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CHAPTER 1




The scent of flowers warmed her heart as Rose Terrini stared at the wilting green stems of the crimson, red, and yellow roses inside the vase on the kitchen table. She leaned forward, her elbows resting on the table. Five other vases of flowers were placed around the living room, and a pile of small notes of condolences were piled high on the kitchen counter. Reminders of her great aunt, Maria, who had died two weeks earlier. 

Rose sat between her friends, Dalia on her right, and Gina on her left.

“How are you feeling?” asked Dalia, threading her hands through her copper-coloured hair, which fell below her shoulders. Her chestnut eyes and narrow nose enhanced her beauty. She gazed at her friend and arched her brow.

Rose’s back ached as she rested against the hard back of the chair, her chest heavy, a hot tear sliding down her cheek. Her hands trembled as she stared past her friend. “I loved Maria so much. She still had another ten years in her, I’m sure, Dals.” 

Her friend nodded.

Gina’s brown eyes darkened, her posture rigid as she scrutinised Rose. “She’s not suffering anymore.”

Rose swallowed and glided a hand across her shaky leg, her heart palpitating. The silence in those moments stretched out as her friends bowed and remained quiet. She couldn’t dwell on the loss as what good would it do? Instead, she focused on her upcoming trip and brushed aside her grief. As much as she wanted to cry her heart out in her room just then, she had to pick herself up and get on with things. She wasn’t the type to wallow in sadness. Dear Maria would want her to move on. 

She took a calming breath. “I’ve booked my trip to Montepulciano for next week.”

Dalia squeezed her hand. “Are you sure you’re ready to do that?” Rose nodded. “How do you feel about the proposal?”

Rose glanced at her hand, still visibly shaking. “I don’t know. It’s something I don’t want to be dealing with after…Maria…” She scratched the back of her neck. “Without seeing the villa, it’s hard to decide whether I should sell it or not. My mum said that it’s my choice since my dad transferred ownership of it to me.” A vision of Maria’s tight hug made her smile.  “She knew how much I hated leaving Tuscany, but my parents knew there were more opportunities here.” 

Gina pursed her lips and pointed a bright red fingernail in the air. “It might be in pristine condition; you might decide not to sell.” Her glossy, curled auburn hair flowed down to her shoulders, making her look like a top model.

Rose shrugged, thinking the same thing. “I’ll find out for sure next week.” She was glad to avoid the winter weather in Melbourne and replace it with summer in Tuscany for the month of June. “I imagine Maria would most likely have struggled to maintain it. She was eighty.” Her hands rested across her chest as her breath deepened. “I remember living in that huge place: the four bedrooms, spacious balcony, and the breathtaking views.”

Dalia smiled. “I cannot believe you and your parents lived there for eighteen years of your life. Would you really go back there to live?”

Rose swallowed. “As much as I loved Tuscany, Melbourne’s my home now and I can’t imagine leaving you guys or my mum.” Gesturing towards her chest, her heart, she added, “But it is a chance to capture memories by writing about Tuscany in my travel blog.”

“Isn’t Italy more corrupt than here?” said Gina. “How safe is it?”

Rose sighed, knowing that Gina was the negative yet realistic one while Dalia had the creative and nurturing soul. “Isn’t everywhere corrupt?”

“Oh, it’s such a romantic place,” said Dalia. “You should just go have a fling. Plenty of hot, single guys in Italy.”

Rose’s chest burned. “Oh, dream on, girl. There is no way I’m doing that. I have bigger things to focus on. Besides, all men are cut from the same cloth. I’m over it.” Her ex-boyfriend, Hugh, came to mind. He had burned her so badly that she would no longer trust any man who made her feel worthless and insecure. The bastard had his secrets too. No way in hell. 

“I agree with Dalia,” said Gina. She peered past her. “Why not enjoy yourself, Rose? You have been under a lot of pressure lately. You can let yourself go…”

Rose scoffed. “Right. I don’t see you doing that, Gina.” Lifting her shoulders, she said, “No flings, and that’s that.” 

Dalia wrinkled a brow. “What about your Mum? Wouldn’t she want to go to Italy with you?”

Rose exhaled, thinking how hard it was for her mother to accept her leaving. Italy reminded her of her late father. “She’s fine with it now, but it took at least a week for her not to be reminded of my dad and how they fell in love over there. She has her job and said she’s too busy, but in truth, she can’t cope with the memories. Even now, she still refuses to move on and find someone new. She’s still young; in her fifties. It’s been eight years since he died.”

“I hear you,” said Dalia. “But there is no timeline for grief. Your mother might be young, but she obviously hasn’t met the right man.”

Rose didn’t want to think about the similar traits she shared with her mother: independent, ambitious, outgoing, perfectly fine without a man. She got up. “I have to start packing. I don’t even know how long I’ll be gone for. Once I’m there, I’ll get a better idea.”

Gina stopped her. “What about your publisher? Don’t you have a deadline?”

“She said my next romance novel can wait. But I might be able to work overseas, depending on how I feel.”

She briefly focused on the flowers again and then headed to her bedroom, remembering how her great aunt had always been there for her. Whenever she fell off her bike or got into fights with other children, Maria would disinfect the graze and stick a band-aid on her wound. She’d kiss it better, telling her, “You are all fixed now, my dear Rose.”

Why was it so hard to move on? She thought she’d be feeling better after two weeks, but the pain in her heart still sucked her into flashbacks of her great aunt’s smile, warm green eyes, and long hugs. Her aunt’s death reminded her of the death of her father when she was only twenty years of age. She’d loved him dearly and wished he was here now to make her feel safe again. But no, she had to get on with things. 

Fighting back tears, she squared her shoulders and pulled out her suitcase.










  
  
CHAPTER 2




Gianni Abbate blew on his frothy cappuccino as he sat outside a Pienza café with his friend, Sergio. 

The warm breeze brushed his cheeks and crowds wandered around them. He squinted in the glaring sunlight as he pondered his next project.

“Here’s last quarter’s profits from the vineyard, Gianni,” said Sergio, picking up the folder. He squinted. “But why are you getting involved in the family vineyard? What about your property development business? That’s what’s made you a billionaire, my man.”

Gianni pushed back the ache in his chest as he took the file. “I know he probably didn’t mention this to you, but I recently found out that my father has cancer, an aggressive one. He’s dying, Sergio.” Despite being outside, he undid two buttons that seemed to be choking him. It didn’t help and he struggled to breathe evenly. Get a grip, Gianni.

Sergio’s expression darkened. “Jesus. I am so sorry, man. Your father didn’t tell me he was sick.” He lowered his head. “But he hasn’t been himself lately. Even the other day, he got dizzy inside the cellar. How are you doing, Gianni?”

He shrugged. squeezing his hands between his legs. “I have to be fine, don’t I?” He pushed aside his grief. “I need to get on with things and help you guys out.” He opened up the folder and stared at the numbers, barely registering what they meant. “How did it get this bad? The profits have plummeted. Why didn’t you tell me? Surely, you had an idea.” 

Sergio shook his head. “I didn’t. Your father put me on other duties for the past few months, telling me he had the finances handled.”

Gianni’s chest burned. “Are you serious? You’re the damn accountant. You should’ve been on top of this. It’s your job to know the numbers.”

“You’re right. I should’ve been. But after your father fired Julio, I became his replacement. I am sorry, man, but I had no idea it got so bad. Obviously, with his failing health, he must have forgotten to pay suppliers, but I’ll fix it.”

Gianni scoffed. “How? We’ve burned our bridges with the suppliers and now we’ll need to develop relationships with new ones. We don’t have the damn time to make new relationships when we’re going to struggle with selling the next harvest.” He slouched. “As if I don’t have enough problems with this damn villa now.”

“We’ll find a way, man. You’re grieving and can’t see straight, but we’ll sort it.”

Gianni knew he was being hard on his friend when it wasn’t his fault. It was his father who hadn’t bothered to tell him he was sick, instead choosing to hide the truth from his family. Was it to maintain his sense of control, his need to feign his strength and hide his vulnerability? He was never a man to express his feelings and had shown that throughout his childhood. Like the time Gianni’s father had brushed him off when he’d received a high mark on a science project or when he’d told him to ‘suck it up’ after grazing his knee during a bike ride. Then there was the time he’d lost a friend to suicide in high school. His father had said, “Just get over it already. Be a man.” Oh, yes, his father was challenging to say the least, and it had always caused him pain.

Pushing his thoughts aside, he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. We’ll figure something out.” They might lose the vineyard if sales didn’t pick up. His father hated how Gianni barely got involved with the vineyard, but it was a high-maintenance business with little reward. He wasn’t sure he could increase profits. Besides, he had another matter to attend to. “You know about the set of apartments my father’s friend, Alfonzo, wants to build?” Sergio nodded. “Apparently the owner of that villa is coming from Australia. Her name is Rose and she’ll be visiting here next week. I need to convince her to sell.”

Sergio winked at a pretty woman walking by. “Right. So, you can build a set of three apartments on the block?”

Gianni nodded. “The house is old and hasn’t been renovated in years, so Alfonzo wants to gift these apartments to his three children.” He pushed aside his headache. “If any of the children decide not to live there, they can always rent them out and turn a nice profit.” The pressure to get this villa had been mounting. 

“What if she turns you down, man?”

“She won’t. I’ll convince her somehow, but then again, you’re the ladies man. Maybe I should get you to talk to her for me?”

“Is she pretty?”

Gianni shrugged. “Haven’t a clue, but I’ve sworn off women; I need to focus on work. They’re more trouble than they’re worth. .” His friend was a player and changed his girlfriends as quickly as his underwear.

“If you say so, man.”

Gianni never got anyone to do his dirty work, and his father wanted him to sort out this business deal. He sighed. “No, it’s my responsibility, Sergio. You can help me out with the vineyard. I feel bad not helping out as much as I should have. But with my primary work, there’s hardly any time.” As much as he’d loved Sergio since they first became childhood friends, he’d never liked the way he treated women. As if they were playthings. Rather, Gianni liked to wine and dine women, appreciating them like a fine vintage. The only problem was, he could never last longer than six months with any one woman. He found they always either tried to control him or kept secrets just like his father had all his life. Most had even loved his money more than him.   

Subconsciously, he’d sabotaged those relationships. His last girlfriend, Lucia, had broken up with him because she’d found someone else. He was totally in love with her until he wasn’t. It had been gut-wrenching when she’d told him about being in love with another man. She had initially enjoyed accompanying him to business meetings and long boat parties for property development contracts. But things had slowly died, and despite loving her, something in the relationship had been missing: They’d lacked a true connection. If she had been honest about how she truly felt, he could’ve changed things… But no, she was yet another person who kept things to herself. He no longer trusted women, so it was best he keep to the single life. Women and Gianni didn’t mix and relationships weren’t worth the pain.

He returned the folder to Sergio. “I’m going to the boat. I need to chill and let go of all this. The water might give me clarity and help me sort out everything that’s going on up here.” He pointed to his temple. 

“I can come with you, if you’d like,” said Sergio.

“No. Thanks. I just need to be on my own. I appreciate the thought.” He placed a few Euros on the table and walked away, his head down as he made his way to his car. 








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Rose opened the passenger door of the taxi and brushed the sweat from her face, the humidity hitting her like a tornado. She walked behind the car and hefted her large overnight bag while the young driver pushed the suitcase towards her, nodding in her direction. “Thank you.” The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the hot smell of engines permeated the air around her as she failed to wheel her suitcase with ease. The cobblestone street with its crevices and uneven surface made it impossible for her to push her luggage. She was dripping like a tap. 

Waiting for the driver to leave, her eyes darted further ahead to the small strips of shops, crowds bustling about, and weathered apartments in shades of cream, beige, and brown. Wine stores stocked shelves of assorted wines outside and small groups of people entered them. The cafes looked inviting.

She dragged the suitcase with her overnight bag balanced on top of it and gripped her handbag tight as she heaved, wishing she was already at the villa without having to cart her belongings around first. The real estate agent was meeting her at this café here in Montepulciano before she moved into the villa. They had seen each other on Skype, and the villa was only ten minutes from the centre. At least he promised to drive her to the villa afterwards.

With a parched throat, Rose leaned forward, almost tripping over her suitcase when strong arms pulled her upright. 

“Are you all right?” 

She turned to her side and gasped. Holy hell! Where did this beautiful specimen come from?  The man flicked back his short, wavy, light brown hair featuring blonde highlights, and found herself drawn into his sea-blue eyes. Stubble over his chin and around his mouth enhanced his looks. His well-toned, muscled physique incited tingles in her chest. “Yeah, fine. Thanks.” 

“Let me push this for you. Where would you like to go?” 

She pointed to the café ahead with its cast iron chairs and square rickety tables underneath white umbrellas. Clay pots of brush were placed outside the café, but she couldn’t see Guido, the agent, anywhere. Where was he? She took a seat at a table while her rescuer sat opposite. She didn’t mind him joining her. It should be a crime to be that good-looking. 

“Are you here on holiday?” he asked.

“Not exactly. I’m here visiting my old place. I lived here many years ago, and so many memories are coming back. It’s still a magical town.”

He nodded. “Oh, the best. I never tire of visiting the wine regions and beautiful countryside. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.” His hands fidgeted. “Where is this place you’re staying at? I don’t mind helping you carry your luggage.”

A waiter with a moustache approached. “What can I get you?”

She leaned back. “I’ll have a limoncello please.” He turned to Mr. Beautiful, who shook his head. Those searing blue eyes caused a flutter in her stomach and her hands dripped even more with sweat. It was so hot here. “It’s only ten minutes away.” Given that she would most likely never see this man again, he appeared easy-going enough for her to share what was in her heart. “My great aunt recently died and…” She pushed back tears. “I inherited the old villa I lived in years ago. It’s a special place and I can’t imagine what it will feel like once I arrive. Amazing memories. It’s sentimental, you know?” She squared her shoulders. “I can’t believe these developers think it’s okay to tear down a house of history and beauty. Sharks.”

He averted his eyes. “I understand.” He cleared his throat. “Are you meeting someone here?”

“Yes. The agent. He should be here soon.” 

A fleeting darkness flashed in his eyes as he leaned forward and put out his hand. “I’m Gianni. And you are?”

She smiled. “Rose.” The waiter returned with her bottle of limoncello and a glass and poured. “Do you live close by?”

“In Val d’Orcia, near Pienza, city of Siena. It’s only twenty minutes away, but I love to come to the centre and catch up with friends. I enjoy the assorted wines here.”

“Hmm. I don’t mind wine, but I do prefer the sweet ones. They’re hard to come by here in Montepulciano. I might have to change my tastebuds.” She angled her head. “What do you do in this amazing country?”

He nodded, shuffling his feet on the ground. “I’m part of the family business. We own a vineyard here in Montepulciano.” He handed her a business card. “If ever you want wine, drop in.” He beamed. “Anyway, I had better leave you with your agent. It was a pleasure meeting you, Rose.”

She hid her disappointment. The way he walked in his tight shorts and white fitted linen shirt caused her stomach to flutter. If there was a God, she might bump into him again. Would visiting Val d’Orcia near Pienza be on her agenda? But no. Was she mad? She wasn’t here for romance but rather a mission concerning the villa. A quick review of the place then she’d be back on a plane getting on with her life.

Rose picked up the business card and read it. Abbate Wines. The address was listed underneath, so could she visit? She wouldn’t mind buying some wine while she was here. It would only be a friendly visit. 

Ten minutes after he left, Guido arrived. He was a young, handsome man with a slight paunch, a big smile, and friendly eyes. He waved. “Hello, Rose. Good to see you in person.” Shaking hands, she grinned as passers-by gazed in her direction, possibly noticing she was a tourist. “Let’s have a quick drink, then I’ll drive you to the villa. You must be tired and jet-lagged.”




      ***Rose stepped out of Guido’s car, her heart opening up to the beauty of the villa with its classic red brick façade, fenced front garden, and double-entrance gate. It was a two-story home with a balcony and window shutters. Overhanging trees at the front and side of the villa gave it a rustic feel, and the uncut, dried grass needed tidying up.

“Does it still look good to you?” asked Guido.

Rose’s heart soared with a warm smile. “It’s weathered well over the past ten years, at least from the outside.” He carried her suitcase as they entered from the front gate and inside the villa. A floral settee with lace cushions leaned against the wall on tiled flooring, and a set of stairs led to the second floor. 

They walked upstairs, peering at the flowered quilt over a double bed, and admired an old armoire. Beside it stood a low, solid timber trunk which had stored the Manchester her mother had bought for her many years ago. An antique padded chair near the lace curtained window looked worn out, and paintings of Mother Mary and landscapes hung on the walls. 

Guido set the suitcase by the bed, and she put down her bags. “As you would recall, there are five bedrooms and nine rooms. The villa needs some repairs, but the property developer’s willing to do that himself at a lowered selling price.” He huffed. “He will meet with you in a few days, so settle in, and let him know what you decide. But I must warn you. He is adamant to buy.”

“I don’t know yet, Guido. We’ll see.” Rose squeezed her hands, flooded with memories of how Maria had tucked her in bed with a stuffed toy by her side. How could she sell this villa when it held so much sentimental value for her? But then again, what would she accomplish by holding on to it?

She would settle in and make an informed decision based on their proposal.








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Gianni sighed, peering at his father, who pulled back the quilt while resting in bed. “Your doctor said you need to rest this week to get your strength back. You are in no shape to go to work. I’ll take care of things.” Why was his father this stubborn? 

His father, Matteo, scoffed while ruffling his dishevelled curly black hair. His dark eyes penetrated Gianni’s as if he could see through his son’s soul. “I need to order those new wood barrels and talk to a few suppliers. Not to mention—”

Gianni put up a hand and pushed his father back into bed, but his father shoved him back. “Please listen. I will take care of all of that. If you don’t rest, you’ll end up in hospital. Is that what you want?”

His father shook his head. “Damn it, Gianni. You need to make sure that woman, Rose, sells the villa. I owe it to Alfonzo. He’s been my best friend since we were kids and he’s done so much for me. He needs those apartments for his children. Don’t let me down.”

Gianni swallowed, knowing he had to fulfil his father’s wishes, particularly if he was dying. But how easy would it be? “I might get Sergio to talk to her.”

His father put up a hand. “Whatever. Just get it done. No excuses.”

Gianni couldn’t believe he had met Rose before officially talking to her about the villa. The way she spoke about her old home made him sick to his stomach. The home held sentimental value for her, so he couldn’t bring himself to tell her he was the property developer wanting to make the proposal to sell. She’d get a great price for it, but what if she wouldn’t sell? Where did that leave him? No, he couldn't disappoint his father, especially since he had limited time available. It would most likely be his dying wish. He had to find a way to convince her. But if he told her who he really was, would she hate him for not telling her the truth to begin with? Then again, why did he care? She was a stranger. “When’s Mum getting back?”

“Soon, I hope.” He lifted his pillows and rested them behind his back. His father picked up his phone from the bedside cabinet and made a call.

While sitting with his father, who yelled at a supplier, Gianni scrolled through his phone. An image of Rose flashed back into his head. Her kind hazel eyes and glossy, long, strawberry blonde hair made her look like she could be on the cover of a magazine. He wanted to glide his fingers over the dimples in her cheeks. Even the tattoos of a rose and a sword on each shoulder made him sweat with desire. Oh, stop it! Get a grip. He wasn’t in a place for romantic thoughts about a strange woman he’d just met. His mission was to help his father out in the vineyard and to sell Rose’s villa to fulfil his father’s wishes. He couldn’t let him down.

Once his father had ended the call, Gianni said, “If Rose decides not to sell, then I’ll find another location for Alfonzo. If it’s a matter of finance, I’d be happy to fund it. He can pay me later. I can afford it.”

His father squinted. “No, he wants that area. Nothing else will do.”

“I can try to make it happen, but if it doesn’t, I’m good at accomplishing things, Dad. I can find an area he’d like just as much. Trust me.”

His father sighed. “You know…if it wasn’t for the strong Abbate name, you wouldn’t have succeeded in property development. I gave you the backing when you first started in the business. It’s because of me you are a success. Remember that.”

Gianni’s chest constricted. His legs felt like jelly. “I’ll be in the other room if you need me.” He walked away with an aching heart.

Curiosity got the better of him when he strode into the lounge. He sat at a desk and clicked into his laptop, searching on the Internet for Rose Terrini. Inspecting the search results, he spotted several best-selling awards she’d won for her books, as well as positive reviews she’d garnered for her teaching work. One article explained how Rose had been inspired to write about romance when her great aunt had won and lost the love of her life. She had written a story which showcased Maria’s story as a fictional narrative and she’d dedicated the book to her. Another article explained the loss of her father and how he had inspired her to achieve her ambitions while working in the publishing business as an editor and manager.

Rose had achieved plenty and had helped others write, inspiring people with her heart-warming stories.




      ***Later that day, Gianni dipped his feet into his pool while skimming through a document outlining the contract of sale for Rose. The meeting would be in a few days, so he needed to get ready. Would it surprise her that he was the one organising this new development?

How could he possibly tell her he was the property developer wanting to demolish her villa when her exact words were: ‘I can’t imagine these developers thinking it’s okay to tear down a house of history and beauty. Sharks.’ There’d been no chance for her to get to know him. Not that anything serious could happen between them. 

He got respite in his home, a stone farmhouse with breathtaking views over the city of Val d’Orcia, and often enjoyed having friends and family stay over. It was a large enough home as he loved his space and enjoyed some isolation for balance between his busy lifestyle and the quiet.

Turning, Sergio walked towards him, carrying a glass of Chianti. He put it down beside his friend. “Are you nervous about this offer?”

Gianni put down the papers and grabbed his drink, taking a sip. The dryness of the wine relaxed him. “I met her yesterday.”

He tilted his head. “Who?”

“Rose.” He explained their encounter at the café. “I don’t think she’ll sell, but my dad’s pushing for it. What if I can’t convince her?”

Sergio sat beside him and submerged his legs in the water while gripping his wine glass. “So, you’re telling me you realized who she was and said nothing?”

Gianni felt a headache coming on. “She was so sentimental about the place, I felt bad. I didn’t think she’d want to sell. Maybe there’s another way.”

“What way? This is what your father wants, and you know how he gets. He won’t let up until he gets what he wants.”

“That’s what scares me.”

Sergio splashed with his feet and downed his drink in one go. “Your problem  is that you’re too nice to women. You let them walk over you, just like your last girlfriend.”

He shook his head. “She met someone else, Sergio, and wasn’t happy. I can’t blame her when I was always busy with work. That’s probably why she found someone else. I can’t fault her for leaving.”

“Hmm. You sabotage your relationships, man. All because you get too invested in the idea of love. You thought you loved your last three ex-girlfriends.”

He shrugged. “In the beginning, yes, but I’m a man who craves love and finds women enchanting. Nothing wrong with that.”  He exhaled. “At least I know how to treat them with respect. You should learn the same, Sergio.” Any relationship was always exciting at the start, and no doubt Rose’s beauty captured him because she was new to the country. Nothing more, nothing less.

Sergio ignored the comment. “Let me talk to Rose. I can at least be objective. I’m a good salesman.”

He shook his head. “No, it’s my job to convince her, and I will.”

Sergio put up his hand. “Up to you, man.”

Gianni was not the type to deceive a woman, but it wouldn’t be like that. He could have his friend talk on his behalf, but then again, he still had a few days to think about his strategy. All he knew was that he had to get her on side, and Sergio could be less biased than him, especially after he’d met her.
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