanda smiled. She said, “Fabio thought you were some intruders or something…”


“Well, that’s thoughtful of him!” Fio said. “Good on you! You have a protective boyfriend.”


“Do you think he’s the jealous type?” Amanda asked.


“Perhaps,” Fio answered. “I don’t know.”


“Well, I wouldn’t want to know by dating another guy,” Amanda said.


Fio smiled. “I am so happy for you. You were so sad when Ethan left. Now you’ve got him. I am sure your mother is happy too.”


Amanda suddenly stared at her. “Oh, God…”


“What?”


“I haven’t told my mother!”


Fio’s eyes widened at her statement and then she said frantically, “How could you have not told her? Your mother should be the first to know! Come on! You forgot?”


Amanda quickly grabbed the telephone and then said, “I just forgot!” She quickly dialed the number for her parents’ house in Milan. Fio was lecturing her about mother-daughter thing. When she heard the connecting tone, she said to Fio, “Okay, Fi, so I did a mistake. No big deal!”


“Your mother!” Fio exclaimed.


“FIO!” 



“All right, all right,” Fio sighed. She went away to the kitchen. “Coffe?”


“Yeah,” Amanda called.


A moment later, her father’s voice came on the line. “This is Paolo speaking.”


“PAPA! It’s me, Amanda,” Amanda announced.


“Amanda! Ciao! What a surprise! We didn’t expect a call from you. We thought you were having a good time with your new boyfriend and we thought we’d have to settle for Pippo’s calls every week,” Paolo said.


Amanda was surprised to hear that. She asked hurriedly, “How did you know that?”


“Know what, dolcezza?” Paolo asked calmly.


“About me and…”


“Fabio?”


“PAPA! You knew?!”


“Well, do you have a guardian or not?”


“Professor Laurentiis told you?” Amanda asked, embarrassed and surprised.


“Yes. He told us right away. Your mother was very happy to hear about it. She had wanted to call you but every time she tried, you never answered the phone. We were planning to send you a fax saying congratulations,” Paolo explained.


“When did he tell you?”


“Last Monday.”


“On his weekly report?”


“No, dear. He told us personally about that, not in his report about you. That he sends by fax. He told us about Fabio on the phone,” Paolo said.


“Oh, no…”


Paolo chuckled on the phone. He said, “Dolcezza, there is nothing to worry about. We’re happy for you. Mama was worried because it seemed like you couldn’t forget about Ethan. Now, look at you… you’ve found someone else.”


Amanda sighed. “It’s not about that. It’s… Professor Laurentiis! He told you!”


“So? He’s your guardian!”


“Papa, seriously… you really think I need a guardian?”


“Considering what happened in the past, you coming in and out of hospitals, your hysterias and all, we just trust you better under the care of a guardian. And before you object that your professor in school is the person chosen as a guardian, let me tell you that your mother and I trust him very much. We would trust him with our lives, even. Except that… well, we saved him first.”


Amanda didn’t quite get what her father meant. She asked him, “What?”


There was silence for a while. Then Paolo said, “Never mind.”


“You said something about saving Professor first?”


“You might as well forget about it,” Paolo said firmly. “The point is, Pippo is a competent man and he cares you a lot, just as much as we do. He’ll make a good father one day. I told him that the way he takes care of you is a good practice for him for when he has a teenage daughter.”


Amanda made a face, unknowingly to Paolo, of course. “Yeah,” she said gravely, “He would have a daughter if I didn’t blow it up.”


She heard her father chuckle once again. He said, “I heard about what happened to Stefania. You really shouldn’t blame yourself about it. Your mother is quite happy that he finally got over her. She never really liked her.”


“Mama has met Stefania?” Amanda asked.


“Not really but then again Stefania is a Milan socialite and your mother knows a lot about them. She’s a socialite herself… you forget? Your mother’s family is a grand socialite family?”


Amanda laughed. Her father and her mother came from two different worlds actually. Her father’s family had been a member of the middle-class society. They were workers. It was just that they all worked as teachers and professors. Everyone from her father’s side was always in the education world. Her mother’s family on the other hand was a rich family. They were as respectable as the Laurentiis family. But her mother was a bit different. She loved teaching so much that she turned down the offer to marry a rich man and instead married her father. Not only because she loved him so much but Paolo was a teacher and she hoped to learn something from him for her teaching skills. 


“I remember,” Amanda answered.


“So, dolcezza, you really shouldn’t worry about anything. You should enjoy your life and study well. Forget about us, forget about Professor Laurentiis and forget about trouble. Just have fun,” Paolo said.


Amanda smiled. She loved her father so much because of this. He was always able to calm her down. Even if they didn’t see each other, hearing his calming voice could already make her feel optimistic about everything.


She then said, “All right, Papa. Now, can I talk with Mama?”


“Mama and Christian went to the supermarket. I’ll tell them you called and she’ll call you back. All right?”


“Grazie, Papa. Ti amo.” 


“Anch’io a te,” Paolo said.


When she hung up the phone, she felt like she really did have everything. And ‘everything’ was her family. Not Fabio, not Professor Laurentiis, no one or nothing else… just her family.
