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“If you love a good romance, delicious food, and the beauty of the Italian countryside, you will love this beautifully written novel.” 

Sharon Gloger Friedman, Ashes

“I fell in love with the story line the moment I started reading. Nanette has a way of pulling you in. The elements of passion, contentment, being a businesswoman, and fears of not being good enough touched me deeply. I never wanted this book to end.”

Marilyn Segal, 5 Reasons Why You’re Here on Earth

“This book is lovely. It's romantic. It's empowering. It's sensual. And it's real. I've not read anything quite like it. Twists and turns that keep you enthralled throughout. I highly recommend it.”

Tonya Jubyna

“Toscana's journey is one many can relate to—holding back on our personal dreams and setting aside our passions for those we love deeply, and finding the passion missing in her life. The stunning descriptions of Rome and the Italian and Tuscan countryside, the delightful local cuisine, and the Italian culture and its people brought this book to life full-circle. The love story is as warm and inspiring as the setting.” 

Susan Haught, Whisper of the Pines series

“Nanette Littlestone spins out this lovely romance and story of growth with a sure hand, taking us with Toscana through the Italian landscape to eat, love, and find the way to claim her true north and her passion as she takes her journey from comfort to challenge.”

Anne Lovett, The River Nymph

“This is a rich love story that beautifully spans lifetimes, cultures, and circumstances. I fell in love with each character in this book and wanted them to have the happiness they deserved. I'm following the author because now I really don't want to miss her next book!”

Lisa Vieira

“I couldn’t wait to turn each page to get to Toscana’s next adventure! Curl up with a cup of tea and get ready to read all day!”

Myra McElhaney

“There’s so much to relate to in this beautifully written story of love, life, and uncertainty. The author brilliantly weaves past and present and brings us along Toscana’s inner journey of self-discovery as she learns to manage her weaknesses and exploit her strengths in her search for love and fulfillment.”

Kim Hamilton, Accidental Lawyer

“Nanette Littlestone has created captivating characters that show us the timelessness of love and brings us to the right place in just the right moment. The descriptions bring to life what it means to savor, in every way, the joys and delights that can be ours. A joyous read!”

Bonnie Salamon

“I couldn’t put this book down. It is the perfect combination of history, romance, beautiful scenery, and emotional turmoil to keep the reader wanting to find out “what’s next.” Each and every character is worked out very well and believable. Toscana will stay with me for a long time.”

Annette G. Anders, Turn Back Time
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Prologue

I


 loved him before I knew him.

Some people talk of synchronicity. The rhythm of life. I know of rhythm in the lyricism of words, in music, in the ebb and flow of the ocean, in the monthly cycles of plants and trees. A beautiful orchestration exists in the simplest of nature. But my world operates on logic, practicality, reason. I do not believe in a grand plan. I do not believe in God.

And then he came.

Before him, I had a well-ordered life. Habit and routine carried me through the day, warmth and comfort eased me through the night. There were disappointments. Longings. Not all was perfect. But such is life. If there was no great passion, so be it. Peace is preferable to something wild that soars then fizzles and leaves you with an aching heart. I had a different kind of love—security, respect, admiration, friendship. 

I was fine. Just fine.

He showed me my lies in a slow creep of warmth that grew and teased and eventually began to burn. The thought of him burrowed deep inside me until I could think of nothing but him. 

We were soul mates.

Soul mates. I scoffed at that. But we were linked inextricably, inevitably by some deeper force, some older reckoning that began many years ago.

To this day I don’t think he knew what would happen. How do you know what fate has in store for you? They say man has free will to act, to choose, to create whatever he desires. But what of other people’s actions, choices, desires? What if those choices conflict with your own? We tried to resist the seemingly magnetic pull. We did our best to act rationally, to behave with honor and dignity. To be selfless. But love is not selfless.

Love is selfish. Love craves attention. Love needs to be heard, to be felt. Love is a natural disaster.

You may think this is nothing new. We all know stories of love. But this story is different. This story spans over two thousand years. This story began in ancient Rome.

So I beg you, for as long as it takes to read this story, to put aside your beliefs. Something took hold of me, pulled me along. Was it fate? Destiny? Divine intervention? 

Look to your own heart for the answers.

 


Chapter 1

Atlanta, Thursday, November 4

T


here is no indication that today will be the day my past and present collide. This evening I celebrate my fiftieth birthday with my husband Jackson at my favorite Italian restaurant. The staff extends their blessings for a happy day and the owner takes our order. I splurge tonight on osso buco. The succulent veal melts in my mouth and the risotto Milanese is creamy and tender. The perfect accompaniment. I think of my last trip to Italy, too long ago, to the beautiful Tuscan hills and the family dinners with my grandparents and aunt and uncle I rarely see. Love joined their hearts and hands and the food I ate there whispers sweetly in my memory. Despite the lined faces and shoulders sagging with age, they looked so happy. A tavola non s’invecchia, my grandmother pronounced. “At the table with good friends and family you do not become old.” I think of her words as the number fifty bobs in my head like a heavy weight. Both my grandparents have died and my aunt and uncle have taken over the villa. Life has marched on all these years, with nothing to show for it. But tonight I feel no older. And I will be visiting Italy at last for the Chocolate Festival in Rome, just a few hours from my mother’s home.

The waiter delivers a flourless chocolate cake with vanilla gelato and a candle burning brightly. As Jackson sings “Happy Birthday” my eyes fill with joy—he may not be the world’s greatest lover but he’s the sweetest man alive—and I blow out the candle. I don’t need to wish. I have everything I want. I take a bite of rich, warm chocolate and creamy vanilla and sigh satisfaction. Who needs great sex? Give me chocolate any day. While I revel in that thought, Jackson hands me a black box tied with a shimmery cobalt ribbon. Already my heart is swelling. My favorite color on the outside of the box can only mean something wonderful inside. Wrapped in layers of tissue is a gorgeous purse of the softest leather in many shades of blue. It is extravagant and lovely. I can’t stop petting it.

“I hope you like it,” he says. 

“It’s beautiful.” And perfect.

“Just like you.” His puppy eyes shine and I sense his imaginary tail wagging. He’s as pleased for me as if it were his birthday. “It comes from a shop near Livorno. I was thinking we could go there on our trip. It’s not that far from Rome.”

“We won’t have time. The festival is three days and I want to visit my aunt and uncle.”

The light in his eyes dims. I hate taking away his enthusiasm. “We’ll see,” I say, knowing that will lift his spirits. 

In bed that night I thank him once again for a wonderful evening. Then I turn out the light and snuggle under the covers. His hand seeks out mine and our fingers clasp, warm and steady. 

Turning fifty isn’t so bad after all.
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He kisses my shoulder in the early morning hours. The cluster of candles by the bed illuminates the smooth muscles of his back that bunch and relax as I stroke his warm skin. 

Warm breath tickles my ear. “I have waited for this,” he says in a husky voice that heats my skin and makes my heart pound. Our bodies move in slow motion.

His mouth takes mine in a heady kiss, rich with wine and the passion of his love. Our tongues twine in a duet whose rhythm I recognize, yet have never felt before. He trails kisses down my neck and sups at the line of my collarbone. Who is this man who makes me feel so wanted? 

Hands caress my limbs, invoking a trail of fire that spreads through me. Every graze of his fingertips makes my body clamor for more. “Love me,” he says, “for I love you more than life.” 

“I love you,” I respond. My heart feels the exquisite agony of a passion so deep that nothing else matters. I press myself closer to him, skin on skin, hearts beating together. “I will always love you.” I thread my fingers through his tawny hair, straining to see his eyes as he moves over me. When we come together I feel myself weep. And when I scream my climax for the first time in my life, he covers my mouth with his to muffle my cries.

He holds me close then, cradling my back against his strong chest. One hand palms my breast, the other rests across my hips. I lie in his arms, too weak to think, before sleep claims me once again.
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When I wake at my normal time, Jackson is already dressed and sitting on the bed to say goodbye. My husband with his medium brown hair and slightly receding hairline.

I struggle not to blush and casually turn my head, almost expecting to see a stranger lying next to me. But the other side of the bed is empty. There are no candles. Nothing to hint at an unknown lover. 

Jackson gazes at me with those brown eyes that make my heart melt. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

I’m lonely just thinking about the empty house. “I’ll miss you.” I grab at his coat lapel and pull myself up to kiss him goodbye. A sweet, comforting kiss followed by a long hug. I love our hugs.

“Don’t go,” I say and hold him tighter. I always tease him this way with every trip, but this time I mean it. Something has changed. 

“I’m missing you already,” he whispers as he gently pulls himself from my grip. 

“Have a good trip. And don’t forget about Rome.” I watch him leave the room, hear the wheels of his suitcase click on the hardwood floors, the lumbering raising of the garage door, then silence. I am alone. With a sigh, I climb out of bed. We leave for Rome the day after he returns. Anticipation thrums along my skin. The show is six days away.

While the shower gets hot, I close my eyes and remember the blond-haired man with his hands on my body, his mouth, his breath in my ear. A dream, I tell myself, but it seemed so real. I had felt him, heard his voice, tasted him. When had I ever tasted something in a dream? I could recall every moment of the pleasure he gave me. 

I usually tell Jackson my bizarre dreams. It lets us laugh, allows us to share something intimate and quirky. But there was no time this morning. Thank God. Some things even married couples shouldn’t share.

I think back to the first time I had sex—old enough to know better yet naïve enough to make the wrong choice. I fell in lust with an egocentric musician I met at a college concert. I have a soft spot for a sweet guitar, and his nimble fingers sealed my doom. Before I knew it we were lying naked on his bed and I was confessing my virginity. My chest tightened from nerves. Not at losing the decorated piece of flesh that most women give up at a much younger age. No, I was worried about the mechanics. I didn’t understand the supposed wonder of the act. It all seemed rather crude and disgusting. The musician, who lost much of his appeal without his guitar, gave me these words of wisdom. If you’ve never tasted lobster, you don’t know what you’re missing. I held the vision of succulent white flesh dripping with melted butter in my mind and went ahead.

Sadly, there was nothing amazing about it. 

The mirror begins to fog as I stare at my reflection, the still black hair, the slight curve of breast and hip. Once again I wish I were more alluring. Then I turn to the shower. Enough, Toscana. This morning is like every other workday. My wonderful store awaits. A long checklist materializes in my head and imaginary pages roll by, one after the other. The tension starts to build and I try to shrug it off under the water. But as silky soapsuds coat my body, I wonder if the man of my dreams will come to me again.
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Butter and chocolate melt on the stove as I beat sugar and eggs into pale yellow ribbons and add vanilla and a touch of coffee for depth. I’m experimenting with a new brownie flavor—apricot with almonds and Amaretto. Sunlight brightens the green granite countertops of my kitchen. My place of inspiration. Where I first began Dolcielo, my business. Baking fills my heart with joy. With food I can give the world my love and the world will love me back. 

I remember mixing dough in my mother’s sunny yellow bowls, my little hands beating with a wooden spoon until I thought my arms would fall off. My mother would say little words of praise, “Bene, molto bene,” as she rolled out the dough on the table and patted it into shape for biscotti.

Tears prick my eyes. I miss my mother. She believed in me. “You will be a great cook someday, figlia mia,” she said. And I am. People love sweets and I have something for everyone. Starting my own business felt good, right, a way to get myself out of the house. Jackson was happy to let me spread my wings and we financed the company from my savings, with the understanding that joint funds were available if I needed them. After the initial investment I envisioned great success. If only imagination sold products. Dolcielo, Italian for sweet heaven, is barely getting by. I’ve dipped into our joint funds more often than I’ve liked, and after five years of little to no profits, it’s time for a hard decision. 

The drone of the mixer and swirl of the batter let my mind wander to Italy and the Chocolate Festival, which I hope will open new doors for me. It’s a gamble but I have to try. A long breath escapes in a wonder-filled sigh. What extraordinary tastes and textures will I find? What will I choose to bring back? Then the dream fills my mind again. I have waited for this, he said, the stranger who loved me. Waited? For how long? Was that our first time together? I shake my head even as I recall the ease and rightness of the union. Whoever I am, I am not a virgin. But who am I?

A scorched smell halts my fantasy. I turn off the mixer and look into the pan. The bottom is coated with thick black streaks of char. Burned chocolate. “Damn it.” Ruined food is a sacrilege. I might as well just throw my money out the window.

No more daydreaming. 

I set more butter and chocolate to melt. The smell of melted butter warms my heart and the chocolate . . . there is nothing I love more than good dark chocolate. As a child, relatives plied me with platefuls of Italian confections, but despite all those rich Italian desserts, I love brownies. When I proclaimed my fascination with this American delight, my mother blurted, “Maledizione!” I was shocked by her swearing for days but it didn’t change my taste buds. Good brownies are deep dark miracles of chocolate divinity. And Dolcielo brownies are the best. One of my reviewers said, “If Italians made brownies, they would make these.”

I take the saucepan off the stove and stir the chocolate mixture. The new batch of brownies goes into the oven and I set the timer, my foot tapping impatiently as I cross my fingers. I want to take some with me to Italy to give to prospective buyers. 

I hope they’re good. They better be good. 

This time I sit down and face the timer, watching the seconds tick by. No more mind wandering.

 


Chapter 2

Saturday, November 6

O


utside the store, glints of sunlight warm the dark umber of the oak trees. Leaves flutter to the ground as if a giant’s breath has loosed their moorings and cast them adrift. How quickly the seasons change. Winter is coming and I’ve barely had time to enjoy the fall. 

We’re gearing up for Thanksgiving with special displays of mini pumpkins. Orange boxes full of amaretti, apple cupcakes, pumpkin pizzelle, mini apple strudels, and torte di mele nestle on the shelves. It’s hard to restrain myself from diving into the desserts. The heavenly aromas fill the air. I think about the Chocolate Festival, all the amazing sights and tastes and flavors to behold, the rapid patter of Italian, the dizzy enthusiasm from all the vendors, and I can hardly wait. I’ve been looking forward to this for months. 

The Amureo brownies were a hit. Michelle, my manager, suggests a bit more liqueur to give the apricots a nice pop when you bite into them. And Casey, the new clerk, wants more almonds because you can never have too many nuts. But it’s up to me to strike the right balance. Liqueur and almonds are expensive so I’m going for subtlety and elegance, a hint of flavors, not a smack in the face. Today is another taste test and so far it’s looking good. The customers gobble up the tiny bites and pepper me with questions. “When are they available? Can I order some now? Do you give discounts on multiple boxes?” I love the thrill of sales, but it’s not just about the money. The anticipation on their faces, the delight when they close their eyes and savor something delicious, that’s what warms my heart. 

I’m basking in this cozy glow when the phone rings. Jackson’s voice startles me. He rarely calls during the day. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

He laughs but it sounds thin and forced. “What happened to hello, how are you?”

I perch on the counter and try to relax. “Hi. How are you?”

“I’m fine. How are you?”

Ridiculous banter. Why doesn’t he just tell me what’s wrong? “I’m fine.”

“How’s your day?”

Normally, the social conversation would put me at ease. Jackson’s very good at drawing people out and making them comfortable. But I’m his wife. I know his habits, his voice. And something is off. Still, I try to play the game. He’ll tell me when he’s ready. “It’s good. I’m working on the Amureo brownie and I think I’ve got it. I only have a few days before we leave, but this gives me enough time to box some samples for the Chocolate Festival.”

“Great. That’s great.”

There’s a long pause. He’s usually much more excited for me. Congratulatory. He knows how much work goes into creating recipes and testing, always testing. Something is really wrong and now I don’t want to know. A chill settles on my neck and shoulders as I wait.

“I’m coming home. I’ll see you late tonight.”

A long breath whooshes out and I laugh. “Oh, thank God. I thought there was something wrong. It’ll be nice to have you home early.”

He sighs. “I’m really sorry, honey. I can’t go to Italy with you. There’s an emergency at work.” 

I jump right in and don’t even let him explain. “You have to go. Let someone else handle it.” But a flutter inside my chest says the opposite. 

“Sweetheart,” Jackson says. “I wish I could. But I’m in charge of the project. I have to be there.”

The flutter continues and I press my hand to my heart. The beat is strong and steady; there’s no pain in my chest or down my arm. It’s obviously not a heart attack. But something is off. “For how long?” I ask.

“I don’t know.”

“One day? Two days?” If it’s just a short time he can change his plane ticket and come late. 

“Toscana.”

The complacent tone of his voice sets me off. We planned the trip together. I wanted to introduce him to my relatives. I wanted to show off my mother’s home, the place I’m named after. I wanted him to feel Italy and understand why it means so much to me. I ignore the flutter. “Isn’t there a way you—”

“We’ll talk when I get home.”

I exhale a heavy breath. “All right. I’ll see you later.”

Two people enter the store as I hang up and sit there, glued to the counter. I should greet them and ask them to sample my brownies. But I can’t even smile. They breeze past and get lost in the cookies. 

After several minutes I go to my office at the back of the store. This was my birthday present. The purse is beautiful, but the big gift is this trip. I can’t do it alone. I need Jackson, his business sense, his experience, his good taste. I’ve learned how to order supplies and bargain for products. I know which distributors have the best merchandise. And I do know good chocolate from bad. But I don’t know how to win a buyer or close a sale.

I’ve wanted to go to Italy for ages. We’d talked about vacation but with his work and my store and life’s constant string of events, there never was a good time. When I discovered the Chocolate Festival in Rome, my inner longing became a snap decision and I latched onto the dates. Nothing would stop me now. 

But this . . . this is a definite setback.

I want something exciting to happen. Something wonderful like selling my brownies in Italy. They’re perfect for the Italian market, the quick savor of delight at the end of a meal with a glass of wine. Or in the morning with the first cup of cappuccino. A little shot of sweet to start the day. If I can just find the right person, the right words. Without Jackson, though . . .

The flutter moves to my collarbone. Persistent. Steady. Like the soft beating of a dove’s wings. My mother’s voice whispers to me. Words she said to me many times as I was growing up. Puoi fare tutto quello che vuoi. You can do anything you want. I close my eyes and see her sweet face, the luminous eyes that glowed with a wisdom I wanted to have. Sì, Mama, I say and nod my head. She’s right. And with that acceptance comes the yearning for my other home, the place of my ancestors. Graceful olive trees that surround my aunt and uncle’s villa; lush gardens filled with jasmine, roses, and lavender; hills of green that roll to the horizon. The memories spring to life and catch me by surprise. Nonna’s golden cakes as light as clouds. Nonno’s hearty hug that squeezed the air right out of my lungs. The moon skimming the tops of the trees. The stars so clear and bright I knew I could touch them if I just reached out my hand. 

I need to go. I need to stuff my face with chocolate-dipped biscotti and cassata and torta di nonna and listen to sappy love songs that I barely understand and dance in the moonlight under the stars. 

I reach for a tissue and blow my nose. 

I know when I calm down I’ll see this rationally and logically. Jackson’s not to blame. Emergencies do happen. He’s Director of Research and Development precisely because of his ability to stay calm and collected and see all sides of every issue. If it were my problem, he would be understanding and patient and do his best to help. 

I check my face, wipe my eyes, and brush back my hair. Then I walk back out onto the floor. The two women who came in earlier approach the counter with a basket full of goodies. I force a smile and a cheery greeting. I have a business to run. I’ll deal with Jackson later.
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Our conversation that evening gets us nowhere. Jackson needs to respond to work and I want him to go with me. Of course I’m right and he’s wrong but neither of us will back down. Jackson is the calmer of us with his patient stare and compassionate voice, qualities which annoy me to no end right now. I want to yell and stamp around the house but he doesn’t do anger, never has. He simply lays out methodical reasoning and expects me to understand. Except this isn’t about his job or my business. This is personal. Emotional. I want him to support me. I want to come first.

The flutter has mysteriously disappeared and I have no idea when or if it will be back. Or what it’s supposed to mean.

When we go to bed I can’t even say good night. I hate my bad mood and I don’t remember the last time I was so irritated. My parents fought often with horrible screaming matches and my mother banging pots and pans. But they always made up before bed. Why can’t I do that? Why am I letting this argument get the best of me?

Jackson leaves for work the next morning with a soft kiss on my cheek. I’m exhausted from my internal battle and long for the happy state I was in before he called. Before he came home. I putter around the house, around the store, and decide to mend our wounds with food. A nice dinner. Candles flicker on the table, the smell of roast chicken and garlic fills the air. I’m calm and pleasant. Disappointed. But such is life.

I greet my husband with a sweet kiss and long hug. “I’m sorry for the way I acted. I know the emergency isn’t your fault.”

He hugs me back. “I’m sorry too. I was looking forward to our trip. But you’ll go and tell me all about it.”

“It won’t be the same without you.”

“Toscana, this is your dream.”

“To go with you.”

“To go at all.” He fills his mouth with chicken and sautéed spinach and chews in silence with his eyes half-closed, the sign that he’s in deep appreciation. At least I can still cook.

“You don’t need me,” he says. “You’ve been running your own store without my help for years. What can I do that you can’t?”

“Talk to people. Charm them. Make them see why it would be a good idea to work with me.”

“First of all, they’ll all be speaking Italian. Second, you’re the one who knows chocolate.”

“But you’ve helped me with my business since the day I started. You know all the distributors and pricing and where the different ingredients come from.”

He grins. “Okay. But you’re the one with the passion for chocolate and the ideas for recipes. You’re the one they’ll want to talk to, not me.” He waves his fork in the air for punctuation. “You’re better off without me. I’ll just slow you down.”

I lean on the table and frown, already feeling tired again. I don’t want another argument. “All right, I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think, do,” he says, and I picture Yoda from Star Wars but I’m too tired to laugh. 

Instead, I bring out dessert, a flourless chocolate cake with whipped cream and orange zest. Sad or happy, chocolate always raises my spirits. This time is no exception.

I stare across the table at the man I married. He may not be as handsome as George Clooney or as rich as Bill Gates, but he’s a good man, and he’s good to me. 

I’ll get over this. I take another bite of cake and give in to decadence.
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Charlotte, my dear friend, comes to orchestrate the packing for my big adventure to Rome. Sunlight dusts my open suitcase, already filled to overflowing and she continues to yank clothes and accessories from my closet. She sighs heavily while she studies my clothes which cover almost every inch of my bed. There are three piles of outfits: the have-to-have, the might-work-in-a-pinch, and the no-woman-would-be-caught-dead-in-those. And that is where we differ. Charlotte has fashion sense; she started off as a model then turned to advertising at Kendall Drake where she can wield both beauty and charm. At forty-eight, she is tall and elegant and her impeccable pink suit heightens her creamy complexion and blond hair. Precision and perfection. I just want to be comfortable.

Yesterday I felt confident and relaxed. But today a whisper of unease floats around me and I roll my shoulders to shrug it off.

“You should take me with you,” Charlotte says, her heels sinking into the carpet. Her legs look marvelous in heels, as mine would if I could ever balance. But sprained ankles and stumbling over cobblestones isn’t part of my plan.

A mischievous grin lights up her face. “Think of the fun we could have, the wonderful adventures. I could be your assistant. Just give me fifteen minutes to pack.”

“Fifteen minutes? You’ve spent hours in my closet.”

“Well, I know my own wardrobe and I’m always prepared for a quick getaway.”

“I can’t afford you, and I need someone who knows about chocolate.”

She fists her hands on her hips. “I’ll pay my own way. And I know a thing or two.”

Perched on a corner of the bed, the only space left that isn’t covered in clothes, I ask, “What do you know?”

“Chocolate awakens the appetite, the senses.” Her eyes glow as she speaks and her words seduce. “Good chocolate is as good as sex. You can have life without sex, well, for a while. But life without chocolate is a sin.”

She tosses her latest present to me, a gorgeous blue and green silk scarf. “Here, this will bring out your eyes.” 

I smooth the silk between my fingers, indulge my senses in its softness. 

“There will be men at your chocolate conference, right?” Charlotte asks. “They’re my specialty.”

“There will be men. And I’m sure they’ll fall all over you. But they’re most likely your age. And married.”

She crosses her arms and taps her fingers. “Well, I’m not above a smoldering affair, but only if he’s rich and good-looking.”

“What about his wife, and his poor children?”

“If his wife can’t keep her husband where he belongs, than she’s better off without him.” 

“Charlotte, you can’t do that. Cheating is horrible.”

“It’s not cheating if both adults consent. And don’t tell me you’ve never had an affair.”

“No, of course not. I wouldn’t do that, and neither would Jackson.”

Charlotte’s shrewd eyes tell me she thinks I’m stretching the truth, that somewhere in my past I haven’t been completely faithful. But I could never knowingly hurt someone that way. 

She shrugs and says, “Well, bless your heart for being so decent. Seriously, you know how good I am with people. Those men just need some of my Southern charm.”

“Okay, you can come,” I say with a laugh. We both know I’m kidding, but at this moment I wish she could. We would have fun. And having an assistant would show my importance. I wouldn’t just be a lone woman meandering through the booths.

She sighs. “If only. Did I tell you that we landed the Ralph Lauren deal? I can’t wait for some of those samples to show up. I look so divine in his clothes. Speaking of samples, did you pack your brownies?”

“They’re in the fridge. I’ll take them out right before I leave.”

“Are there any extras? For your best friend? We can go over your sales conversation while we eat.”

I give her a kiss on the cheek. “Anything for my best friend.”

After more than an hour of sales talk and commiserating about how I’m leaving her behind, Charlotte leaves for an appointment and I go survey the battle site that was once my bedroom. I love Charlotte and she has amazing taste in clothes—I often fantasize about dressing as she does—but I’ll be on my feet most of the day and comfort wins out. Three nice slacks and blouses go in the suitcase with sweaters and stockings and flat shoes. It will be cold in Rome. At the last moment I add the blue-green scarf to go with the purse. It does compliment my eyes and will add some color. But that’s it. I’m not trying to be a model. I’m trying to sell brownies.

 


Chapter 3

Tuesday, November 9

T


he day has come and Jackson takes me to the airport. He’s quite contrite, even presents me with a small gift box which he insists I open right at the curb. I’m not expecting anything. We already celebrated my birthday. Intrigued, I open it and find a handwritten note expressing his love and concern. Jackson has bought an international calling plan for my cell phone so we can keep in touch. The ever-practical husband. But this time I’m grateful for his future thinking. I’m already missing him and I’m not even on the plane. Days away from him without talking would be horrible. I tuck it safely in my new blue purse that looks like an abstract painting of swirls that range from baby blue to midnight. Charlotte convinced me that its beauty would make me appear more successful. 

Jackson cups my face. “I love you. Have a great time.”

Unease taps at my neck and shoulders. I shrug it off. “I love you too.” We kiss and hug and I hold on for a long time. At last I let go and grab the handle of my suitcase. Jackson waves as he gets in the car, then I wave as he pulls away. And I’m on my own. 

Traveling to Italy. 

Alone.

The last time I traveled alone I was sixteen, jetting off to France for a summer exchange program in French culinary traditions. I wanted to learn the fundamentals and there is nothing like classic French cooking. I know Julia Child would agree. The course began in Paris, then two weeks with a family in Nantes, a week in Lyon with cooking classes and French cuisine, then a wrap-up in Paris. Nerves unsettled me most of the trip. I almost missed my plane. My luggage ended up in Greece. And to round it all off, I roomed with an even shyer girl from Portugal who barely spoke and then mostly in Portuguese.

I could speak Italian fluently and rattle off thirty different kinds of pasta with accompanying sauces, and my fresh pasta was often more tender than my mother’s. But my French was basic at best and I knew nothing about the hazards of a soufflé or crème brûlée. My hands shook whenever the chef addressed me and I lost count of all the times I knocked over a bowl or dropped a knife on the floor, accidents that could get me fired if I were a real apprentice. The only thing that restored my sanity was making my spaghetti alla carbonara which won me several friends. How can you not like bacon, eggs, and cheese?

I let the memory go as I enter the Atlanta airport and breathe deeply and brave my way to the ticket counter. I can do this. I’m fifty years old and in control. I’ve been on many planes before. There’s nothing to this. 

At least I’m flying to Italy. My Italian is a bit rusty, but I know it will come back. 
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The plane touches down at the Fiumicino–Leonardo da Vinci airport. I’m here! The last time I was in Italy I was thirteen. Too many years have passed since then. I’ve been neglectful, barely finding time every Christmas to send cards to my relatives. I wanted to plan a leisurely trip with Jackson, but now here I am in Italy and I’ll have to make do. This may be my last chance to see them. 

In this cloud of homesickness I picture my mother’s sweet face. I’ve often wondered what she would think of me now. Would she approve of my choices, my work, my husband? She wanted so much for me, her only child, daughter of a love match. She adored my father, a good man, but only the good die young, according to Billy Joel. Something catches in the back of my throat and I see my papa, his shaggy hair falling over his eyes as he tucked me into bed with a lullaby, his voice clear and sweet and soothing as he kissed my cheek and whispered, “Bella Toscana,” the only Italian he would ever say. 

A tear rolls down my cheek and I wipe away my foolish sentiments. As we deplane I feel proud of myself that I’m on the other side of the world. Up ahead, the flight attendant says, “Benvenuto a Roma. Welcome to Rome.” 

I smile. Benvenuto, I whisper back. The adventure begins.

[image: nautilius.jpg]

The Radisson Blu es Hotel is the opposite of ancient Roman architecture with its colored windows and sleek, high-tech feel. Not all of Rome can be ruins, yet I expected something more traditional. But I’m grateful for technology when the receptionist checks me in and directs me to my room, which is thankfully available in the early morning. 

The room is a little too austere for my taste, but after a lengthy nap—I always need rest after a long flight to restore my mind and body—I venture out for a casual tour of the nearby city. No long excursions now, just an easy walk to take in the atmosphere. According to my map, I’m close to the Colosseum, Circus, Trevi Fountain, and a handful of churches. I should probably take advantage of my time off today and do some major sightseeing, but I just want to relax and stretch and wander.

I tuck my map in my back pocket, note which way I turn out of the hotel so I can find my way back, and head out into the crisp air, immediately struck by the European feel. A light breeze lifts my shoulder-length hair and I take a moment to admire the scene. There are tall business buildings and wide streets with heavy traffic, just like in Atlanta, but more stone and lighter colors and, of course, a different class of cars. I’ve left the technology world of the hotel behind and entered into a bit of history. And as I walk, slowly breathing in the air and cosmopolitan aromas, I sigh with pleasure, as if a deep-seated part of me is waking up. 

Lunch at a street side café allows me the opportunity to observe without being rude. I practice my rusty Italian on the waiter who smiles disarmingly as I trip over my words. Over my sandwich and coffee I listen to nearby conversations and frown. Everyone speaks so fast. I hear a familiar word or phrase here and there, but I’m mostly lost. Two women next to me are talking about a sick dog then they switch to red feet and chemistry classes? I laugh at my lack of understanding, they look my way, and I pretend to stare at something else and pay my bill.

Several blocks later I’m surprised to find myself near the Forum. I thought I was headed towards the Trevi Fountain, so I must have turned without knowing it. Sunlight brightens the marble columns and the ruins beckon. Down the Via Sacra I walk and my heart quickens until I stand by the Atrium Vestae, the House of Vestals. Crumbling brick rises amid manicured grass. There are numerous rooms but it’s difficult to tell how many and the sign gives no explanation of the Vestals, other than that the House dates back to 6 BC and had chambers for a heating system. I long to walk on the grass and inspect the brick but the rope prevents me. Farther on I see another sign that explains some of the priestess duties and I’m shocked to learn they were pressed into service as early as the age of six. For thirty years. Chastity and duty for thirty years. My heart thumps hard in protest and I shake my head. So much oppression, even centuries ago. 

I move on and in front of me stands what’s left of the Temple of Vesta. The once circular building has been reduced to darkened stone and a handful of slender columns. It’s tiny compared to the temples of Saturn and Castor. Was Vesta a lesser god? I circle the railing, wishing I could touch the stone, and see a woman with hair like mine in a white robe standing in front of a roaring fire, praying for safety and healing. 

My legs start to tremble then I feel a hand on my arm and one around my waist and I’m sitting on a nearby bench. 

“Sta bene?”

A man kneels before me in a gray jacket, blue shirt, and jeans. I’m still feeling shaky but I don’t want a stranger’s help. And I don’t feel like responding in Italian. “I’m fine.”

His hand is still on my arm, calming, comforting. “Are you sure?” His words have no accent. He sounds American.

I nod, though my heart is racing and I can’t get the picture of the fire out of my head. I notice his eyes now, a penetrating blue that searches my face. For a moment they look familiar but I must be wrong. The dark blond hair and strong features are nothing that I recognize. He’s attractive, and younger than I. Much younger. But I’m not looking for a man and I need my space. 

A prickle slides across my torso then disappears.

I stand to avoid a conversation, and sway, and he’s by my side, his hand on my arm. “Maybe you should sit down again.”

I just want to get back to the hotel. I take some deep breaths to steady myself and even though I’m not okay I say, “Thanks, I’m fine.” 

“I can take you to a doctor.”

That’s the last thing I want or need, especially in a foreign country. “Really, I’m fine.”

“Professor,” a voice calls out. A group of young people waits nearby, impatient from their looks. Two girls and three boys, all casually dressed in long T-shirts and torn jeans. More Americans? Are they students?

He nods and turns back to me. “Well, if you need anything,” and he pulls a card from his pocket and presses it into my hand. “Don’t hesitate to call.” Then he joins his group, glancing back at me.

When he’s out of sight I look at the card. Professor Flynn Harris, John Felice Rome Center. A complete stranger giving me his business card. As if I would call him.
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The shakiness passes after a block or two, but I head back to my room and lie down again, sinking into the mattress, allowing my body to relax, the thoughts to leave my head. Tomorrow is the big day, the opening of the Chocolate Festival. I need to be rested, prepared, ready for my sales pitch.

The thoughts don’t leave. 

I see the woman, the fire, the professor’s eyes like a montage of film scrolling across a screen. Do they mean something? What could they mean? I’m probably just overtired from the trip. A good sleep tonight will put things right.

I have a quiet dinner in the hotel restaurant and by 9:30 I’m exhausted. I send Jackson a long email, even mentioning the incident at the Forum. Part of me is glad I’m on my own, free to wander as I please, but another part already misses him, especially in this stark hotel room that’s sleek and innovative but lacking cozy comfort. I think of the chenille blanket on our couch, the fire by my feet, a hot cup of tea and a decadent brownie. Those are what I want right now.

At last, I turn off my devices, read for a bit, and finally fall into fitful sleep.
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Warm breath tickles my ear. “I have waited for this,” he says in a husky voice that heats my skin and makes my heart pound. Our bodies move in slow motion.

His mouth takes mine in a heady kiss, rich with wine and the passion of his love. Our tongues twine in a duet whose rhythm I recognize. He trails kisses down my neck and sups at the line of my collarbone. I feel so wanted. 

Hands caress my limbs. A trail of fire spreads through me. The touch of his fingertips makes my body clamor for more. 

“Love me,” he says, “for I love you more than life.” 

 


Chapter 4

Thursday, November 11

T


he Chocolate Festival dazzles. There are tall ceilings, booths for miles, and thick crowds. As I step into the hall people brush past on both sides, bumping my shoulders in their eagerness to enter, but I continue to stand and gawk. From here I see only a glimpse of the row upon row of tables piled high with mounds of my favorite food and my mouth waters.

The Auditorium Parco della Musica where the Chocolate Festival is held is just a short bus ride from the hotel down the Via Flaminia near the Tiber River, close to so many popular tourist sites. There are concerts at the Auditorium in the evening, or perhaps I can sightsee. Choices, choices. Work first, though. Right now I have chocolate to buy, brownies to sell. 

At last I move forward. Anxiety mixes with excitement as I imagine conversations with potential vendors. I have their names and booth numbers in my purse. As I walk I concentrate on what’s before me. 

Thank goodness I can dismiss milk chocolate and white chocolate—not my favorites—and many of the baked goods. I already have suppliers for the amaretti, biscotti, and panettone that I stock at Dolcielo. And while I love Guittard dark chocolate and have used it for years, I’m open to something or someone new. Maybe even a blend of old and new. 

The chocolate sculptures are stunning. Such artistry and imagination. Whimsical jungle animals, dragons, ocean fantasies, skyscrapers, castles, high heeled shoes, even a woman in a chocolate dress and fur stole that looks both fluid and fuzzy, who finally laughs at my amazement. My brain whirls. All so beautiful yet I have nowhere to put them. 

Around the corner I stop at a table of gift boxes. Boxes made of chocolate with lids that open and close. They’re tiny, just big enough for two truffles or one brownie, and costly, almost $50 each. But the raspberry/pistachio color combination makes my breath sigh and I can’t stop gazing. Wanting. Christmas is coming up and what a gift these would make. 

I take the vendor’s card and move on in a haze. I wish Charlotte were here. Her strategy replays in my mind. “Focus, Toscana. People think sales is about having the best product or the best service or the best price. But it’s really about paying attention to what your customer wants and making sure you deliver that. And remember, you won’t die if someone tells you no.”

Simple words. Simple strategy. I cross my fingers and whisper to myself, “I can do this.”

I approach the first vendor on my list. Domori. They own plantations in Venezuela and use Criollo beans, some of the best on the market. My favorite is the Puertomar, a dark chocolate with a hint of chili. 

Nervous, I paste on a broad smile that I hope doesn’t look fake and greet the woman behind the table. Begin with a compliment. “I’m a big fan of your chocolate,” I say. “I love the Puertomar.”

She smiles back. “Yes, that’s one of our best sellers.” Her English has a sweet, melodic accent. She reaches down and picks up a sample. “Have you tried the Canoabo? Tell me what you taste.”

I’m not in the mood for chocolate. I need to speak with signore Capello, the owner. But I take a tiny nibble to be polite. It tastes like Häagen-Dazs Vanilla Swiss Almond with sticky dates. “This is wonderful.” 

“It came out last year, but many people are new to it.”

I’m tempted to take a case home, but I’m here for my brownies. My stomach tightens and I take a slow breath. I can do this. She’s not the enemy, she’s a friend, I tell myself. I have something she wants. “Is signore Capello here? I have a proposal for him.”

Charlotte burst out laughing when I used the word proposition in our practice sales talk. “They’ll definitely get the wrong idea,” she said. “It’s proposal.” So I’m proud of myself for not flubbing the word.

Unfortunately, the sales rep shakes her head. “No, I’m so sorry. May I help you instead?”

I hear Charlotte’s words. Be firm, Toscana. Only speak with the owner. I smile and say, “I’ll wait.” 

A small group crowds the table, eager for samples, and I move to the side. Impatience creeps in. And hunger. How long will I have to wait? Is he even coming in? What do I do if he doesn’t show up?

My stomach growls and I gobble samples while the sales rep is otherwise engaged. Their chocolate is wonderful. The brownies would be amazing with this foundation. 

Fifteen minutes pass. A half hour. An hour goes by and still no sign. 

“Signore Capello?” I ask again. The sales rep mouths I’m sorry as she helps more customers.

Another half hour passes. My feet ache and my calves burn from standing in one spot. This is ridiculous. I can’t wait all day. It’s time to take matters into my own hands.

“Excuse me.” 

The sales rep smiles politely. 

Charlotte’s coaching failed to take into account a no-show. So I just dive in. “Maybe you can help me. I have a store at home called Dolcielo where I sell Italian sweets. I make my own brownies and I’m wondering if you’d be interested in carrying them.”

“What is a brownie?”

This is where I feel foolish. What am I thinking? They’re a chocolate company. They make chocolate bars. They don’t sell brownies.

But I’ve come this far. I’m here now. And I’ve already started the conversation. I take the brownie samples from my purse and hold them in my hand. “Brownies are like chocolate cake but a little firmer. I have three flavors here. Amureo with apricots, almonds, and Amaretto. Celesola with pineapple, macadamia, and rum. And Elegrazie with cranberry, walnuts, and Triple Sec.”

She stares at me as if I’m crazy. I’m hoping she’s just a little overwhelmed. “Here, try one. Please.” I hand her the Amureo and pray.

She unwraps the brownie and takes a bite. I watch her chew, watch her eyes go wide, watch her mouth stretch in a smile. “Questi sono buoni. Veramente buoni.” She takes another bite. “Mi piace.” She wipes some crumbs from her mouth. “Di che gusto sono gli altri? I’m sorry. What are the others?”

“This one is pineapple, the other is cranberry.”

She selects the Elegrazie and makes short work of it. Thankfully, I have more samples. 

“Sono buonissimi! You make these?”

“Yes.”

“Do you sell them too? I’d love to buy some to take home.”

A happy customer. I love happy customers. But I’m looking for another direction. “I want someone here in Italy to sell them. I want Domori to sell them.”

“I’m sorry. We only sell chocolate. Have you tried our chocolate in your brownies? That would be wonderful.”

Frustration burns my eyes. But I will not give in to childish emotions. I’m a business woman so I try to think like a business woman. Charlotte certainly wouldn’t get emotional. 

“Do you have a business card?” I take one of my mine from my purse and hand it to her. She reaches under the table and places a card in my hand. “I’m Vittoria Firelli, head of sales for Domori.” Then she hands me several bars of Domori chocolate. “Don’t tell anyone,” she whispers. 

“Toscana Blake,” I say. “Thank you so much.” 

She waves as I walk away. “I’ll be telling my friends how good these are. If you find somewhere to sell them, let me know and I’ll place an order.”

I should have known better. Trying to sell brownies to Domori. Hah! What an idiot. I pitch Vittoria’s card into the trashcan and start walking, head down, eyes on the floor. Coming to the Chocolate Festival was supposed to be fun. Not frustrating. 

Now I feel depressed. Deflated. Charlotte would have amped up her smile and charm and turned the conversation, somehow. But I’m not Charlotte. I should have taken her up on her offer to come with me. I’m just not a salesperson. In a moment of weakness, I text her. “Wish you were here. I flubbed it with Domori.” 

Discouraged, I walk in a haze and try to shake off my gloom. Up ahead the aroma of melted chocolate summons me to a cooking demonstration where a chef prepares a chocolate soufflé. 

For long moments I simply inhale the aroma. Then as I approach the table my anticipation turns to shock. The man in the chef jacket is the man from yesterday. The professor. My mouth falls open.

He seems to show no concern as he whisks egg whites into puffy clouds. His stream of Italian rushes too fast for me to understand, but the visual demonstration says what his words do not. When he folds the egg whites into the chocolate mixture and spoons it into the waiting ramekins, a part of me sighs with pleasure.

Then he removes a tray of already baked mini soufflés from the oven. Each one is beautifully cracked and rises above the edge of the ramekin. Perfect. The chocolate aroma is sinful. An assistant scoops tiny portions of the soufflé. One spoonful only. 

Our eyes meet across the table. 

He holds out a paper cup filled with chocolate and presses it into my hands. I take a taste. 

That one taste is so rich, so decadent, I want to keep it in my mouth forever. There is something different about this chocolate. Something stronger. More robust. A flavor I can’t identify. And possibly better than Domori.

But my eyes are still on him, taking him in, registering the details I missed yesterday. Our gaze meets easily. He’s just an inch or so taller. Snug white jacket. Broad shoulders. Almost brown hair with blond glints. A dusting of fine hair on his arms. And long fingers. Artist’s fingers. Not what I expected for a history professor. I finally ask, “What are you doing here? I thought you were a professor.” I lean against the table to sort my thoughts and the table wobbles. Tilts. Ramekins begin to slide. Paper cups of soufflé tumble. And in mere seconds an avalanche of chocolate and porcelain and metal cooking utensils crash to the floor.

Heat climbs up the back of my neck and my cheeks burn. “I’m so sorry,” I say. I kneel to pick up shards of pottery.

“You do like to cause a commotion, don’t you?” he says.

My scalp tingles, as if something is brushing against it. 

He kneels down and grasps my hand. Where his fingers touch my wrist there is a knowing, a memory of something, and there are two people in white, a woman with her head covered, a man in a toga. I know them, yet I don’t know their names or where they are or what they’re doing. But he has his hand around her wrist in the same way. 

I try to move from his grasp but he presses down. “Don’t,” he says. “You might get cut. Someone will clean this up.” He releases my hand. “I’m helping out.”

“What?”

“You asked what I was doing here,” he says. “I’m helping my friend Julian. He’s trying to interest vendors in a new blend of chocolate.”

“Is that what I tasted?”

He nods.

“Would he sell small amounts?” I ask. “I’m just one person with a little shop, but it’s . . .” I recall the aroma, the taste, the lingering sensation of luxury and heaven. “It’s amazing.” 

He laughs and I’m afraid he’s laughing at me, at something silly I’ve done. But his eyes shine with sincerity. He stands and says, “I’ll tell him you said so.”

I brush off my slacks. “So, you’re a cook? Soufflés aren’t the easiest thing to make.”

“Julian made the ones I took out of the oven. Perfect every time. I just faked putting the ingredients together. I’m much better with stone and glass.”

“Stone and glass?”

“Mosaics. My specialty.”

From chocolate to mosaics, two of my all-time favorites. How did he know? 
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