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Chapter 1


Lisa could not wait to get off the airplane to breathe fresh air and stretch her legs. They had been on the flight for several hours now. She and her little sister were going to Rome for their vacation. Looking out of the window, Lisa saw Rome moving closer. When she looked at Lilani, she could not help but think about their parents.

The car accident had claimed both of their lives one year ago, after they returned from one of their friends’ weddings. Lisa remembered the call from the hospital, informing her to go to the emergency room—news that had changed their lives forever.


Lilani was so young; she still needed her parents. When the tooth fairy came to visit, she used to run up to their mother and shout, “Look, the tooth fairy was here.” On her first day of school, their parents stood watching her. When she fell in love, she couldn’t wait to run to their mother and tell her about the boy, and after her first heartbreak, their mother would have brought ice cream and said everything would be okay. Their father would have wanted to break the boy’s neck for hurting his little girl. But now Lilani would never get to experience any of that. At only five years old, she still didn’t understand why their parents didn’t come home every night.


Lisa had planned this vacation to Rome, hoping to take her sister’s thoughts away from the sadness and from the place that reminded her of their parents every day. She had asked for a three-week leave of absence from her law firm, and her boss was kind enough to grant it. She had planned the trip so that they could be elsewhere on the first anniversary of their parents’ deaths. Since then, Lisa had become like a mother to Lilani. She had used all her savings to make the holiday possible.

At last, they reached their destination. As the plane approached Leonardo da Vinci International Airport, the radiant lights above gently prompted passengers to fasten their seatbelts, signaling that their arrival was close at hand.


We’ve arrived, Lisa thought as the plane landed.


“Excuse me, Miss, but maybe I can help?” An air hostess said, noticing her struggling to catch a taxi. “Here, let me get one.” She called a cab for them.

“Thank you so much,” Lisa said gratefully.

Soon they were on their way to the hotel where they would stay. To Lisa’s relief, the manager spoke English, and after they completed the formalities, a porter accompanied them to their second-floor suite.

“I think you should rest a little,” Lisa suggested to Lilani once they were alone again.

Lilani nodded and moved toward the bed. Lisa helped her settle in. “Sleep tight. I love you,” she said, kissing her forehead.

Lisa walked over to the window where the Tiber River flowed by. She wished her parents were there with them. When she turned around, Lilani was already asleep. Lisa decided to lie down for a while as well.


She woke when she heard her sister singing. “Lisa...” Then there was a knock on the nightstand as Lilani sang, “Do you want to build a snowman? Let’s go and play!” She giggled as she climbed onto the bed.


“I’m awake; now stop singing.” Lisa laughed at her sister’s silliness and felt Lilani snuggle onto the bed.

“How are you feeling, Lily?” Lisa asked, holding her in her arms.

“Better, thank you, Lizzy. Can we do something fun, please?” Lilani asked.

“Yes, let’s walk to the park,” Lisa decided, getting out of bed.

They left the room, Lisa with her purse strap over her shoulder. She could hardly wait to explore the city.

They walked around the corner, toward the Tiber River and the bridge. There they stood for a while, watching the water flow through the city. Then they strolled on to the Villa Borghese Gardens.

“I recommend that we get a bike,” Lisa suggested.

“Yes, then we could eat something after that,” Lilani said eagerly.

“Okay, let’s go grab a bicycle.” Lisa walked over to where they could rent bikes. “Excuse me, I would like to hire two, please,” she told the man, handing him the money.

Soon, Lisa and Lilani were riding through the garden.

“Let’s rest for a while,” Lilani asked after half an hour.

“There’s a fountain where you can make a wish,” Lisa proposed.

Taking Lilani’s hand, she walked with her to where several people stood ready to toss coins. Lisa handed Lilani a coin. “Take this,” she said. Lilani closed her eyes and prepared to make a wish.

Two guys stood nearby, staring at Lisa from head to toe with smirks. Lisa’s temper flared.

Before she could react, Lilani shouted, “Why are you looking at my sister like that? Don’t you know it’s rude? She’s not a meal you can eat! Stop staring at her!”

The men looked at Lilani, surprised that she had spoken to them that way. Then they glanced at Lisa and stepped away. Lisa smiled at her little sister, and together they rode their bikes back before strolling to the hotel.

“Let’s go for dinner in the dining area,” Lisa suggested.

Lilani ate a little, then complained about a headache. “I have pain again,” she told Lisa.

“Let’s get you to bed,” Lisa replied, leading her to the suite.

“Good night, Lilani,” she said, kissing her head. Lilani closed her eyes and quickly fell asleep while Lisa stroked her hair and stared at her.

“She never complained about this before three weeks ago,” Lisa thought.

That night, Lisa couldn’t sleep. The room felt different, and the noises from the window were strange. It was past midnight before she finally drifted off.

The next morning, when Lisa woke up, she noticed her sister missing from bed. She sat up, glancing around the room, and found Lilani happily drawing at the table.

“You seem better today,” Lisa remarked.

“It’s because I don’t have pain today, Lizzy,” Lilani smiled.

“I’m glad you feel better,” Lisa said. “So tell me, do you want to go on an outing this morning?”

“Yes, can we go to the park again, please?” Lilani asked, eyes wide with hope.


It looks like she really enjoyed the park yesterday, Lisa thought.


They got ready for another outing.

But as they walked through the garden, Lilani began complaining of a headache again. Lisa picked her up and carried her back to the room. “That’s it; I’m taking you to the doctor,” she said sternly.

“Go and take a bath,” she told Lilani.

A few minutes later, Lisa heard a noise from the bathroom. Worried, she rushed in—only to find her sister unconscious on the floor.

Shocked, she knelt beside her, sighing with relief when she realized Lilani still had a pulse.

She hurried to call the hotel manager. “Please help me; we need to get a doctor for my sister,” she pleaded in English.

“I will call a doctor immediately,” the manager promised before hanging up.

Lisa sponged her sister’s face with a damp cloth until the manager knocked on the door and entered at her invitation.

“I called Doctor Rossi,” he informed her.

“Thank you so much for calling the doctor, Mr. Romano,” Lisa said gratefully, relieved he spoke English. Just as the manager turned to leave, Lisa stopped him.

“Wait—how will the doctor and I communicate? Does he speak English?” she asked anxiously.

“You do not have to worry about the doctor, Signorina,” Mr. Romano assured her. “The doctor speaks English very well.”

“I honestly don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Romano,” Lisa said. “I just hope this isn’t serious.”

“I understand, Signorina. I’ll be in my office if you need me. Meanwhile, I hope your sister recovers quickly.” With that, the manager left.

Lisa gently stroked Lilani’s pale face. “I hope it’s nothing serious,” she whispered.

Tears welled up, but she wiped them away. “I need to be strong,” she told herself.

There was a knock at the door. She quickly opened it.

“I’m Dr. Rossi. Are you the patient’s mother?” The doctor asked in English with a heavy Italian accent.

“I’m Lisa Saunders, her older sister,” Lisa explained, stepping aside to let him in. He walked over to where Lilani lay.

“How is her health, Miss Saunders?” the doctor asked.

“As far as I know, excellent, Doctor. She only started complaining of headaches a few weeks ago. I thought it was because she was missing our parents,” Lisa admitted. “I told her to get ready so I could take her to a doctor, and then I found her on the bathroom floor unconscious.”

The doctor worked for nearly fifteen minutes before bringing Lilani around. “Your sister will have to be admitted to the hospital, Miss Saunders,” he said as he carefully put his stethoscope back in his case.

“Your sister is in a coma, not just unconscious.”

The words shocked Lisa.

“Is her condition serious, Doctor?” she asked with a lump in her throat.

“Yes, I fear your sister’s condition is serious,” he said gravely. “But exactly how serious, I cannot say yet. I will have an ambulance come immediately.”

After he left, Lisa packed an overnight bag for Lilani. Just as she finished, the ambulance arrived at the hotel.

“Do you want to ride with your sister, Miss?” the paramedic asked. Lisa nodded and followed them inside.

She spent the night waiting for news. Too anxious to sleep, she flipped through magazines, staring at the pictures while her thoughts never strayed from her sister.

Finally, Dr. Rossi appeared at the waiting room door. Lisa quickly stood and approached him. “Doctor, do you know what’s wrong with my sister? Is she still in a coma?”

“She is still in a coma, Miss Saunders, and I’m afraid her condition is critical,” the doctor said. “She will most likely need surgery. But we will only know tomorrow, after the brain specialist reviews the X-ray plates again. You see, the plates showed a tumor on the brain.”

Lisa stared at him in disbelief, as if he had grown two heads.

“Thank you, Doctor,” she said quietly before leaving the hospital.

Back at the hotel, she tried to process everything. How would she pay for the surgery? She had not budgeted for medical expenses like this. She could hardly believe this was happening to them.

The following morning, she rose early and returned to the hospital. After what felt like forever, Dr. Rossi approached her.

“Good morning, Miss Saunders. Please follow me,” he said.

Lisa quickly obeyed, tense as he led her to a room.

There, Dr. Rossi introduced her to the brain specialist.

“Please sit down, Miss Saunders,” the specialist invited. “Unfortunately, the results of my examination are not good. Signorina will need an operation as soon as possible—her life depends on it.”

He explained everything about the procedure, though many of the medical terms went over her head.

“Your parents must be notified immediately,” he added. “The operation can only be postponed for a few days.”

“I’m sorry, but our parents died in a car accident a year ago,” Lisa said softly. “I am her legal guardian.”

“I am sorry to hear about your family,” he replied.

“We need your answer by tonight to make the necessary arrangements,” Dr. Rossi said.

Lisa thanked them both and left the hospital, walking toward the park.

The thought that she might lose her sister broke her heart. She wished her parents were alive to tell her what to do.

So lost in grief, she didn’t notice the older man sitting nearby—or that he was watching her.


Chapter 2


Mason Mancini watched the young woman from a distance. “I wonder why she looks so sad?” he murmured aloud.

“Maybe a heartbreak,” his wife, Maria, suggested. “If that’s the case, then the man must be a fool.”

She chuckled softly, then nudged him. “Why don’t you go over and ask what’s wrong? Maybe we can help.”

“What makes you so sure she’ll tell me her problems?” Mason asked.

“I can see she’s troubled. Perhaps she’ll open up to you.”

He glanced at the girl again and sighed. “Alright, I’ll talk to her. I just hope she doesn’t think I’m some kind of pervert.”

Maria laughed outright. Mason stood, smoothed down his jacket, and walked over to where the brunette sat.

Lisa was so lost in her grief that she didn’t notice the older man taking a seat beside her on the bench. Her quiet sobs were interrupted by a voice thick with accent.

“Ti fa molto male, Signorina? Do you feel unwell?” the man asked.

She shook her head quickly, wiping at her tears. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand your language, sir—and I don’t talk to strangers. Please… just leave me alone.”

“Excuse me, Signorina,” the man said gently, his words a mix of Italian and English. “I don’t mean to be rude. My wife urged me to ask why you were crying. My name is Mason Mancini.”

He gestured toward a well-dressed older woman watching them from a short distance. She looked genuinely concerned.

“My little sister and I came here on vacation,” Lisa admitted softly. “But yesterday I received some terrible news.” She explained the doctor’s diagnosis from that morning.

“When will your sister have the surgery?” Mason asked, his sympathy clear.

Lisa shook her head as fresh tears slid down her cheeks. “I don’t have the money to pay for it, sir,” she confessed.

“You truly are in a difficult position, Signorina,” he said gravely. “Yes… I see why you’re sad. But you haven’t told me your name.”

“I’m Lisa Saunders. We’re staying at the Palazzo Veneziano,” she whispered.

He waited quietly, and she continued. “Our parents died in a car accident a year ago. My sister still can’t process their deaths. She asks when they’re coming home. This holiday was meant to take her mind off everything that reminds her of them.” Her voice faltered. “I’m sorry to burden you with my problems, Mr. Mancini. I’d rather be alone for a while. I think your wife is calling you. Please thank her for me.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Saunders,” Mason said politely, standing and giving her a small bow before returning to his wife.

He rejoined Maria on the bench. “Well, you were gone quite a while,” she remarked. “Couldn’t tear yourself away from the pretty young lady?” She teased with a sly smile.

“She’s beautiful, yes—but more than that, she’s in pain,” Mason said seriously. “Her name is Lisa Saunders. She and her little sister are from South Africa. They came here on vacation two days ago, but yesterday she received devastating news. Her sister needs surgery, but she can’t afford it. Their parents were killed in a car accident last year. Lisa has been caring for her sister ever since.”

“So not a breakup, then,” Maria said thoughtfully.

Mason shook his head.

“I wonder if she’s not just another gold digger looking to catch a rich man,” Maria mused.

“No. She doesn’t strike me that way at all,” he insisted. “At first, she wanted nothing to do with me—told me straight out that she doesn’t talk to strangers and asked me to leave her alone. That isn’t the behavior of someone making up lies for money.”

Maria tilted her head. “True. And we could always confirm her story at the hotel or the hospital.”

“Did she tell you the name of the specialist who will operate?” she asked.

“No, and I didn’t ask.”

Maria stood gracefully. “Then perhaps you should introduce me. I’d like to speak with her myself.”

“Come, my dear,” Mason said.

By the time Mason and his wife approached her again, Lisa’s tears had dried.

“I’d like you to meet my wife, Maria Mancini,” Mason said warmly.

Lisa greeted the elegant woman as she sat down beside her.

“Mason told me about your sister,” Maria began gently. “I’m glad to see you’re not crying anymore. Who is the surgeon scheduled to operate?”

“Doctor Esposito,” Lisa whispered. “But… there will be no operation. It’s better not to keep hoping for a miracle that will never happen.” Her voice cracked, and she broke into quiet sobs again.

“What miracle were you hoping for, dear?” Mason asked softly.

“There isn’t one,” Lisa said, wiping her tears. “I just hoped somehow I’d find the money to pay for the surgery. But there’s no one I can call back in South Africa.”

“Don’t you have a fiancé? Or any family who could help?” Maria asked, her brow furrowed with concern.

“I only have a grandfather left, and he’s retired. I don’t have a fiancé. I was so focused on finishing law school that I didn’t have time for relationships. After our parents died, I had to quit my studies to care for Lilani full-time. I work as a receptionist at a law firm now. She’s all I have.”

There was a pause. Maria’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Perhaps there is a solution—one that could benefit us both. Suppose you made Italy your new home? My grandson was blinded in an accident. His fiancée left him, though we provided for him and the family business. I hired nurses to help him, but they only cared about his money. None of them lasted. He needs someone genuine. Tell me—your sister’s name, the hospital, and the doctor treating her?”

Lisa hesitated, then gave her the information.

“Good. I’ll contact you this afternoon. Don’t worry about the operation anymore,” Maria said firmly as she stood.

“Goodbye for now, dear. Be ready to meet my grandson.”

“Goodbye, Mrs. Mancini,” Lisa replied softly, watching her leave. She walked back toward the hospital, her mind whirling with questions about what Maria could possibly mean.


Chapter 3


Lisa wondered what it could be. Maria had mentioned something about hiring and then firing nurses. She hoped they knew she wasn’t qualified to be a nurse. Lost in her thoughts, Lisa barely noticed anything around her.

As she stepped into the hospital’s main entrance, the realization of just how distracted she had been hit her. Checking her watch, she saw there was still time to visit Lilani.

A nurse greeted her. “Buongiorno, Signorina.” Lisa nodded, waved, and made her way to her sister.

Entering the room, Lisa felt her heart lift at the sight before her. She walked closer and kissed Lilani on the head. A faint smile appeared on Lilani’s lips as she hugged her sister tightly.

“There was a doctor here with me,” Lilani said. “He said they needed to heal my brain, but I told him I didn’t want to be here. I want to be with you.”

Lisa stroked her sister’s hair gently. She wished she could take all of Lilani’s pain away. “I know, Lily. I also want you to be with me, but first, we have to get you better so that you don’t get headaches anymore.”

“Promise me that as soon as I’m stronger, I can leave with you,” Lilani asked.

Lisa nodded. “I promise. As soon as you are better, you can come home with me. I’ll buy you a big ice cream. How does that sound?”

Lilani pretended to think for a moment before breaking into a smile. “Yippee! I’ll do everything the doctor orders me to do, but I want a pink ice cream with lots and lots of sprinkles.”

Lisa chuckled softly. “So let’s get you healthy again. I miss your chatter and bossiness.”

She sat on the chair beside her sister and began telling Lilani about the two sweet older people she had met earlier. “When I leave the ward, I will contact Grandpa to let him know,” she said.

Lilani’s eyes slowly closed. Lisa noticed her sister must be in a lot of pain. Just then, a nurse entered and administered an injection that helped Lilani fall asleep. Lisa stood, kissed her sister’s forehead, and quietly left the hospital.

“Where is that grandson of mine?” Maria asked as soon as they entered his home.

“In his office, Mrs. Mancini,” the housekeeper replied.

Maria took Mason’s hand and guided him to Alessandro.

“Who dares?” Alessandro’s voice rang out, though he stopped when Maria spoke firmly. “Don’t give me that tone, young man.”

“I came here to talk to you—no, scratch that. Nothing makes you do what I’m about to say,” Maria said.

Alessandro nodded, and his bodyguard, Antonio, exited the room.

“What can I do for your grandma?” Alessandro asked, clearly nervous.

“I’m here to tell you—you are getting married,” Maria announced, shocking both her grandson and Mason.

“Grandma, I told you I’m not getting married. All women are gold diggers,” Alessandro replied irritably.

“I don’t care what you think now; shut up and listen to me! I have met a young girl whose little sister is in trouble. I will help them in exchange for you two getting married,” Maria continued, surprising Mason once again.

Alessandro frowned. “Why can’t we just help them without marriage?”

Mason thought along with him. “I would also love to know that” he mused.

“Because that way we can protect you from, as you call them, gold diggers. We will draw up a contract stating that after two years you can divorce.”

Alessandro lowered his head into his hands. After a pause, he asked, “What does she look like?”

Maria closed her eyes, recalling the image. “She’s small, at least five-foot-six, slim, with long, curly dark chocolate hair and emerald, green eyes.”

“I admit she doesn’t sound bad, but how can I marry someone I’ve never met before?” Alessandro asked.

“Easy come with us later, and we will discuss everything with Lisa,” Maria replied with a grin.

“Fine, let me know what time, and I will be there to meet this wonderful woman you want me to marry,” Alessandro finally agreed.

“Good boy. You know you can never say no to your old Nonna,” Maria laughed.

Mason shook his head. “You are one sly woman. Do you realize that?”

“Someone must start to interfere with that stubborn grandchild of ours. Otherwise, I will never live to see him married,” Maria responded.

They walked to Leonardo, who confirmed, “Don’t worry, Nonna, I will be finished by lunchtime.”

“Grazie, figliolo,” Maria said, standing to leave.

After lunch, Maria called Alessandro. “Tell Piero to get the car ready,” she instructed Antonio.

Lisa was preparing to visit her sister when a knock at the door made her pause. She opened it to find the Mancinis.

Mason greeted her first. “Hello, my dear. We came to discuss something with you.” Lisa noticed a striking young man standing beside Maria and realized it must be the grandson.

“Welcome; please come inside,” she said politely.

She studied him silently. Tall, tanned, black hair, striking features—but his dark glasses concealed his eyes.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked.

“Oh, that’s alright, my dear. We came to introduce you to our grandson,” Maria said.

Mason formally introduced them. “Alessandro, this young lady is Lisa Saunders. Lisa, this is my grandson, Alessandro Mancini.”

Lisa nodded stiffly. “I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Mancini.” He merely nodded in return.

She mentally scolded herself: Rude man!

“Now, let’s discuss the proposal,” Maria said.

Lisa frowned. “Please tell me what this proposition is.”

Maria explained the plan: if Lisa married Alessandro, the family would cover her sister’s surgery and care for her for life. Lisa listened, stunned.

“I understand there is no love between the two of you yet,” Maria continued. “It won’t matter. You’ll have plenty of time to develop feelings. Antonio will pick you up tonight to meet me. Remember, your sister’s life depends on this operation.”

Lisa felt pale, her mind spinning. She could only nod.

“I will see you tonight,” Maria said warmly, hugging her before leaving.

Alone in her hotel room, Lisa screamed silently. Are they crazy? Marry for money? But Lilani’s life depended on her decision.

She got ready to visit Lilani, choosing skinny denim, a black off-the-shoulder blouse, and sneakers, letting her hair fall freely, and applying mascara and lip gloss.

Lilani lay with closed eyes, pain evident. Lisa’s heart ached. She kissed her sister gently.

“You’ll be alright soon. I found someone who will help you,” Lisa explained.

Lilani blinked, confused. “How would you like to settle here in this beautiful country forever?”

“As long as I’m with you, I don’t care where we live,” Lilani said softly.

Lisa hesitated. “There’s one more thing—I must marry to save you.”

“Does that mean they’ll take you away from me?” Lilani asked shakily.

“No, Lily. You’ll stay with me, and you’ll go to school here,” Lisa reassured her.

Lilani smiled faintly, and Lisa told her everything about the Mancinis and Alessandro. Watching her sister drift to sleep, she kissed her head and left the room.

Dr. Rossi appeared in the doorway. “Do you have a minute, Signorina? I want to discuss your sister’s condition with you.”

“I hope I can give you a final answer tonight,” Lisa replied.

After returning to her hotel, Lisa researched Alessandro. The bachelor was famous, rumored to be ruthless, and connected to the mafia. His parents had died, and he had a younger brother.

A knock interrupted her thoughts. Mr. Bianchi, the bodyguard, informed her that she needed to dress formally for the evening visit.

Lisa chose a simple black gown, gold heels and matching earrings, light makeup, and a scarf. She followed Mr. Bianchi to the car.

Arriving at the mansion, she was led to a private lounge, then into a dining room where Alessandro, dressed in a dark suit, waited.

Dinner passed, and after everyone else left, Mrs. Mancini asked, “Well, Miss Saunders, I hope you came with good news.”

Lisa took a deep breath. “Yes, I accept your proposal,” she said, surprising Alessandro.

Arrangements for the wedding were made, including the gown, ring, and private Italian lessons. After signing the contract and a brief celebration, Lisa visited Lilani once more, who smiled at her arrival.

“We’re getting married this evening in the garden, Lilani. Another doctor is helping with your surgery,” Lisa told her gently.

Lilani’s eyes sparkled with trust and relief.


Chapter 4


Lisa had just finished packing their bags. In a few minutes, a new life with Alessandro would begin. She was tired from all the work, but she couldn’t even nap because Piero would be there any minute. She lay on the bed, thinking about her marriage to Alessandro. He was arrogant, bitter, and heartless. Would he ever be satisfied with her service? And his lifestyle—ugh, she didn’t even want to think about it.

Would she ever adapt to that life? She was used to a simple existence, not this world of money and lavish parties she had glimpsed the night before. Their personalities were completely different; they had nothing in common. And they didn’t even speak the same language! Questions ran through her mind, unanswered. Why must the wedding be so late in the evening? Why were there gold diggers in the world, making life difficult for others? And Mancini—she still didn’t understand him.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Piero at the hotel, ready to take her to her future home. She glanced at her simple dress, maybe she should have worn something fancier. Alessandro might be blind, but the others weren’t. She shook her head. She was an ordinary person, not a rich man’s daughter, and she would not pretend otherwise. The porter took her suitcases to the car while she paid the hotel bill. Afterward, she greeted the hotel manager and walked to the waiting car.

When the car stopped, Alessandro relaxed on the front porch with his brother and sister-in-law.

“Oh, my soul, what a beautiful girl! God must have taken his time creating her!” His sister-in-law whispered.

“Who are you talking about, Sophia?” he asked, frowning.

“I think it’s your bride. She just got out of the car, Alessandro,” Sophia explained.

He immediately stood when he heard Lisa approaching, recognizing her by her perfume. He held out his hand, hoping she would take it. His brother and sister-in-law were unaware of the arrangement. A cold hand took his.

“Allow me to introduce my sister-in-law, Sophia, and my brother, Gabriele Mancini, to you, Lisa,” he said. Then he turned to his sister-in-law: “Lisa is the woman I’m marrying tonight. Her name is Lisa Saunders.

Lisa greeted them kindly. He was about to invite her to sit down when Sophia spoke.

“I don’t think there’s time for talking, guys; Grandma has just arrived with the makeup artist,” she said.


“Sophia, will you take Lisa to her room, please?” Alessandro asked, wanting to show interest in his bride-to-be.

“It’s not necessary, Alessandro. If you tell me which room, I can find it myself,” Lisa objected.

Grandmother’s voice called then:

“Good to see you again, my dear. I assume you’ve met Gabriele and Sophia? Let’s get ready. Alessandro, please go and get ready.”

Alessandro nodded. He didn’t want to marry a woman he had never seen before, but he could not refuse his grandmother. He heard Sophia speak to Lisa as they left.

“I hope you don’t mind; I already put your wedding dress and everything on your bed this morning,” she said.

“Come, big brother,” Gabriele whispered beside him. “I can’t believe you’re finally getting married.”

“If I were the one marrying her, I would have hidden her too,” Gabriele added.

“Let’s go,” Alessandro said, and Gabriele led him to his room.

“I assume you’ve already showered; I’ll just help you get dressed. Grandma hired a makeup artist and a hairdresser,” Sophia said kindly.

“That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Mancini.” Lisa forced a smile.

“Since you’re about to become my sister-in-law, Lisa, call me Sophia,” she interrupted.

“Alright, I’ll get used to it,” Lisa replied. “This is all new to me, and I don’t know Alessandro well yet.”

“Come, dear, let’s get you ready. From now on, you can call me Grandma,” Maria said.

Entering the bridal room, Lisa’s tension vanished. The bed was king-size with black and red bedding, a large flat-screen TV fixed to the wall, and a walk-in wardrobe bigger than her bedroom back in South Africa. The bathroom was massive, with black tiles, a Jacuzzi, and a shower that could fit four people.

“We have to get ready before the groom comes for you himself,” Sophia said.

What should have been a happy day felt full of worry and stress. Thoughts of her sister gave her strength; otherwise, she might have run away.

Finally, she was dressed in a pure white wedding gown: shoulderless, with a low neckline adorned with delicate beads and diamonds, an open back, and a train that seemed to drag like a red carpet. Her natural curls fell freely, and her makeup was perfectly done.

“Something new,” Sophia said, placing a heart-shaped necklace around her neck. “Something old,” she added, securing a white gold rose hairpin. “Something borrowed,” she continued, putting a simple bracelet on her wrist. “And last, something blue,” she added, adjusting the garter on her leg.

“You are indeed the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen, Lisa,” Maria said. “It’s a pity Alessandro cannot see you; he’ll never know how beautiful you look today.”

“Thank you very much, Grandma,” Lisa said softly.

A knock sounded on the door. Sophia went to open it.

“Is the bride ready?” Gabriele asked.

“Yes, I’m ready, Gabriele. “Thank you,” Lisa replied. They walked to the back door leading to the garden, where Gabriele left them to join Alessandro.

“Are you ready, dear?” Maria asked, taking her arm.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Lisa replied. Mason guided her down the aisle. Guests whispered as they approached Alessandro and Gabriele. Lisa took Alessandro’s outstretched arm and noticed how handsome he looked in his black suit.

The priest began:

“We are gathered here today to unite this man, Alessandro Mancini, and this woman, Lisa Saunders, in the bonds of matrimony. Alessandro, do you take Lisa to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

“I do,” Alessandro said, his voice irritated.

“Lisa, do you take Alessandro to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do,” Lisa said softly, realizing she was now his wife.

“By the power vested in me by the State of Vatican City, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

Her heart raced. Would he kiss her in front of everyone? Instead, Alessandro kissed her cheeks. The applause and whispers brought her back to reality. Hand in hand, they walked to the reception tent, confetti flying around them.

Lisa noticed her wedding ring: a set of two blue diamonds. Alessandro commented, “I’ve never met a woman with such small hands.”

Once alone, she returned the ring to him.

“May I talk to you for a moment?” she asked.

“Yes, sit and tell me,” he replied. She explained she wanted to return the ring, realizing it was a family ring.

“You are right,” he said coldly. “It’s the family ring every Mancini heir uses. My grandmother wants you to wear it.”

Lisa felt a sting but didn’t argue. “What time should we visit my sister?” she asked.

“Let’s go now, or you won’t see her after visiting hours,” he said. She took his arm, and they drove in silence.

At the hospital, she led him to Lilani’s room. “Lilly, I’d like to introduce Alessandro Mancini,” she said.

Alessandro greeted her warmly, and Lisa helped him sit beside the bed. She bent down and kissed her sister on the head.

“Are you ready for the operation tomorrow, little one? Once you leave, I’ll arrange for a nurse at our home until you recover.

Lilani’s shy smile appeared. “Will I stay with you, Uncle? My sister says your house looks like a castle. Are there fairies? Do I get my own room?”

“Yes, you’ll stay with us. And yes, a room with a bathroom,” Alessandro said calmly.

Lilani thanked him and soon fell asleep.

“She seems to be asleep. The visit must have exhausted her,” Lisa whispered.

“In that case, we should leave so she can rest,” Alessandro said softly. Lisa kissed Lilani gently and guided him to the car.

Back home, Alessandro retreated to his studies while Lisa found Grandma.

“How’s your sister?” she asked.

“Alright, I guess,” Lisa replied.

Grandma sighed. “Alessandro lost both parents early. After his fiancé left him, he became bitter. Maybe you’re what he needs to find himself again.”

“I hope I’m strong enough,” Lisa admitted.

Grandma smiled gently. “You might be. Let’s see.”

Later, Alessandro reminded her, “Your sister’s surgery is at six tomorrow morning. If you’re at the hospital by five, you might see her before it starts.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, climbing into bed, reflecting on her wedding day. It was supposed to be her honeymoon, but this wasn’t a normal marriage. She turned off the lights, still thinking of the arrogant man beside her.


Chapter 5


Alessandro had kept his word. The following morning, one of the maids woke Lisa in time for a quick shower. She dressed quickly and had a light breakfast before heading to the hospital.

Everyone but the servants was still asleep when she left the mansion. She wanted to ask Piero to take her to the hospital, but the housekeepers didn’t understand a word of English, and she couldn’t speak Italian. She decided to take the bus and quickly walked out of the gates. Sitting and waiting for the next bus, she worried about being late. Almost an hour later, the bus finally stopped.

When she arrived at the hospital, she hurried to Lilani’s room—only to find the bed empty.

“I should have woken someone up to take me to the hospital,” she thought sadly.

Turning around, she walked to the waiting area. Flipping through a magazine, her mind constantly returned to Lilani, who was under surgery.

“Please, God, please heal my sister,” she whispered in silent prayer.

“Can someone tell me how Lisa got to the hospital this morning?” Grandma asked.

“I told her yesterday that Piero would take her,” Alessandro said sternly. Why should he care?

Grandma wasn’t intimidated. “I don’t think Piero took her, Alessandro, because she can’t speak Italian well enough to have asked him.”

“Well, maybe she took the bus,” Gabriele suggested.

“Then she would have been too late to see her sister,” Sophia added.

“It would be her own fault if she was too late,” Alessandro said more harshly than intended. “She could’ve woken one of us,” he continued, glancing at Sophia.

“She wouldn’t do that because we are still strangers to her,” Grandma shouted.

“I wonder if she ever made it to the hospital. How well does she know the city?” Gabriele asked aloud.

Shit. He had forgotten that she couldn’t speak or understand Italian.

“I will go there myself,” Grandma said.

“I think Alessandro must go and support his wife in her time of need,” Sophia suddenly suggested.

“Then why aren’t you supporting her, Sophia? No one is stopping you,” he snapped.


“I’m sure your wife would appreciate it more if you supported her, Alessandro. It seems like you don’t care,” she said disapprovingly.

“I think you should leave now,” he warned coldly.

“That’s enough! Alessandro, I won’t tolerate you speaking this way. Sophia is right—you should be there supporting your wife,” Grandpa yelled. Alessandro had never heard him shout before.

“Antonio, ask Piero to get the car ready,” Alessandro instructed. He knew if he argued further, Sophia and Gabriele would suspect his marriage wasn’t going smoothly.

“Nonna, you can come with me,” he added, not wanting to be alone with Lisa. He wasn’t even married for a full day, and she was already causing chaos in his house.

“Mr. Mancini, Piero is waiting at the front,” Antonio announced.

“Thank you, Antonio. Grandpa will take me to the car. You and Leonardo can start some paperwork, and I will attend to important matters as soon as I return,” Alessandro quickly dismissed him.

“Sì, signor Mancini,” Antonio said. Grandpa took Alessandro’s arm and led him to the waiting car.

“Son, you should learn to act in front of others—they will surely sense if something is wrong with your marriage,” Grandma scolded.

“I will try, Nonna,” he replied.

The drive felt long, but when they finally arrived at the hospital, Grandpa helped him out, and together they walked inside.

“I assume we found my wife?” he thought, hearing Grandma ask, “Any news about your sister yet, Lisa?”

“Nothing yet; she’s been in surgery for almost five hours,” Lisa said sadly. Just then, a male voice called out:

“Mrs. Mancini, the operation was a success. We are keeping your sister under anesthesia for a few days to recover faster. You can visit her as soon as she returns to her room.”

“Thank you so much, Dr. Dorigo,” Lisa replied.

Alessandro was startled by Grandma’s sudden exclamation, “Lisa!” What has happened now?

“I will take her to the next room,” the doctor said again. Alessandro felt an urge to step forward and assert that she was his wife, and he would care for her himself.

“Come, son. Lisa just fainted,” Grandpa informed him. They walked into the room where Lisa lay in bed. Grandma asked, “How is she doing, Doctor?”

“She was under so much stress her body couldn’t handle it. She will be fine, but must rest and avoid overexertion,” the doctor explained. Alessandro wanted to move forward but didn’t want Grandpa to see him worried.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Grandpa said kindly, and then left.

“Oh, Lisa, my dear child. How are you feeling?” Grandma asked softly.

“I’m fine, thank you, Grandma. Can I see my sister now?” Lisa asked, her voice was tired.

“Yes, we’ll take you to her. Come on; I’ll help you,” Grandma said gently. Grandpa and Alessandro followed.

“Hello, sis. The operation was a success. You fought hard. I’m proud of you. I’m sorry I wasn’t here this morning before the surgery,” Lisa said, and she sounded like she was crying. Alessandro felt an urge to hug her—maybe because of Lilani.

“Here are some people I’d like to introduce to you,” Lisa continued.

“Lilly, this is Grandma and Grandpa. Alessandro is here as well,” she said.

“Hey, Lilani, I’m glad you fought so hard. Your sister is worried about you. Once you’re stronger, the three of us will go shopping together,” Grandma added kindly.

After sitting with Lilani for a while, Grandma asked Lisa if she had eaten anything.

“I only had a light breakfast. My mind was so consumed with worry about Lilani that I forgot to eat or drink,” she admitted.

“I know a nice little restaurant nearby,” Grandma said. Alessandro silently thought, “Can’t we leave?” We’ve done our part.

“I am sorry no one was here during the operation, Lisa,” Grandma continued.

“It’s okay, Grandma; you shouldn’t feel guilty. Besides, I’m still a stranger to you,” Lisa reassured her.

“Still, it was rude and unkind of us,” Grandma kept apologizing. They chatted a while longer, then Grandpa asked for the bill. After paying, they headed back to Lilani’s room.

Dr. Dorigo approached Lisa. “Can I explain what will happen once Lilani wakes?”

“It’s okay, Doctor. You can talk in front of them—they are family,” Lisa replied.

“We will start waking her in the next three days. She will remain here for another six days so we can monitor her. She will then have weekly radiology for at least six months. The biopsy results will arrive in a few days; I’ll inform you immediately,” the doctor explained.
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