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Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. While the events and characters in this book are inspired by real-life experiences that many survivors endure, this story is not based on any specific individual or case. The intent of this novel is to shed light on the reality of domestic abuse, honor the strength of survivors, and highlight the importance of finding support and freedom.

If you need help, please consider reaching out to domestic violence hotlines, counseling services, or support groups in your area. You are not alone.
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Dedication
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To every woman who’s ever packed a bag in the middle of the night, heart pounding, hands shaking, not knowing what came next, this is for you.

To the ones who stayed longer than they should have, not because they were weak, but because they were loyal, and scared, and hopeful.

To the women who were told they were too emotional, too dramatic, too much, until they started to believe it.

To the mothers who feared what leaving would do to their children, and the ones who feared what staying already had.

To the ones who finally said: Enough.

You are not alone. You are not crazy. You are not what they said you were. You are more than your past. You are braver than your fear. And you are allowed to start over. Even if your hands still tremble. Even if your voice still shakes. Even if you don’t yet believe you deserve the peace that’s waiting for you.

This story was written with you in mind. Here’s to new beginnings.


With love and fire,

Katlyn Rose



(who found her voice)




“And one day, she remembered who she was, and the game changed.”

— Lalah Delia

“Some women fear the fire. Some women simply become it.”

— R.H. Sin
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Chapter 1 
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The morning light crept across the hills, golden rays filtered through the olive trees, skipping over the vineyard rows and brushing against the stone walls of Villa Bianchi. I stepped out onto the veranda, barefoot, still holding the warmth of my coffee cup in both hands like it could anchor me to this moment.

Dew sparkled on the grass, and the air carried that unmistakable blend of lavender, cypress, and earth that only existed in this corner of Italy. Somewhere in the distance, a rooster let out his second-wind crow, and one of the guardian pups gave a soft warning bark, nothing urgent, just a hello to the morning. Our place had come alive.

The vineyard was thriving again, slowly reclaiming its former glory with help from Luca’s patient hands and more than a few prayers. Weddings were booked months in advance, and the B&B had a rotation of travelers from all corners of the world who called it charming, rustic, and sometimes, miraculously healing. As for the café in Florence, locals were calling it their hidden gem. Even tourists wandered in now, drawn by the sign above the door that read, Bianchi—Italian, Texas Style. We had built something real.

I walked along the stone path toward the edge of the vineyard, passing the villa’s flower beds now bursting with late spring color. Bees hummed lazily, dipping between petals like they had no deadlines. A single grapevine brushed my arm as I passed, its tendrils soft and reaching, like it knew me now.

For a long time, I didn’t think peace was possible. I didn’t think freedom was something women like me got to keep. But here I was, standing in the heart of a dream that used to feel impossible, letting it wash over me like sunshine.

Still, something tugged at the edge of that peace. A quiet echo I hadn’t quite silenced yet. Because no matter how far I’d come, the past hadn’t let go completely.

I stood at the edge of the vineyard, the hem of my pajama pants damp with dew, and stared out past the rows of vines toward the horizon. Somewhere beyond that soft haze of gold and blue were my daughters. Clara, always trying to be the brave one. Elise, with her quiet fire. And little Rosie, still clinging to the bedtime stories I used to whisper into her curls.

Were they awake yet? Had he made them eggs, or just barked orders and blamed them for things they didn’t understand? This was their week to spend by their father, so threatened with a court order on my parents.

The thought made my grip tighten on the mug. I missed them so deeply it hollowed me out sometimes. And it wasn’t just distance, it was knowing they were stuck in a house filled with fear, still tethered to a man who thought control was love and silence was obedience. And they were too far away for me to do anything about it.

I drew a long breath through my nose, trying to calm myself in the scent of rosemary and warm earth, but it didn’t work like it usually did. The ache in my chest had moved in and unpacked its things.

The villa stood proudly behind me, its old bones restored with care, its walls alive with laughter, good food, and the echoes of stories yet to be told. But beneath all that charm, I knew this place still held secrets.

Marcello’s return from Rome hadn’t just stirred up old memories. He was chasing something now, some truth hidden in the shadows of this place. His mother had once fled the villa in fear, and now he believed she’d been running from more than ghosts. And if he was right, that meant the danger hadn’t died with the past. It might’ve just gone quiet.

So yes, this was the dream. It was thriving, beautiful, and mine. But it wasn’t safe  or whole yet. Not until my girls were here and we cracked open whatever was still buried inside the walls of Villa Bianchi.

I found Marti already stationed at the kitchen table, her hair piled into a messy bun that managed to look effortless instead of neglected. Her fingers tapped a rapid rhythm against her coffee mug, and she tapped her computer as she flipped through pages of spreadsheets and notes with a purpose usually reserved for battle plans.

“Good morning,” I said, eyeing the papers spread across the table. “Did the spreadsheets misbehave overnight?”

She grinned, eyes bright behind her glasses. “Funny. But no, just the opposite. Everything’s going perfectly.”

“Perfectly,” I echoed, raising an eyebrow. “Now I’m worried.”

“You should be,” she shot back, sliding a neatly-typed schedule across the table toward me. “We’re booked solid, Zoey. Weddings every weekend through next spring. The B&B has a waitlist. And the café? We’re literally bursting at the seams. We either expand or start disappointing people.”

I sank into the chair opposite her, stirring sugar into my espresso. “Marti, this is amazing news. We’re doing exactly what we set out to do.”

“Yes, but...” Her voice shifted, serious beneath the enthusiasm. “You can’t keep running around trying to handle everything yourself. We need to hire people, permanent people, especially for managing the B&B and the vineyard events.”

I glanced down, suddenly fascinated by the swirl of crema in my coffee. “I’m managing.”

“You’re surviving,” she corrected gently. “There’s a difference. I’ve watched you fall asleep over your laptop three times this week alone.”

“That was multitasking,” I joked weakly.

Marti laughed, shaking her head. “Aunt Zoey, seriously. You built all this. You deserve to actually enjoy it. Let someone else help carry the load.”

I took a sip of coffee, savoring the rich bitterness. She wasn’t wrong, but letting go, even a little, felt terrifying. This place had been my escape, my salvation, built from the ground up by sheer stubbornness and determination. How could I trust anyone else to handle it?

“I know you’re right,” I finally admitted. “But hiring someone means interviews, background checks, paperwork.”

Marti waved her hand dismissively. “Details. You’re looking at the queen of delegation here. Just say the word, and I’ll start searching.”

I hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Fine. Start looking, but I make the final decision.”

“Agreed.” She smiled triumphantly. “See? That wasn’t so painful, was it?”

“Don’t push your luck,” I warned, trying not to smile back.

She laughed, gathering her papers with a satisfied flourish. “Trust me, Aunt Zoey. This is going to be perfect.”

“Your definition of perfect scares me,” I said dryly.

She winked. “It should.”

And that quick, the tightness in my chest loosened a little. Marti had a way of doing that, turning my fears into possibilities, even if I wasn’t quite ready to admit it yet.

The morning moved quickly into afternoon, the comforting rhythm of daily tasks soothing my frayed nerves. Marti had left for Florence to manage the café, leaving me alone at the villa, savoring the rare silence. I lingered at the kitchen window, watching sunlight splash gold across the vineyard, when the crunch of gravel beneath tires snapped me from my daydreaming. My heart kicked once, sharply. The mail was here.

Usually, I greeted mail deliveries with anticipation, notes from happy guests, fresh bookings, local flyers, but lately, each arrival carried a quiet dread. I walked out slowly, gravel scraping beneath my shoes, as the delivery truck vanished down the lane. A single envelope waited, starkly official and severe against the rustic charm of the villa’s mailbox. My stomach knotted as I recognized the Texas return address, the neat, aggressive scrawl of Michael’s attorney.

My hands shook as I tore the envelope open, the thin paper rasping loudly in the quiet. The words blurred briefly, ink swimming into meaningless streaks until I forced my eyes to focus.

"Dear Ms. Bianchi," it began, clinical and cold. "Mr. Michael Roma has filed a formal petition for full custody of Kayla and Cyndi Roma. It is our intent to demonstrate your abandonment and unstable lifestyle as evidence for this claim. Please be advised that legal proceedings will commence immediately."

I stumbled back against the mailbox, the metal biting coldly into my skin. Each word sliced through me with a ruthless precision, reopening wounds that had barely begun to heal.

"Abandonment," I whispered bitterly into the silence. I’d fled to save myself, and ultimately, to save them. Now Michael twisted my desperate escape into a weapon.

The villa, the vineyard, the café, everything Marti and I had built, suddenly felt fragile and transparent. One carefully-aimed blow from Michael, and it might shatter completely. Tears burned at the corners of my eyes, but I blinked them fiercely away. I’d allowed Michael to control me for too long already. He’d stolen years from me. He wouldn’t take my daughters, too.

Standing straighter, I carefully folded the letter and slid it back into its envelope, the edges crumpled from my grip. The weight of the paper felt like chains pulling me back into a life I’d fought so desperately to leave behind.

But I wasn’t that woman anymore. I wouldn’t let him define me, or control my future again. Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself against the rush of anger and fear. If Michael wanted a fight, then a fight he would get.

I sat at the kitchen table, the letter from Michael’s lawyer lying open in front of me, a mocking challenge in stark black ink. Every word was a threat, each carefully chosen phrase meant to destabilize me. But instead of the familiar paralysis Michael's threats usually triggered, a surge of anger rose from deep within my chest, a fierce, powerful current I’d rarely allowed myself to feel.

“No,” I whispered, my voice startlingly loud in the stillness of the kitchen. “You won’t do this again, Michael.”

Pushing the letter aside, I grabbed an old notebook and pen from the drawer. I paused, fingers trembling slightly, and took a breath. If he wanted to dredge up our past, fine. I'd face it head-on. This time, though, I'd control the narrative.

I flipped open the notebook and began to write, slowly at first, then quicker as memories surged forward, each clearer than I’d realized. The moments were etched sharply in my mind, his subtle cruelty masked as jokes, his endless rules about how I spoke, dressed, and acted. The way he isolated me, systematically removing every person and thing I loved, until all I had left was him. I wrote until my fingers cramped and my wrist ached, until three full pages were covered in jagged, furious script.

By the time I stopped, three hours had passed, the sunlight shifting across the tile floor, painting the kitchen in muted shades of gold and amber. The notebook sat heavily in front of me, filled with truths I'd hidden from everyone, even myself, for too long.

But there was one lingering doubt, sharper than the rest. I ran my hand gently over the pages, the ink smudging slightly beneath my fingertips. Would Kayla and Cyndi believe me?

I bit my lip, tears threatening again. Michael was manipulative, charming when he wanted to be, ruthless when he didn’t get his way. I’d seen the way my daughters looked at him, confusion clouding their eyes whenever his mask slipped, but still they clung to the hope of a happy family. Would my words, raw and unfiltered, break through his carefully constructed lies?

My hand stilled, gripping the edge of the notebook. Doubts be damned, I would make them see the truth. They deserved that much from me. I closed the notebook, feeling strangely lighter. Michael had intended to weaken me, but he’d miscalculated. This time, he wouldn’t silence me. I stood, the notebook tucked securely beneath my arm, and faced the warm Italian afternoon with new resolve.

No more hiding. No more running. This fight was just beginning.

Just as I stepped onto the veranda to clear my head, tires crunched over gravel at the front gate. I turned, squinting through the late afternoon sunlight, shading my eyes with my hand. My heart tightened, not from fear, but from recognition. A familiar, dark-blue sedan pulled up near the villa's entrance, dust settling softly around its wheels.

Marcello stepped out slowly, almost hesitantly, his usually confident posture slightly bowed, shoulders carrying a weight I hadn’t seen before. He looked thinner, wearier, as if the journey from Rome had stripped him of something essential.

"Marcello," I called, forcing warmth into my voice as I moved to greet him. "We weren’t expecting you yet."

He offered a small, tired smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "I know. I came straight from the train station. Didn’t even stop by the house first." His voice was low, roughened with exhaustion. As he approached, I noticed the shadow beneath his eyes and the tight set of his jaw, a storm lingering just beneath the surface.

Marti emerged from the villa, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. She paused, sensing the tension as quickly as I had. "Hey, stranger," she greeted cautiously, glancing at me with raised eyebrows. "You look like you could use a drink."

Marcello chuckled faintly, but it was a hollow sound, forced. "More than one, I think."

I touched his arm lightly, guiding him toward the villa’s welcoming entrance. "Come inside. Let's get you settled."

Inside the familiar warmth of the kitchen, I poured generous glasses of wine, silently noting how Marcello’s hand shook slightly as he accepted his.

Marti leaned against the countertop, watching him closely. "Everything okay, Marcello?"

He hesitated, swirling the wine around his glass, not meeting our eyes. When he finally looked up, there was an unsettling darkness in his gaze. "I found her," he said quietly. "My mother."

Marti and I exchanged a startled glance. "That's good, isn't it?" I asked gently.

He took a slow sip, staring out the kitchen window as if the answer lay somewhere in the vineyards beyond. "Finding her was the easy part, Zoey," he murmured, voice strained. "What she told me..."

His words trailed off, tension tightening the room like a vise. When his eyes met mine again, the bleak intensity in them sent a shiver down my spine.

"Isabelle wasn’t just running from her past," he finally said, his voice barely more than a whisper. "She was running from something here, in this villa. Something dangerous."

The weight of his words settled over us, silencing even Marti. Marcello drained his glass quickly, setting it down with a quiet but firm clink.

"And now, whatever or whoever it is," he continued softly, his eyes flickering toward me, filled with apology and warning, "it knows you’re here too."

This did not leave a good feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Later that evening, the villa settled into one of those golden, stretched-out silences only Tuscany could conjure, everything bathed in warm light, the air soft with the scent of rosemary and simmering garlic. Marti had gone full comfort mode with her famous lemon chicken and roasted potatoes, and I was halfway through pouring a second glass of wine when the front door creaked open.

“Incoming,” Marti said with a grin, nodding toward the entrance.

It was the couple staying in the west suite, Marjorie and Bill Preston from a small town just outside of San Antonio. They were on their fiftieth wedding anniversary tour of Europe, and clearly having the time of their lives.

“Well, don’t let us intrude,” Marjorie said with a wink as she stepped into the kitchen, a silk scarf fluttering around her neck like she’d just come from a 1960s photo shoot.

“You’re not intruding,” I said, waving them in. “Pull up a chair. You’re family now. That’s the rule.”

Bill chuckled as he shook Marcello’s hand. “So you’re the one who went gallivanting off to Rome. Hope you brought back something more than that stressful look.”

Marcello gave a tired smile. “Just more questions than answers, I’m afraid.”

“Well, don’t go looking for answers at the bottom of a bottle,” Bill said, nodding toward the Chianti on the table. “But do check the second-to-last glass. That’s where I find most of my good ideas.”

Marjorie leaned over to inspect the dish Marti had just set out. “My Lord, that smells like Sunday dinner at my mama’s. But with better wine and fewer passive-aggressive remarks.”

Everyone laughed, Marti most of all. “Then you’re definitely staying for dessert.”

They settled in like they’d been here for years. Marjorie told a story about getting stuck in a rainstorm in Paris with nothing but a trash bag and high heels. Bill offered up a tale of mistaken identity at a Greek taverna that somehow involved a donkey and a priest. Every so often, Marcello would let out a low laugh and shake his head like he couldn’t believe he was enjoying himself. And honestly, neither could I.

I sat back in my chair and watched as the tension in the room loosened, thread by thread. Marcello didn’t talk much about his trip, none of us pushed, but he looked less haunted now, like he’d finally come up for much needed air.

Marjorie turned to me mid-sip. “I don’t know what kind of magic you’ve got here, sugar, but keep it. Whatever this is, it’s worth fighting for.”

I met her gaze and nodded, a quiet knot of something settling in my chest. I’d built this place, fought for it, and whatever storm was coming next, I knew I wasn’t facing it alone anymore.

After Marjorie and Bill bid their goodnights, Bill insisting he wasn’t drunk, just “happily horizontal-bound”, the villa finally fell quiet. The moon had edged high, soft and hazy above the vineyards, and the three of us found ourselves pulled outside like magnets to the terrace.

Marti uncorked another bottle of wine with a ceremonial flourish, handing me a glass before sliding one toward Marcello. He took it with a tired smile and leaned back in his chair, the shadows of the olive trees flickering across his face.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” he said after a long sip, his voice lower now, as if the stars might be listening.

“Well, you could start with why you look like you slept in your car for a week,” Marti said, eyeing him. “Which, judging by your hair, might not be far off.”

Marcello chuckled. “Close. I stayed in a hotel in Trastevere that had more history than hot water.” He paused. “I found her. My mother.”

I froze mid-sip, lowering the glass. “And?”

He nodded slowly. “She’s alive. Living under a different name. Has had a few since leaving here.”

Marti let out a soft whistle, but didn’t speak.

Marcello’s fingers tapped his glass. “She told me she left because of the villa. That whatever Antonio was mixed up in, it wasn’t just about business. She said there are things buried here, secrets she didn’t want to be part of. That she feared someone would come looking.”

“Looking for what?” I asked.

He shook his head. “She didn’t say, only that it was dangerous. That Villa Bianchi was once used to broker a deal, one that never got completed. And now someone might be trying to finish it.”

Silence spread across the terrace like a slow fog.

Marti leaned forward. “Do you believe her?”

“I do now,” Marcello said, eyes flicking toward the dark fields. “When I asked her why she didn’t come back, she looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘Because I still want to live.’”

I felt a cold prickle run down my spine. The villa suddenly didn’t feel as still as it had before.

“She said if I stayed, I needed to be careful,” he added. “And that you...” he looked at me, his eyes serious now, “should watch your back.”

We sat there for a long moment, letting that settle. The wind shifted just slightly, the cicadas gone quiet.

Marti broke the silence with a mutter. “Perfect. Another mystery with a side of mafia paranoia. Just what we needed.”

Marcello laughed once, bitter and low. “It’s not paranoia if they’re really out there.”

I didn’t laugh, I just stared out at the land we’d worked so hard to make our own, because deep down, I knew he was right.
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Chapter 2
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The café had that soft, golden hum only Florence could pull off, sunlight slanting through the windows, the low clink of espresso cups, the shuffle of fresh pastries onto trays. I was behind the counter, pretending to do inventory but really just enjoying the rhythm of a calm morning. It didn’t happen often anymore, not with the way business had picked up. But for ten precious minutes, everything felt manageable.

Until I heard her voice. “Oh my God, I knew this was your place!”

I looked up, startled, and there she was, Rissa Giordano. Same quick smile, same wavy brown hair pulled into a loose twist, same oversized sunglasses perched on her head like she was one wrong breeze from starting a vacation photo shoot.

I blinked. “Rissa?”

“In the flesh,” she grinned, spreading her arms. “You didn’t think I’d lose track of you after that plane ride, did you?”

I stepped around the counter before she could fully commit to a hug, but got swept into one anyway.

We hadn’t seen each other since the flight that brought me to Italy. I’d spilled my heart to a stranger somewhere over the Atlantic, and she’d held space for every word. I hadn’t expected to ever see her again. Definitely not here, and definitely not now.

“What are you doing in Florence?” I asked, still trying to catch up.

She pulled off her sunglasses, her eyes twinkling. “I needed a change. Left my job last month, packed a bag, booked a one-way ticket, and voilà, I’ve been traveling. But then I remembered you. The café and the name, Villa Bianchi.”

My stomach fluttered, half nerves, half fate creeping in. “I can’t believe you actually came.”

Rissa smiled and leaned across the counter. “And I can’t believe you actually did it. Look at this place, Zoey. You’re not just surviving, you’re thriving.”

We fell into an easy rhythm, the kind that only comes when the past and present blur just enough to feel familiar. I slipped back into the kitchen, tying my apron without thinking, while Rissa claimed the table closest to the open counter window. She kicked off her heels like she owned the place, pulled her sunglasses back up, and leaned on her elbows, grinning.

“You’re really doing this,” she said, watching me chop fresh basil with practiced hands. “You always said you wanted to cook for a living. And now you’re in Italy, for God’s sake.”

I glanced over my shoulder, smiling despite myself. “Yeah, well, it was this or go insane.”

“Honestly, not a bad trade.” She stole a piece of bread off a cutting board and popped it in her mouth. “You look good, Zoey. Tired, but good.”

“I’ll take it,” I muttered, tossing garlic into hot oil and savoring the familiar sizzle. “It’s been a lot.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I fully expect the full unfiltered breakdown after you feed me.”

So I cooked, spaghetti tossed in roasted cherry tomatoes, basil, and garlic confit. Rissa talked while I stirred, she told me about her last job, a nightmare of luxury hospitality and entitled clients. How she’d finally said enough and walked out with a severance check and a suitcase.

I slid a plate across to her. She took one bite, closed her eyes, and said, “You could charge double for this.”

“I do charge double for this,” I shot back, and we both laughed.

The sunlight shifted through the windows as the hours slipped by, our conversation weaving through old stories, new beginnings, and the strange joy of not needing to fill every silence. It was easy and it felt good. By the time the café's evening crowd started to filter in, I wasn’t ready to let her go.

As the café settled into its evening buzz, I wiped my hands on a towel and leaned against the counter. Rissa sat back in her chair, twirling the last bit of spaghetti on her fork with a smirk that said she was stalling, her face showing the same look she wore on the plane when she’d confessed she wasn’t sure what came next.

“So, what’s your real plan, Rissa?” I asked, folding my arms. “You didn’t fly all the way to Florence just to eat my cooking, did you?”

She shrugged, but her smile shifted, just a flicker of something more serious underneath. “I’ve been traveling,” she said, eyes flicking to the window like she might find an answer in the cobblestones outside. “Trying to figure out where I fit next. I left that job in Milan six weeks ago. It was too cold, too sterile, too many egos and not enough soul.”

I tilted my head. “So you want something less shiny?”

She looked at me with something close to longing. “I want something real. Something that matters. You know I’ve worked in hotels, venues, spas, you name it. But I’m tired of the grind. I want to wake up in the morning and actually give a damn.”

My heart thumped once, heavier than it should have. “And you think...?”

“I think Villa Bianchi has magic,” she said simply. “And you, you’re building something that people actually feel. I felt it the second I walked in here.”

I didn’t say anything right away. Her words dug deep, landing somewhere between flattery and fate. I busied myself clearing her plate.

“I’m not saying hire me right this second,” Rissa added quickly. “Just, maybe let me see the place. Help out a little. If it clicks, we’ll talk. If it doesn’t, I’ll just keep wandering.”

I nodded slowly, meeting her gaze. “All right. Come by the villa tomorrow. We’ll see how you handle Marti’s color-coded chaos.”

Rissa grinned. “Oh honey, I was chaos before color-coding was cool.”

The next morning, Rissa showed up at the café in jeans, an apron she borrowed from the hook near the espresso machine, and a wild ponytail that looked more stylish than anything I’d ever managed on purpose. Before I could even hand her a to-do list, she was already chatting up a honeymooning couple from Boston like she’d known them for years.

“Excuse me,” she called over to me with a wink, balancing a tray with one hand and filling water glasses with the other. “The groom says he wants to name a cannoli after you, what do we think, Zoey’s Sweet Surrender?”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped. “If he’s still saying that by dessert, maybe.”

The rest of the morning flew by. Rissa floated from table to table with a kind of ease you couldn’t fake. She remembered names, cracked gentle jokes, and made tourists feel like locals. Even old Manfredo, our crankiest regular, cracked a smile when she brought him his espresso before he could ask for it.

I pretended to be busy in the kitchen, but really, I was watching her. The way she handled a grumpy complaint from someone whose cappuccino had too much foam. The way she bent down to talk to a little girl like she was the most important guest in the place. It was rare, people skills like that, heart like that.

By the time the last table cleared, I was wiping down the counter when she collapsed onto a stool beside me, fanning herself with a dessert menu. “So, did I pass the test?”

I handed her a cold glass of lemon water and met her eyes. “You didn’t pass, Rissa. You owned it.”

Her smirk turned soft. “So, does this mean I get to stay?”

I hesitated for a beat, then said it before I could overthink it. “I don’t want you staying in town. Come out to the villa. We’ve got extra rooms, and honestly, I think you belong there instead of cooped up in this place.”

Rissa blinked, then gave me a smile that was pure sunshine. “Then I guess I’m home.”

Marti was elbow-deep in folding linen napkins when we walked through the front doors of the villa later that afternoon. She glanced up, eyes narrowing slightly, her default when faced with new people, until she caught Rissa’s warm, confident smile.

“Marti,” I said, kicking the door shut behind me with my heel, “meet Rissa Giordano. She’s thinking about joining us.”

“Thinking about?” Rissa chuckled, setting down her bag. “She practically shoved a key in my hand and threatened me with good food and countryside sunsets.”

Marti snorted. “Sounds like Zoey.”

I stepped between them, suddenly nervous. “Rissa’s got a background in hospitality. High-end places, but she wanted something more personal. I thought she might be the answer to our prayers with the B&B.”

Marti wiped her hands on a dish towel, eyes still assessing. “That so?”

“I poured wine before the entrees were finished, calmed a screaming toddler with a biscotti, and I got a 90-year-old to flirt with me after one limoncello,” Rissa said smoothly, arms crossed like she was presenting a résumé without paper. “So yes... that’s so.”

There was a beat of silence. Marti cracked a grin. “Oh hell yes. Where have you been hiding her?” she asked, pointing at me like I’d been hoarding a secret weapon.

“She found me on a plane a year ago,” I said, shrugging. “Guess she circled back.”

Marti clapped her hands together once. “Perfect. We need her yesterday.”

Rissa raised a brow. “So, we’re good?”

“You help me deal with the snobby brides and impossible grooms, and I’ll build you a guest room with a view of the vines,” Marti said, already reaching for another wineglass. “You drink red?”

“I don’t trust people who don’t.”

Marti grinned wide, pouring. “Then welcome to the madhouse.”

After Marti’s seal of approval, and a second glass of wine, we took Rissa on the unofficial grand tour of Villa Bianchi. The sun was beginning to slip behind the hills, casting the vineyard in that golden glow that made everything look kissed by magic. Even the gravel path sparkled.

“This place is straight out of a movie,” Rissa said, trailing her fingers along the wrought iron banister as we entered the main house. “No wonder you don’t want to let it go.”

“I didn’t say that,” I replied, smirking. “I just like holding the steering wheel.”

She grinned. “Control freak tendencies noted.”

Marti led us through the reception hall, past the antique wooden bar she’d salvaged from a nearby estate. “That was my baby,” she said, patting it fondly. “Carried half of it up the hill myself when Zoey almost broke an ankle.”

“True story,” I added, lifting my left foot slightly for dramatic effect. “Still can’t wear heels when it rains.”

We moved into the kitchen, Marti’s pride and joy, with warm tile floors and an oversized stove that could feed a hundred if you bribed it with wine.

“Oh, I could live in here,” Rissa breathed, turning a slow circle. “I’d never leave.”

“You say that now,” Marti muttered, “wait till you’ve hosted a double wedding with gluten-free vegans and a groom allergic to the smell of garlic.”

We showed her the guest rooms, each one different, lovingly styled by Marti and me over long, wine-soaked weekends. The vineyard suites with their Juliet balconies took her breath away.

“You built all this from scratch?” Rissa asked, standing in the middle of one of the honeymoon suites, looking like she’d just walked into a fairytale.

“Not from scratch,” I said softly. “Just from the ruins of a former life.”

She turned to face me. “Then you didn’t just build a villa, Zoey. You built a sanctuary.”

And for a moment, with the fading sunlight curling around her like a blessing, I believed it too.

I couldn’t sleep that night. Not from stress or fear, not exactly, just that quiet and insistent tug, pulling at the edges of my mind, asking, Are you really ready to share this life you’ve rebuilt?

I found myself drifting down the hallway barefoot, the stone floors cool under my feet, past the darkened guest suites and the faint creak of the old wood settling into silence. The reception hall stood empty and still, moonlight pooling through the tall windows like silver lace. It was beautiful in a haunting way, like it had been waiting for this moment.

I stepped inside and ran my fingers along the tops of the chairs, then the edge of the reception desk. I could see it all so clearly in my mind, Rissa managing check-ins with that no-nonsense charm, greeting the wedding parties with her warm smile, shooing guests off their phones and onto the dance floor. The woman was a force. Confident, competent, completely at home in chaos. She belonged here, in a way I hadn’t expected.

I let out a long breath and whispered, “Okay.”

The word echoed in the hall, small but real.

From behind me, Marti’s voice, soft and sleepy, “That sounded like surrender.”

I turned, startled to see her leaning in the doorway in pajama pants and a sweatshirt, holding two mugs of tea.

“It’s not surrender,” I said, accepting one. “It’s a leap.”

Marti grinned. “About damn time.”

We stood there in silence for a few long moments, sipping our tea, staring at the place we’d poured our hearts into. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel the weight of it pressing down on me alone. I felt it rising, held by more than just my hands.

By morning, the guest suite Rissa had chosen was freshly stocked, and her name was scribbled onto the staff calendar in Marti’s handwriting. It was official, I was letting go, just enough to move forward.

Rustic Lemon-Rosemary Focaccia

Perfect for welcoming new friends, or winning over future staff.

Ingredients:


3 ½ cups all-purpose flour

1 packet (2 ¼ tsp) active dry yeast

1 ¼ cups warm water

1 tsp sugar

1 ½ tsp sea salt

¼ cup extra virgin olive oil (plus more for drizzling)

1 tbsp chopped fresh rosemary

Zest of 1 lemon

Coarse sea salt for topping



Instructions:


In a bowl, dissolve sugar and yeast in warm water. Let sit 5 to 10 minutes until foamy.

Mix in flour, salt, and olive oil until dough forms. Knead 5 to 7 minutes until smooth.

Cover and let rise in a warm spot for 1 hour or until doubled.

Preheat oven to 425°F (220°C). Press dough into a greased baking sheet.

Dimple the surface with your fingers. Drizzle with olive oil, sprinkle with rosemary, lemon zest, and coarse salt.

Bake for 20 to 25 minutes until golden brown. Cool slightly before slicing.



Zoey’s Note:

Serve warm, with a little olive oil and balsamic for dipping or beside a bowl of soup while catching up on life.

Honey-Lavender Ricotta Tartlets

A soft-sweet treat for an afternoon of heart-to-hearts.

Ingredients:

For the crust:


1 ¼ cups all-purpose flour

½ cup (1 stick) cold butter, cubed

2 tbsp sugar

¼ tsp salt

3–4 tbsp ice water



For the filling:


1 cup ricotta cheese

3 tbsp honey

1 tsp culinary lavender buds, lightly crushed

½ tsp vanilla extract

Zest of ½ lemon



Instructions:


Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). In a bowl, blend flour, sugar, salt, and butter until crumbly. Add ice water just until dough holds.

Divide dough into 6 tartlet pans or muffin tins. Press gently into shape. Chill for 10 minutes.

Bake crusts for 12 to 14 minutes until golden. Cool.

Whip together ricotta, honey, lavender, vanilla, and lemon zest. Spoon into tartlet shells.

Chill until set, about 30 minutes. Garnish with a drizzle of honey and a sprig of rosemary or edible flower.



Zoey’s Tip:

These pair perfectly with tea and good conversation. Rissa had three, and took another for the road.

Spaghetti with Roasted Cherry Tomatoes, Basil & Garlic Confit

A summer night’s comfort, light, silky, and full of flavor.

Ingredients:

Garlic Confit:


1 cup peeled garlic cloves

1 cup olive oil (enough to fully submerge the garlic)

½ tsp sea salt

A few sprigs fresh thyme or rosemary (optional)



For the Pasta:


12 oz spaghetti

2 cups cherry tomatoes, halved

3 tbsp olive oil

Salt & cracked black pepper

1 pinch chili flakes (optional)

¼ cup fresh basil, torn

¼ cup grated Parmigiano-Reggiano (optional, but recommended)

Zest of ½ lemon (optional for brightness)



Instructions:

Step 1 – Make the Garlic Confit:


In a small saucepan, combine garlic cloves, olive oil, and optional herbs.

Simmer on the lowest heat (barely bubbling) for 30–40 minutes, until garlic is soft and golden, not browned.

Let cool. Store leftover garlic and oil in a jar in the fridge (use within a week—it’s magic on everything).



Step 2 – Roast the Tomatoes:


Preheat oven to 400°F (200°C).

Toss cherry tomatoes with olive oil, salt, pepper, and chili flakes. Spread on a baking sheet.

Roast for 15 to 20 minutes until blistered and jammy.



Step 3 – Cook the Pasta:


Boil spaghetti in well-salted water until al dente. Reserve ½ cup pasta water before draining.



Step 4 – Combine & Serve:


In a large sauté pan, warm 2–3 tbsp garlic confit oil. Add a few confit cloves and mash gently.

Toss in the roasted tomatoes and drained pasta. Stir gently to coat. Add a splash of reserved pasta water to create a silky sauce.

Fold in fresh basil, lemon zest, and cheese (if using). Season to taste.



Zoey’s Table Talk:

“This one’s all heart. It’s the kind of dish you serve barefoot, on the terrace, with laughter and a glass of red.”  Z

––––––––
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Wine Pairing for Spaghetti with Roasted Cherry Tomatoes, Basil & Garlic Confit

Wine:

Chianti Classico (DOCG) – preferably a younger vintage, served slightly chilled (~60–65°F)

Why It Works:


Tomato acidity meets its match: Chianti’s natural acidity stands up beautifully to the brightness of roasted cherry tomatoes without overpowering them.

Herbaceous notes = harmony: You’ll often taste hints of dried herbs, violet, and tart cherries in Chianti—complementing the basil and confit garlic with finesse.

Tannins are mellow enough: A younger Chianti won’t have overpowering tannins, so it plays well with the silky pasta and doesn’t clash with the confit oil.



Zoey’s Note:

"There’s something about the way a good Chianti lingers, like the last rays of sun across the vineyard. It doesn’t rush you. It lets you savor every bite, every laugh, every quiet moment."

– Z
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




I sat at the old oak desk in the villa’s library, laptop open, heart racing. The video call rang out sharp and cheery, completely at odds with the knot in my stomach. Then came the face I hadn’t seen in nearly two years.

“Zoey,” said Lila Daniels, my Texas-based attorney. No-nonsense as always, wearing those red glasses that screamed she didn’t suffer fools. “I got the letter from Michael’s attorney.”

“Of course he couldn’t just pick up the phone,” I muttered.

Lila didn’t crack a smile. “He’s filing for full custody. Emergency grounds. Claims you’ve abandoned the children and are living an unstable, nontraditional life.”

I swallowed hard. “So typical Michael.” I looked down at my notebook. I'd written “unstable = Italy?” with enough force the pen tore the page.

“I’ll be honest,” Lila continued, leaning in. “We have an uphill climb. You left the state, the country. That works against you. But,” she held up a finger “we’ve got a few things on our side. Your income is stable now. You have property, support, a business, and from what I’ve heard, a guard dog or two?”

I cracked a half-smile. “Only the loudest, most dramatic dogs in Tuscany.”

“Good. You’re going to need all the help you can get. Zoey. Looks like he’s going to fight dirty.”

The screen went blurry for a second, or maybe that was just me blinking too fast. I nodded slowly, trying to summon the fire I knew was still buried under the fear.

“I’m ready,” I said, even if my voice wobbled. “We’re not backing down.”

Lila tapped a few keys, then pulled up a document on her screen. “I’ve reviewed everything they filed. His attorney’s good, very aggressive. She’s pushing a narrative that makes you look impulsive, selfish, and emotionally unstable. Claims you’ve ‘abandoned your role as a mother in favor of a European lifestyle more suited to a twenty-something influencer than a responsible parent.’”

I let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “So. that’s how he’s going to spin it?”

“Every move you’ve made since leaving will be used against you,” Lila said. “The café, the B&B, even the fact that you’re dating, or rumored to be.”

I straightened in my chair. “Rumored by who?”

Lila didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. That SOB probably has people over here watching me. 

I leaned forward, the edge of the desk digging into my palms. “He’s been playing the long game. Making himself look like the stable one while planting seeds of doubt about me. That’s how he always worked, quiet manipulation while I was too busy surviving to notice.”

Lila nodded slowly. “Exactly. You know him better than anyone. So use that and try to anticipate him.”

There was a long pause. I felt it down to my bones, that pull between fear and fury. I’d come so far, built something real, and now, here he was again, trying to snatch away what little I had left.

“I need to know,” I said quietly, “what are our chances?”

“If you give me what I need, evidence, timelines, character statements, I’d say they’re fair. Not great, but fair. The judge will want to see stability, safety, intent. Show that you left for your safety and theirs, not to run away.”

I sat back in the chair and stared out the tall window across the vineyard. Sunlight hit the rows of grapevines just right, so beautiful it made my chest ache.

“I didn’t run,” I whispered. “I rebuilt.”

“Then let’s show them that.”

She closed the file. “And Zoey, start digging. He’s going to use everything you’ve ever done wrong or what he presumes is wrong. We’ll need to do the same to him.”

By the time I got off the call with Lila, my coffee had gone cold and my stomach had curled into a tight knot. I stared at the kitchen counter, trying to remember what I’d come in there for. I couldn’t. All I could think about was how calculated it all felt, like Michael had been waiting in the shadows, carefully piecing together the perfect trap.

Later that day, Lila sent over a bullet-point breakdown of what Michael’s legal team had submitted. I skimmed it, then reread every word slowly, each sentence stinging like paper cuts across an old wound.

They were going after my fitness as a mother. Claiming I’d abandoned my daughters. Citing my move to Italy as selfish. Using social media posts, wedding setups, café clips, smiling with Marti and Rissa, as evidence that I’d “chosen a new life.”

Not once did it mention what I’d endured. Not the dark circles under my eyes, hidden by makeup, the tracking devices, the cold silence that could last for days. Not the way Clara used to tiptoe around him. Not the terror in Isabelle’s eyes when he raised his voice.

It painted me as reckless and unstable. It painted him as the stable, financially secure father just trying to protect his children from their mother’s “erratic choices.” I couldn’t breathe.

Marti found me standing in the middle of the hallway, the printed pages clenched in my hand. “Zoey?”

I held them out like they were on fire. “He’s erasing everything. Everything I survived. He’s rewriting the whole story.”

Marti looked at the pages, then looked at me. “Then let’s rewrite it louder.”

I tried to laugh. I think I almost did. But deep down, I knew what I had to do. I couldn’t just tell the truth, I had to prove it. The fight I ran from was waiting for me. And this time, I knew this time, I wasn’t backing down.

After hanging up with Lila yet again, I sat with the weight of it all pressing down on my chest. Michael had always been two different people. Behind closed doors, he was cold, manipulative, and cruel in a way that didn’t leave marks, but left scars just the same. But out in the world, he was the golden boy. Involved in the community. Respected at work. Always calm. Always in control.

There were no police reports, no restraining orders, no visible bruises, just whispered warnings to my daughters when I wasn’t around, just enough silence to twist their thoughts, just enough financial “support” to say he was being generous. And he was generous, to everyone but me.

Lila had warned me, gently but firmly. “We need to show the court that you’re not some aimless expat. You’re a stable businesswoman, Zoey. You’ve built something. Now let’s prove it.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning we document everything. The villa, the café, your income, your staff, your bookings. We need people who will speak to your character, your work ethic, your reputation in the community. It’s time to polish your image until it gleams.”

I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes. “So what you’re saying is, I have to save myself again, just this time, with spreadsheets.”

She didn’t laugh. Neither did I.


After we ended the call, I grabbed my planner and jotted down:

– Talk to Marti about official records

– Ask Rissa for guest reviews

– Start a video tour of the villa?



It was exhausting. But I’d come too far to be dismantled by a man who’d never imagined I’d make it this far.

I had to become undeniable, not just for the court but for my daughters. For the version of me they deserved to see.

After all of the goings on, I needed a break from strategy and stress. I ended up scrolling through old emails on my laptop, half-looking for a distraction. That’s when I saw it, subject line: “Mama...?” Sent months ago from Clara.

My breath caught in my throat as I clicked.

I don’t know if this will even reach you. But I wanted to try. I miss you. So do the girls. Things here are hard. He’s worse now. I want to come to you, but I can’t leave them. I won’t. I just needed you to know I still love you. I remember everything.

My vision blurred. I hadn’t replied. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I didn’t know how. How do you respond to your daughter reaching out from inside a prison you escaped?

I had read it a dozen times since she sent it. Highlighted it. Saved it to a folder labeled One Day. That day still hadn’t come. And with Michael’s new legal stunt, I was terrified it never would.

Clara was the strong one. The peacemaker. She had always taken care of the younger girls when I couldn’t. And now she was doing it again, choosing to stay in hell rather than risk them being alone in it.

A knot twisted in my chest. I whispered aloud to the screen, “I’m coming for you, baby. Just hang on.”

And for the first time since this whole thing began, I didn’t feel helpless, I felt empowered.

I sat alone on the back patio, legs tucked under me, warm mug in hand. Rissa moved like a breeze across the courtyard, laughing with the florist and pointing toward the arbor. She already looked like she belonged, like she’d been here from the start.

I should’ve felt proud. But all I could feel was dread curling under my skin. Michael was going to paint me as reckless, unstable, selfish. Yet here I was running a vineyard, a wedding venue, a café. Giving people a safe, happy place. That should mean something. Right?

But the problem was, Michael always looked like the good guy. Pressed shirt. Polished words. Perfectly timed smiles. No raised voice, no slammed doors, at least not when anyone could see.

And me, I’d disappeared. Left without warning, without a fight. Because fighting him would’ve meant losing everything anyway. 

My grip tightened around the mug. I kept trying to figure out what I’d done wrong. Was it not staying, not documenting the silent ways he broke me down? Not screaming when I should’ve? Not taking the girls with me when I had the chance? Maybe it was all of it.

I let out a slow breath. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I muttered to myself. But even that felt like a lie.
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