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Chapter one

Sophia





“Don’t stress, Sophia! You’ll be fine. Most people would kill to be alone in Rome for a month. Think about it— gelato and all those divine Italian men. You’ll have a blast!” 

I clenched my hands beneath the restaurant table. Tara was bailing on our holiday to follow a guy to Greece. 

Why is she trying to sell this as if she’s doing me a good deed? 

It was ridiculous. And a bit patronising.

Maybe I was being too sensitive? I sighed. I should probably let it go. Tell Tara she was off the hook. Why go against the habit of a lifetime? I’d always been a people pleaser. I hated confrontations. But Tara was being unfair.

My stomach twisted. How could Tara drop me like this? We were supposed to be friends.

I took a deep breath. I hated to lose my temper. It probably came from being the only child of strict parents who’d had me later in life. They never raised their voices. They had brought me up to do the same. 

I shuddered. My parents used to get so disappointed if I let my anger out. In their opinion, a properly brought up English girl never made a scene in public. 

The waiter brought our bill. I entered my credit card details in the machine, leaving him a generous tip. 

He hadn’t been a great waiter. He had gotten my coffee order wrong and almost dropped Tara’s cup when he set it on the table. 

But he was so sweet and apologetic. I had to forgive him. He was obviously new and nervous. 

His face lit up when he saw the figure I’d written. 

“Grazie, mille signorina!”

I waited until he left, then turned my attention to Tara. I dug my nails into the palms of my hands. I lowered my voice an octave. 

I had to sound calm, and polite. It didn’t help to raise your voice or to show your stress. 

“We’ve only just arrived, Tara. You’ve known this guy for two days. How can you throw your own travel plans away to follow him to Greece? It’s silly.”

Tara shook her head. Something like pity bloomed in her expression. She sighed. “I know you don’t get it, Soph.” 

Her tone softened as she leaned forward to squeeze my arm. 

“You’ve never been in love, have you? You always do the sensible thing. You’re so perfect! With your serious degree from that posh university. And you’ll be starting your first proper lawyer job in September.”

I pursed my lips. I didn’t want to hear Tara’s excuses. It was typical Tara behaviour. She’d always been irresponsible. 

I should have known better than to plan a trip with her. Tara would find a way to screw it up. One way or another.

Tara leaned back, crossing her arms. 

“I get it. You’re too focused to change your plans for a man. But don’t judge me for wanting to act on my feelings.”

I carefully placed my hands on my lap. I lowered my gaze as I silently counted to ten. Tara made me sound like an uptight, joyless bore. My lips tightened. 

I needed to keep my cool. Perhaps I could still turn this around. I was going to be a lawyer. Surely I could persuade Tara to stay in Rome rather than chasing a boy to Greece.

But before I could get the words out, disaster struck. “Hey, beautiful.” 

Tara beamed as she leapt from her chair. “Charlie! You’re here.” She flung her arms around him. 

He grinned, revealing a set of perfectly even white teeth. “You ready to leave? Is this your luggage? Here, let me.” 

He lifted Tara’s heavy backpack over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing.  

My heart sank. This was really happening. Tara was really going to leave me alone in Rome for a month. 

“Bye, Soph! Thanks for being so understanding and for not making a fuss. Knew I could count on you.” 

With a quick parting kiss to my cheek, Tara hurried after Charlie. The taxi door slammed shut. Tara waved once through the open window as the car sped down the road.

Oh no. What now? 

I gazed in the direction of the departing taxi. I still couldn’t believe she had left. It didn’t seem real. 

Now I would have to cope on my own in a strange city whose inhabitants spoke a language I could not understand.

What on earth was I going to do? 








  
  

Chapter two

Sophia





Ilingered at the café. I felt numb. I didn’t know what to do. Perhaps it was best to give up and go back to London? 

My parents would be surprised but probably wouldn’t comment. Both were busy lawyers. They were at the peak of their careers and close to retirement. 

Each of them was so busy with work, they might not even notice I was back. But then I’d be alone all day. Most of my friends wouldn’t be in London for the summer. They’d be travelling abroad.

I came to a decision. I wouldn’t crawl back to London with my tail between my legs. I’d stick it out here. At least for a bit longer. 

I would see some of the sights Rome was famous for. 

I might as well. Once my job at the law firm started, I’d be working twelve-hour days. I wouldn’t have the chance to sit in the sunshine. 

I sighed. Part of me resisted the path I was taking. That part insisted, softly, I didn’t have to become a lawyer. Perhaps there were other more fulfilling roads to travel down? 

I’d always loved to paint. I had been told I was good at it. But I’d never dared to explore that option. 

My parents would have been horrified. I tried to silence the inner voice insisting twenty-four was too young to regret what might have been.

I huffed out a breath. These thoughts would get me nowhere. I needed to distract myself from them. I would go for a walk. Everyone said it was the best way to experience a new city. Especially a European one. 

I strolled across the cobblestones. I looked up to see scarlet blooms in flowerpots hanging from olive-green windows. Every building was a different shade of gold. It was a world away from my parents’ stark, white townhouse in London.

I continued to walk through the streets. After a while, I left the wealthy, tourist part of the city behind me. 

I looked at my surroundings. I was now in an edgy, rundown neighbourhood. The buildings were covered in graffiti. They looked uncared for. The cobblestones were uneven. 

Suddenly, I tripped. I cursed my clumsiness. I couldn’t afford to fall in the street. It would have been one thing to have an accident while Tara was here to help me. 

It was entirely different now she’d left me to fend for myself. 

I tugged at my ear. This self pity had to go. It would get me nowhere. 

My parents would tell me to snap out of it. They didn’t have much patience for emotions. Anything less than cheerful efficiency was not tolerated in their house. I had learnt long ago to hide my feelings, even from myself. 

My head throbbed. I tugged at the bun on my neck. It felt tight and painfully restrictive. I released my hair from its fastening. My hair fell down my back in a thick, blond wave. 

I stretched my arms above my head. I pushed out my chest as my head tilted up. Anything to get rid of the tightness in my neck. Suddenly a male voice shouted behind me.

“Bella! Bella!”

I rolled my eyes. I’d heard about female tourists being catcalled in the street. Apparently, it was most likely to happen to young women travelling alone. 

I didn’t want this attention. I just wanted to explore Rome in peace. But how could I explain that? 

How could I make an Italian man understand my wish to be left alone? I could barely speak Italian. I only knew a few words from my tourist guide. 

Tara’s company was supposed to protect me from unwanted attention. We were supposed to protect each other. There was safety in numbers. But now I was alone. I had to deal with this myself.

Footsteps pounded on the narrow cobblestones. I turned to look over my shoulder. Two men were running towards me. My stomach twisted. This felt threatening. Had one of these men shouted at me?

I tried to ignore them. Surely, they’d let it go if I showed I wasn’t interested? But no. They chased me down the street. They were rapidly catching up with me. 

I needed to get out of this situation. This didn’t feel good. 

I scanned my surroundings. There weren’t many shops in this part of the town. The street had an industrial, raw edge to it. I was starting to give up hope I’d find an escape route. Then my eye caught the sign: Art Exhibition. 

Perfect. Maybe I’d heard too many moans from male friends about being dragged around art galleries by girlfriends when they wanted to watch football at the pub. But I doubted these guys would follow me around an art exhibition just to tell me how “Bella” I looked. 

They wouldn’t try anything in front of the gallery employees. I hurried up the steps and through the entrance.

It was cool and silent inside the gallery. I pocketed a paper guide to the exhibition, nodding at the elderly woman at the entrance. 

“Grazie. Thank you.” 

I looked at the leaflet. It described a visiting exhibition of Spanish Surrealist paintings. I smiled. I began to relax. 

The horrible experience with those guys melted away. I had always felt comfortable and safe in an art gallery. I loved looking at art. It was a perk of living in London. There was always great art to look at. 

I wandered through the exhibition. I entered a room containing a wall-length blue canvas. There was a streak of red paint next to several black dots. 

I stared, tilting my head to one side. The blue of the canvas beckoned me forward. I felt calm as I gazed at it. 

It was as if the painting wanted me to let down my guard. I ran my tongue over my lower lip. I could stare at this painting for hours.

Someone touched my shoulder. I jumped in surprise. 

“Scusa. I did not mean to startle you.” 

The voice was deep and husky. I turned to find myself staring into a pair of large, brown eyes.

I inhaled sharply as I stepped back. The man was very tall. His gaze was intense. 

I noticed his tan, olive skin. His thick, black hair fell across his forehead. 

A camera hung from his neck. Was he a photographer?

“Your hair.” 

He pointed to the blond curls resting on my shoulders.

I shook my head, confused. What was with these Italian men? 

It was like they’d never seen a blonde woman before. I really hoped the whole month was not going to be like this. I’d had enough of this kind of attention.  

The man stepped towards me. I inhaled. He smelled of soap, clean laundry and something musky. It was a very male scent. Desire flickered inside me. 

I gasped softly. I blinked. When I opened my eyes, the man was staring at me.

“Signorina? Miss? You speak English?”

I nodded. Something fluttered in my chest. His hazelnut eyes were mesmerising. Brown was too ordinary a word for them. 

He smiled as he moved closer. We stood facing each other. He was so tall that my head barely reached his shoulders. 

“Your hair is beautiful. Like a Botticelli painting.”

I stared at him. Where was he going with this? What did he want? 

Suddenly, I got my answer. I slammed back to reality. Hard.

“I want to take your picture.”

Oh, hell no!








  
  

Chapter three

Matteo





Iadmit it. The first thing I noticed about her was her hair. It caught the light that shone through the gallery windows. That hair made her look like an angel. 

I knew better than to say that. 

I cringed to myself. Men used such terrible lines to approach women. Lines about how she reminded them of an angel fallen from heaven. 

Mon Dio. I would not stoop so low. 

She looked like Botticelli’s Venus rising from her shell, a slender figure whose golden curls tumbled down her back. 

She could be a fairy. Or a sprite. She was an ethereal creature. Not of this world.

And that hair! I’d never seen anything like it. 

It caught the light, contrasting with the deep blue of the painting. I needed to photograph that wild, golden mane against the blue background.

I stood behind her for a moment, trying to gather the courage to speak. 

I felt nervous. I hadn’t felt like this in years. Why did I feel this way now? It wasn’t as if I was some gawky teenager. 

I was thirty-six, for God’s sake. A father and a businessman. I’d been a husband, hadn’t I? Even if I was divorced now. 

I shouldn’t be feeling nervous and uncomfortable. But something about this woman knocked me off balance. 

I cleared my throat. I wanted to get her attention. But she didn’t notice me. She was too busy gazing at the art. 

I’d have to step it up. Or my approach would fail. I touched her arm. Lightly, so as not to startle her. 

She flinched, turning on her heel. A scowl twisted her even features. I winced, taking a step back.

She watched me. My mouth was dry. My heart thudded in my chest. I was screwing this up. I wanted to start again. I wanted to get her attention another way. 

I wanted this beautiful woman to smile at me, not frown like she’d smelled something rotten. It was the first time I’d approached a woman since my divorce. I was ruining it. 

I tried to think of something charming to say. Something to make her engage, not pull away. But I froze. My mind went blank. 

I blurted out the first thing that came into my head. 

“Your hair is beautiful. Like a Botticelli painting.” 

Oh hell. 

I couldn’t believe I’d said that. I sounded like a sleazy pick-up artist trying to lure a woman into his bed. 

I hadn’t meant to sound this way. My words were sincere. Her hair was beautiful. She did look like Botticelli’s Venus. 

I was telling the truth. I doubted I came across like that. 

She stared at me. There was an expression in her eyes I couldn’t read. At least she wasn’t still scowling. 

Maybe she wanted me to explain why I’d approached her? 

Did I just want to tell her she had beautiful hair? If she believed that, she’d think I just wanted to take her to bed. I needed to explain myself.

“I want to take your picture.”

Now the truth was out. I placed my hands on either side of the camera strap hanging from my neck so she could see I was a photographer. 

Surely this would convince her I was a genuine artist. 

But she moved away from me. She shook her head. 

“No, I don’t think so. Thanks all the same.” 

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. Then she returned her gaze to the painting.

I had been dismissed. The rejection stung. I probably deserved it. She was on her own. She clearly didn’t want to be bothered by strangers. 

She was obviously someone who loved art. Anyone could see that from her radiant expression as she stared at the painting. 

I knew there was nothing I could do to change her mind. I bowed my head as I backed away. 

“Scusa. Sorry. I did not mean to disturb. I will leave you to your painting. It is beautiful.”

I turned and walked away. The gallery felt cold. I needed to be outside. I needed to feel the sun on my face.

I would lick my wounds outside. Everything felt better in the sunshine. 








  
  

Chapter four

Matteo





Ten minutes passed. I felt better. It was a pity to be misunderstood. Especially by such a beautiful woman. But such was life. You took a chance. You shot your shot. That was all you could do. 

I stood up from the bench I’d been sitting on. Two young men stood beside the gallery entrance. They were clearly Romans. The logos on their T-shirts proclaimed support for a local football team.

Something about them made me uncomfortable. I glanced at them. 

They were pale and skinny with unnaturally black hair. Multiple gold chains hung from their necks. Their identical tight, black jeans, white shirts and scuffed leather jackets made them look like members of the same gang.

There was movement at the entrance. The men shot forward. They called out to someone leaving the gallery. 

I watched the scene unfold before me. What was happening? 

Then I saw her. It was the blonde woman.  

She tried to walk past them, but they followed her. They grabbed her arm. She tried to shake them off. This only seemed to anger them. 

They surrounded her so she couldn’t escape. They spoke loudly in Italian. When she didn’t respond, they raised their voices even louder. 

I inhaled sharply. I didn’t like this. They were so aggressive. 

Perhaps they were just stupid young guys. But they were scaring her. They should know better. They should know better than to treat a woman with such disrespect. 

There was a chance the boys were criminals. Rome was beautiful with a proud history. But she had a dark side, too. 

I didn’t want something bad to happen. An Italian girl, fluent in Italian, could probably handle this situation. But a tourist could not. 

I couldn’t stand by and do nothing while these punks harassed her. It was time to act. I pushed my shoulders back. I stretched my spine to reach my full height. I crossed the street in four long strides.

“My darling! Finally you have finished. I thought you’d be inside forever.” I scowled.

Look menacing, Matteo.  

My sister’s friends said I looked like the hero from the 365 Days movie when I got angry. I didn’t see the resemblance myself. 

I’d never watched the movie. One day, I googled it out of curiosity. 

Mon Dio! Did I really look like a Sicilian gangster? 

I hadn’t welcomed the comparison. Now I wondered if it could work to my advantage. I needed to look like someone these two would not take on. 

The woman turned towards me. Her mouth dropped open. Then something like relief flashed across her face. She must have understood what I intended because she began to play along.

“Don’t whine, baby. You promised to wait for me.” 

Her clipped English vowels were playful and teasing. She stepped away from the boys and came to stand beside me. 

Warmth pulsed through my chest. Good. Now I could protect her.

The boys watched us for a long moment. It was if they were wondering what to do next. I held my breath.

I prayed they would give up and walk away. Even though I acted tough, I doubted I could take on two street thugs at once. 

It was time for one last show of bravado. I pushed out my chest as I flexed my biceps.

“Come, sweetheart. All this art is making me thirsty! Let’s go get a drink. Gentlemen.” I nodded at them. 

They glanced at each other but said nothing. I didn’t dare look back over my shoulder. I was sure they were staring at us as we left. 

When we turned the street corner, they couldn’t see us anymore. I sighed in relief.

We walked quickly down the road. I doubted the men would follow us. But I knew we needed to put distance between us and them. 

The woman followed my lead. It was as if she trusted me to lead her out of danger. Pride fluttered in my chest. 

We walked for fifteen minutes. I stopped, and turned to her. She looked down at her feet. Then she turned her gaze up to mine. 

“Thank you.” Her voice was soft. “You helped me. I don’t know what I’d have done if…” 

She broke off, staring at the pavement. Her cheeks were red. She seemed embarrassed. Vulnerable. I fought the urge to wrap my arms around her and pull her into a hug.  

I cleared my throat. “It’s nothing. You don’t need to thank me.”

She nodded, still not meeting my eyes. Was she worried I’d try to take advantage of her now that I had her on her own? 

Perhaps she thought I’d try to push myself on her. After what she’d just been through, I would not blame her.

This complicated things. I wanted to see that she got back to her hotel safely. But not if this made her worry I’d note the address and return to hassle her later. My stomach tightened. I fisted my hands in my pockets. 

“I’ll leave you here. You should be fine. Follow this road, and you’ll be back in the main tourist area. You know how to get back to your hotel from there, right?” 

She nodded, biting her lip. Something about that gesture tugged at my heart. She looked so lost. My heart thudded in my chest. A fierce longing to rescue her rose within me. 

I knew I couldn’t do that. I’d never see her again.  I needed to let her go. 

I would have to take solace in the knowledge that I’d saved her from being mugged. Or from something far worse. 

“Okay, thank you.” 

She tapped one foot against the other. She looked down as if she couldn’t meet my gaze. 

Would she be all right on her own? Perhaps I shouldn’t leave her. 

Don’t be stupid, Matteo. 

She was a grown woman. She’d told me earlier—in no uncertain terms—to back off and leave her be. I needed to respect her wishes. 

I nodded at her as I turned to leave. My heart felt heavy as I walked away. It felt wrong, but how could that be? I’d only just met her.

“My name is Sophia.” 

I stopped, turning on my heel to look at her. She smiled. Her arms were folded across her chest. She stood straight and .tall. I blinked and took a step back. I was surprised and impressed. 

Had she really bounced back from her ordeal already? She was clearly a strong and resilient woman. No pushover. 

“I am Matteo.” 

She tilted her head to one side and bit her lush bottom lip.

We grinned at each other. My chest tightened. My mouth went dry. Something crackled in the air between us.

“Hello, Sophia.”








  
  

Chapter five

Sophia





Iwalked back to my hotel. The sun warmed my face. I’d ridden a rollercoaster of emotions in the last couple of hours. 

I was shocked when Tara abandoned me. Then I was threatened by those guys. It had shaken me. 

Then Matteo swooped in to save me. 

Somehow, the shock of being harassed was erased by his presence. 

He’s gorgeous. 

I shivered. My breath caught in my throat. 

He was so tall—at least six foot three. His eyes were dark and smouldering. 

And that body. Wow. Those broad shoulders and that narrow waist. He had a swimmer’s build. A wave of longing rose inside me. 

I fought these feelings. I wasn’t used to feeling out of control. I didn’t trust it. 

I needed to forget about him. What was the point of having these fantasies? I would never see Matteo again. 

I needed to pull myself together. 

I would return to my hotel where I’d lay low for the rest of the day. I would treat myself to a cocktail—just one—and some time beside the hotel pool. 

Perhaps I’d go wild and have a gelato later. 

The image of Matteo’s tongue caressing a rounded scoop of ice cream, his eyes locked on me, popped into my head. I moaned softly.

I shook my head, annoyed with myself. 

Get a grip, Sophia! 

I was being ridiculous. It needed to stop. 

That, of course, was easier said than done.

What was going on with me? I was usually so contained and so focused on getting things done. But all I could think about right now was Matteo. 

I want him. 

I inhaled sharply. I was shocked at the thought. I didn’t usually want things. Not unless they were about reaching my goals. Or pleasing my parents.

I was aching for something I’d never known. Something I didn’t understand. What did I really want to happen here? 

I’d never see this man again! My feelings were pointless. 

I tried to talk myself out of it. But I just couldn’t. All my thoughts were about him. Back in my hotel room, I lay on my bed. 

I scrolled through social media, trying to distract myself from thoughts of Matteo. But it was no use. 

I longed to run my fingers across his sharp jaw line. I wanted to feel his arms wrapped around me. I wanted to bury my face in his chest and drink in his delicious scent. 

I tossed and turned restlessly. I finally fell asleep in the early hours of the morning.

When I woke up, the sun was shining through the window blinds. I yawned. 

I need coffee! 

Then I would go for a run. A run would clear my head. 

It would fill my lungs with fresh air. And flood my system with running hormones. A run would chase away thoughts of sexy Roman men. 

I was worried about receiving more unwelcome attention if I ventured out of the hotel on my own. But I had to face my fear. I couldn’t let what happened yesterday spoil my holiday. 

If I did see those awful guys again, well then, so what? I was a fast runner. If they wanted to hassle me again, they’d have to catch me first.

I breathed in deeply, then out through my nose. I pushed back my shoulders and scowled at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. 

Part of me knew I was in denial. I was just pretending to feel brave when I still felt shaky and vulnerable. But another part of me was mad. 

Was I really going to let those guys bully me into staying in the hotel? I wanted to explore this glorious city. Why should I have to pay the price for their terrible behaviour? 

I shouldn’t have to cower away. I shouldn’t have to feel shame. They were the ones who chose to harass me, so they were the ones who should feel ashamed. 

I pulled on my running kit of grey leggings and an oversized T-shirt. My mind flashed to thoughts of Matteo. What was he doing today? 

I sighed. He was probably spending today with his beautiful wife. And his three perfect children. A man as delicious as that could not be single. 

The sun was hot though it was early. I checked my watch. It was nine-thirty in the morning. That qualified as a lie-in. I usually left the house by six-thirty. It felt quite decadent to have spent the extra hours in bed.

I began to run. I jogged until I reached the banks of the river. Then I increased my pace. I grinned with pleasure as my muscles warmed and lengthened. 

Sunlight dappled through the green tree leaves overhead. The trees’ thick roots burst through the stone pavement. 

I wondered how old these trees were. What sights had they seen? 

Rome was ancient. I thought of the Roman emperors I’d learnt about at school, and their armies. 

Then my mind drifted to thoughts of fights in the Colosseum. I imagined Christians and lions alongside gladiators and slave girls. 

The city’s history seemed to be equal parts passion and suffering. So much desire to conquer and to achieve power. And, to love and be loved. What a potent mix—love, desire and violence. 

A jolt of fear shot through me. I wondered if you could have the passion without also subjecting yourself to the pain. Was it possible to experience the light and the love without having to share in your portion of the darkness? I increased my pace, trying to outrun these unsettling thoughts. 

Whatever the answer to this question was, I doubted I would go looking for it. No, the feelings that had rushed to the surface yesterday after Matteo rescued me were dangerous. They were not to be repeated. I would stick to my law books and my career plans. It was safer that way. 

After a while, my mood lifted as the running high kicked in. I grinned at the sheer delight of being in Rome. There was nothing I had to do except enjoy my holiday. There was no one to answer to but myself. No one could tell me what to do or what I was supposed to want. It felt like freedom. 

On my way back to the hotel, I passed an ice cream shop. A crazy thought occurred to me and before I had stopped to think about it—or to talk myself out of it—I was sitting on a bench in the sunshine licking a scoop of pistachio with the end of my tongue. 

It was delicious. I’d always had a serious sweet tooth. Sugar was the one indulgence I allowed myself. I shut my eyes to better savour the flavour, moaning softly. 

“Sophia?”

I looked up. Shock gave way to surprise and then delight. I grinned at him.

“Matteo. Buongiorno.”

Fine lines creased around his eyes as he smiled. I shifted on the bench. A nameless ache shot through me. I fought the urge to move closer to him. It was as if my body wanted to get as close to his as it could. 

What was happening to me? I never reacted like this. But here I was, lusting after this delicious, tall Italian. God, I was a textbook case of a silly tourist looking for a fling with a sexy local. 

I forced myself to lean back. I breathed deeply to calm my racing heartbeat. But, oh God, why did his eyes have to be such a deep shade of brown? They made me think of Nutella. 

“Yes, Buongiorno. Very good. Good morning to you, Sophia.” 

My name sounded sexy when he said it. His deep, husky voice lingered over the vowels. Soh-phee-ah.

I felt myself melt. This man was something else. 

“So, good breakfast? Gelato was nice?” 

I glanced up. He was grinning at me. My cheeks flushed scarlet. Was he laughing at me? Suddenly, I felt like a child. 

What kind of twenty-four-year-old woman had ice cream for breakfast? He must think I was a complete joke.

I looked at him. There was no judgement in his expression. Amusement, yes, but no judgement. I felt my shoulders unclench. I shifted down the bench and gestured at the empty space beside me. He smiled, nodding as he sat down. 

I was keenly aware of a long, muscled thigh inches away from mine. He radiated heat. I breathed in and got a hit of his clean, musky, intensely male scent. 

I looked down. Suddenly I felt exposed and shy. Could he tell what I was thinking about him? I hoped not. That would be embarrassing.

I frowned. I was overthinking this. Just like I always overthought everything. What was wrong with me? 

Why couldn’t I just relax and enjoy sitting in the sunshine next to a beautiful Italian man? Why did I have to worry so much? It was exhausting.

“So, what is your plan for today? You will be seeing the sights, no?”

His deep voice broke into my anxious thoughts. He was rescuing me again. This time from myself. 

I shook my head, rubbing the back of my neck with my hand. I hadn’t decided yet, but I did want to see more of Rome. There was so much to see. Suddenly, I felt grateful I had a whole month here. 

“I’m not sure. What do you recommend?”

He tilted his head to one side, biting his lip as he thought it over. 

“What about Palatine Hill and the old Forum? It’s close to the Colosseum, so you could visit there, too. Then you could get lunch at a trattoria near there. I know the owner; he will take care of you.” 

I nodded. That sounded good. But did I really want to wander around Rome by myself again? 

I’d probably be fine. As long as I stuck to the tourist areas. I shouldn’t have wandered off yesterday without paying attention to my surroundings. That’s where I went wrong. 

Rome wasn’t more dangerous than other big cities. Plenty of tourists got mugged in London. I just didn’t fancy going alone. Perhaps I’d be better off staying at the hotel. I could read my thriller as I sat by the pool.

I looked down at my hands. I still hadn’t replied to Matteo. I hesitated, unsure what to say.

“What is wrong?” His voice was deep and husky. 

I shook my head. I couldn’t put my feelings into words. I stared at my hands, turning them so my palms faced upwards. 

I couldn’t tell Matteo what I wanted. But what did I want, really? 

Suddenly I realised. I wanted his company. I didn’t want to be alone today. I wanted to spend today with him. 

My stomach clenched. A lump formed in my throat. It trapped my words and prevented their escape. 

These feelings were dangerous. Who knew where they could lead? I couldn’t indulge them. 

I had to get back in control of myself. I had only been in this hot, sensual city for a few days. Already I was starting to unravel. If I was like this after a few days, who the hell would I be after a month in Italy? 

No, I had to nip this in the bud. I needed to get away from him. I got up, shaking my head. 

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

He frowned as he leapt to his feet. 

“Sophia, no, don’t run away!” He touched my arm. 

My skin tingled. I inhaled sharply. Something crackled in the air between us. I looked down.

I was shocked. How could this man have such an effect on me just by touching my arm? 

He stroked my forearm with his thumb. His touch was gentle. I found myself turning towards him. I drank in the heat of his body. And oh, that scent. He smelled so good.

I stilled. I could feel my desire to escape ebbing away. The anxiety that was always with me melted in his presence. 

Suddenly, I didn’t want to be anywhere else but right here beside him. I needed to be near him. 

I huffed out a breath. What should I do now? I was so out of my depth. 

I didn’t have a clue what to say. I didn’t know how to act. It was like falling off a cliff. 

It was madness. I exhaled sharply.

I looked up him. Matteo was smiling as he looked out across the river. 

“This morning, I cannot come with you.”

I nodded stiffly as my lips tightened. I could feel myself closing down. I wanted to retreat back into myself. What the hell was I thinking? 

Did I really expect this Italian god to hang out with me? No, I needed to stay in my lane. I was just a book nerd. I was someone who lived in her head. It was time to remember that. 

“Sophia. No, don’t be angry.” His deep voice rumbled somewhere above my ear. 

I turned away. I needed to hide the treacherous tears welling up in my eyes. Why was I reacting like this? 

I was usually so cool-headed. I was a rational person. 

But I didn’t know who I was anymore. My sharp edges were blurring. 

“Sophia.” He gently touched my face. 

I looked into his large, brown eyes.

“I cannot take you this morning because I must meet with a client. It would be rude to cancel. But I can meet you for lunch. Then we can walk this afternoon.”

Joy sparked inside me. Then I felt a rush of relief. 

And quickly afterwards came the shame. I’d made such a fool of myself by overreacting. Why had I made such a fuss?

Seriously—why had I assumed I was being rejected? Why did it feel like the stakes were so high? 

I’d only just met this man. How could it matter so much whether he wanted to spend time with me or not? I’d never felt this way before. 

I didn’t know who I was right now. I felt like I didn’t know anything at all.

Well, apart from one thing. And that was how much I wanted to see Matteo again. 

I nodded. I looked down, then quickly up again to meet his gaze. 

“Yes, I’d like that.”

He grinned, and his laugh sounded like music. 

“Good, good. I will meet you at your hotel after my meeting. Give me your number. You can WhatsApp me the address.”

He stood up abruptly from the bench. I squinted up at him, holding my hand over my eyes to protect my vision from the bright sun. Then he turned and walked away. He turned back to wave. “Ciao, Sophia.”

I waited until he’d turned the corner. Then I hugged myself as I curled sideways on the bench. 

Amazing!

I was going for lunch with the most gorgeous man I’d ever met!








  
  

Chapter six

Sophia





Iwas ready by eleven even though he’d said he wouldn’t arrive before noon. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. What would Matteo think? 

I hoped he’d like my turquoise dress and my silver hoop earrings. I glanced at my watch. There was still an hour to go. I twisted my finger through the stray blond curls that had escaped my updo.

He was waiting for me in the lobby. His eyes lit up when I came down the stairs. He didn’t say anything, but he inhaled sharply. 

“Sophia. You look beautiful.”

I smiled. “Thank you.”

He placed his hand on the small of my back and led us out the door. I felt myself leaning towards him. I didn’t understand what was happening to me. The walls I had built around myself were coming down. My face felt like it was on fire.

I touched my chin. I felt shy. I hoped he didn’t notice my red cheeks. What must he think of me? Did I look like a naïve, blushing schoolgirl? 

I had a terrible thought. I froze on the spot. I knew nothing about this man. What if he took blonde tourists out for lunch often? Could this be something special to me but nothing special to him? My heart thudded in my chest. 

What if he tries it on with every woman he meets? 

Or—equally bad—what if this was some kind of pity date? Was our lunch date just a generous gesture to redeem his city in the eyes of a girl who’d almost been mugged yesterday? My stomach churned.

“Sophia? We have arrived.” 

I looked up. We’d stopped in front of a small, streetside restaurant. Flowers trailed from the balcony above our heads. The walls were made of sand-coloured stone. The windows were painted a dark green. 

Inside the restaurant, sturdy wooden tables rested on terracotta floors. 

The owner showed us to our table in a quiet corner. We were protected from the busy street outside. I was glad to be inside out of the heat, away from the noisy motorbikes that seemed to be everywhere in Rome. 

My knee accidentally knocked against Matteo’s leg. Electricity zinged through me. I hurriedly pulled my leg away. I glanced at him. He was gazing at me, a question in his eyes. 

If he had noticed my discomfort, he didn’t let on. He just smiled. His beautiful eyes lit up his chiselled face. 

“What shall we drink? They have a very pleasant white wine here. It is grown in their family vineyard in Tuscany. You’d like to try?”

I nodded. When the wine arrived, Matteo insisted I taste it. As it slipped down my throat, I imagined I could taste summer. Sunshine and new beginnings. 

I realised I hadn’t thought about being abandoned by Tara, or being alone in Rome since this morning. Matteo’s company had chased my anxiety away. His warmth was like the fierce Roman sun. It burnt all the clouds away. 

I found myself leaning towards him, hanging on every word. I wanted to drink him in, or to devour him. It was a very new, strange feeling. 

Was this what desire felt like? Was this what it felt like to be fully alive? I didn’t know. But I liked it. I wanted to continue to feel this way. 

I didn’t know what to order. The whole menu was in Italian. I couldn’t understand it. I told Matteo to order for me. But I didn’t explain my lack of Italian language skills. I hoped it wasn’t too obvious how hopeless I was. There wasn’t much I could do about it. 

And right then, I didn’t care. All I could think about was his hard, muscled thigh just centimetres away from mine. 

I wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Would he press soft kisses down my neck? My stomach twisted sharply. I felt my cheeks flush. I was convinced my thoughts were written on my face. I dropped my gaze to stare at the checked tablecloth.

“Sophia?” 

Matteo tilted his head to one side. There was a curious look on his face. 

When I didn’t respond, he placed one of his big hands on my arm. He gently rubbed his thumb along my forearm. I felt myself shiver. 

Oh God. That feels so good. 

I wanted to look up at him, but I couldn’t. I felt like all the longing and all the —all the life—I’d been avoiding and squashing down beneath a mountain of textbooks and to-do lists had burst to the surface. 

It was too much. I felt I might explode. I couldn’t say any of this, of course. I could barely form the words in English. There was just no way in Italian. It was hopeless. 

I shook my head. I tried to ignore the tears welling up in my eyes. But I knew it was no good. 

The first tear fell. I wiped it away with the back of my hand. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

His long fingers stroked my shoulder. His kindness was undoing me. Where was the criticism for being too emotional? I wasn’t used to this. His compassion made me feel naked. Exposed. 

I looked up. He smiled at me. 

What a lovely man. 

“You are upset because of what happened yesterday? Being threatened in the street. It will do that to a person. It is nothing to be ashamed of—to feel these things. Cry if you need to cry. It is okay.” 

He cradled my chin between his hands as he looked into my eyes. “I think you are very brave.”

I shook my head. I must look pathetic. How could anyone respect a tearful mess like me? 

Self-control and mental toughness were worthy of respect. Not tears. That was what I’d been taught. First by my parents and then by the expensive boarding school they sent me to. 

I forced myself to look up. He was still smiling. Those delicious wrinkles creased the corners of his eyes. 

Where was the judgement I’d come to expect from others? I’d learnt from an early age to put up walls to protect my vulnerabilities. I’d been doing it for so long. It felt like a part of my personality.

I folded my arms across my chest. I forced myself to breathe deeply. I wiped away my tears with the back of my hand. 

Matteo frowned but didn’t say anything. He read through the menu. We sat in silence.

I tried not to think about his opinion of me. He had called me brave, but perhaps he was just flattering me. Did he secretly think I was weak and pathetic? 

I tried not to think about anything at all.

Matteo ordered our food. It arrived quickly. I stared at the large, steaming plates of pasta and the bowls of salad drizzled with olive oil and sea salt. My mouth watered. 

The food in Italy was incredible. I didn’t usually eat much. In London, I was usually too busy to eat during the day. I’d survive on black coffee. But I knew I’d never skip a meal in Rome.

I took a bite. 

Wow. 

I shut my eyes as a small moan escaped my lips. I took another bite, and then another. Soon all the pasta and most of the salad was gone. Matteo grinned.

After the meal, we lingered over espressos. My emotional meltdown seemed far away. It had been chased away by the comfort of the food. 

We explored the city after lunch. We walked for hours that afternoon. But it didn’t feel like hours to me. 

Matteo adjusted his stride to mine. We walked side by side. He stopped frequently, pointing out sights to me. 

We visited the main tourist attractions like the Colosseum and Palatine Hill. We also went to other, lesser-known sights. Sights that had meaning to Matteo. 

I particularly liked Fontana della Rughe, the turtle fountain in Piazza Mattei. The turtle figures at the bottom of the fountain were quirky and cute. 

Matteo told me the fountain was built in 1580. Like other fountains built during the Renaissance, it had supplied water to Rome’s residents ever since. My spine tingled to think of the artists who had tasted its water. 

Maybe Michelangelo had stood where me and Matteo stood right now? I wanted to pinch myself. This felt like a dream. But if it was, then I didn’t want to wake up. Rome was full of magic. 

By the time our tour was over, the shadows were long over the buildings. As we walked back to my hotel, my anxiety returned. 

Would I see Matteo again? Or was today’s walk the end of our story? 

I told myself not to be greedy. Matteo had done enough for me. Yesterday, he had rescued me from street muggers. Today, he gave up his afternoon to be my tour guide. I couldn’t expect him to do more. 

But still. A part of me hoped he’d try to see me again. 

I sighed. Why would he? I was just a tourist visiting this beautiful city. I kicked miserably at the hard cobblestones.

“I am sorry, but now I must leave you. I have plans for tonight.”

I nodded, biting my lip. I tried not to look too disappointed. I’d hoped he’d want to have dinner with me tonight. 

I didn’t want my time with him to end. I didn’t want to go back to being on my own. But now he’d dashed my hopes.

“It is a family dinner. I cannot miss it.”

I forced a smile. “I understand. You don’t need to explain. Thank you for today. You are a wonderful guide.” 

I bowed my head. I turned towards the hotel entrance. I did not want him to see the tears of disappointment welling up in my eyes.

I knew what a so-called ‘family commitment’ meant. Dinner with his wife.

Disappointment made my walls spring up. Suddenly, I was angry. 

I wasn’t going to be a married man’s sidepiece! Maybe Matteo was just good at pretending to be kind and sincere. That must be how experienced older men got naïve girls into their beds.

I wasn’t a fool. Even if I’d been acting like one for most of the day. I got it. An unbreakable ‘family commitment’ meant dinner with his wife. 

Just what had I been thinking, swanning around Rome with a married man? I was an idiot! 

I didn’t want any part of such a sticky situation. I would not be the other woman. I would not help a man cheat on his wife and break her heart. 

I could kick myself. I wanted to scream in frustration. Didn’t I know better than this? This was what came from allowing your emotions to overrule your head. 

I should have stayed away from Matteo. 

I should have stayed by the hotel’s pool today with my Kindle and a cocktail. This was entirely my own fault. 

You are a fool, Sophia.

“Sophia, what is wrong? Why do you look so upset?” 

He stepped forward to put his hands on my shoulders. I flinched. But I didn’t move away. I wanted to, but I couldn’t. 

My feet wouldn’t move. He smelled so good. I liked the feel of his hands on me. 

He gazed at me. There was a frown on his beautiful face. I couldn’t look at him, so I looked down at my feet.

His eyes widened as his mouth fell open. 

“You think I am rejecting you because of my family dinner?”

He stroked a strand of hair behind my ears. His touch soothed me.

Desire flickered as we stood close to each other. It was like my body trusted him even if my mind could not. My heart rate slowed.

“I thought…” I whispered. 

Now I doubted what I’d felt so sure of just moments ago.

He waited in silence for me to continue. 

“I thought,” I croaked. 

It was as if the words were stuck in my throat. 

Then, as if from nowhere, the words burst out of me. 

“I thought you had to go home to your wife.” 

I stared at my feet. I felt overwhelmed. Humiliated. I couldn’t bear to look at him. But when I snuck a glance at him, there was no judgement in his face. 

He looked amused. He shook his head. He chuckled softly as he played with a strand of my hair. 

“Ah, Sophia. You misunderstand, cara. I eat supper with my sister and her family tonight. It is her son's birthday. They only have chairs at their table for six people. It will embarrass my sister if I bring a guest and she does not have a chair for them! She will insist you take her chair. Then she will have to sit on the floor. You see why this is impossible, no?” 

He stroked his thumb down my cheek before lifting my chin to meet his gaze.

I sucked in a shaky breath. What was he saying? 

Why was he explaining his family’s living arrangements to me? I tried to imagine any of my family or friends in London being so open to someone they’d just met. I couldn’t. Matteo was like no one I’d ever met. I stared at him. 

He smiled. 

“Sophia, I do not have a wife. And I enjoyed today very much.”

His words took a second to sink in. Then the corners of my mouth curved upwards. He’d enjoyed my company. He wasn’t hiding a wife. Joy flooded my system. I was sure my emotions were written all over my face. 

“Tomorrow night—you are free to have dinner with me?”

Suddenly, I felt exhausted by my emotions. I’d been so sure I understood the truth of the situation. But I had been wrong. 

My head whirled. I was so confused. But—surely it could not be wrong to give him a chance?

Perhaps I could have supper with him tomorrow night? Everything inside me was begging me to give in to what my heart told me to do. To honour my desire to see him again.

I made up my mind.

“Yes, Matteo. I will have supper with you tomorrow night. I’d like that.” 

I would—for maybe the first time in my life—take a chance on a situation that I couldn’t control.

Wherever that might lead me. 








  
  

Chapter seven

Sophia





My doubts came back later. Was I being naïve to trust what he said about not being married? Wasn’t that exactly the kind of thing a married man would say to trick a tourist into sleeping with him? 

I’d never had a holiday fling before. I’d never even tried internet dating. Most of my friends had. They’d told me horror stories about how many married men used those dating apps. Was Matteo just a sleazy playboy? 

Could I really trust my instincts? They told me Matteo was a good guy and that his intentions were genuine. But how could I really know? 

I’m clueless about relationships. 

I would be easy pickings for an experienced older man. 

Perhaps I should cancel? It would certainly be the safest thing to do. But safety isn’t everything, reminded a quiet voice in my head. 

Did I really want to wonder for the rest of my life what might have happened if I’d given myself the chance to let go and feel something?

I tossed and turned all night. I couldn’t come to a decision. One moment, I swore I’d text Matteo first thing in the morning to cancel. The next moment, I’d tell myself to stop overthinking. That if I cancelled, I’d be cheating myself out of what I truly wanted. 

In the morning, I started to type a WhatsApp message to Matteo. I would tell him I was sorry but I couldn’t make dinner after all. But my finger hesitated over the send button. I sighed as I deleted the message. 

I shut down WhatsApp. Then I immediately re-opened it. I felt so restless. I couldn’t focus on anything. I needed to distract myself somehow. 

I wondered how Tara was doing in Greece. Hopefully, Charlie was treating her well, and the trip was everything she’d wanted. 

A part of me was still angry with her for bailing on our Roman holiday. But I hated confrontations. I knew I’d never come out and tell her this. 

Why are you becoming a lawyer if you hate conflict? 

I sighed. Tara had always been like this. Our friendship was based on her being spontaneous and free but irresponsible. 

She could get away with it because she always had serious Sophia by her side to fix her mistakes. 

I’d make sure she got home safely if she drank too much on a night out. We shared a room at boarding school. I’d been the one to make sure our space was tidy. I was always clearing up after her. Hell, I even checked if she’d returned her library books on time! I’d been doing this for so long. I just didn’t know how else to be in our friendship. 

I sighed. I was still angry with Tara. She’d gone too far this time when she ditched me to chase a guy to Greece. But I did also miss my best friend. Perhaps I should check how she was getting on? 

“Hey, hun. How’s Greece? Xx”

The message showed two ticks, so I knew it had been delivered. I would have to wait for Tara’s response.

I sighed. I shifted on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. I couldn’t spend the whole day obsessing about Matteo. What was I going to do instead? 

I didn’t know what else to do. So I did what I always did when I felt restless. I went for a run.

But no matter how far or how fast I ran, I couldn’t escape my thoughts. One moment, I was glad I’d said yes to Matteo’s dinner invitation. The next moment, I was determined to cancel. My mind was whirling. 

I didn’t know much about him. Somehow, though, I knew Matteo was a good guy. Maybe I was being naïve. But I just couldn’t believe such a genuine man would try to trick me into bed. Or play with my feelings when he already had a partner. 

But I had no way of knowing if this was true. Perhaps I just wanted it to be true because I fancied him so much? 

My stomach sank. It would be safer to refuse his dinner invitation. What was the point of trying to see where this might go? 

Even if he was the most sincere, good-hearted guy in the world, who was also single and available to start a relationship with me—he’d still be based in Rome.

My life was in London. There was nothing to be done. It could not work. It was madness to go one step further with this. 

Yes, I felt a connection to him. Yes, he was without doubt the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. But there was just no way. I’d be very foolish to carry on with this. I should just shut it down now before I got hurt. 

I picked up my phone. I had finally made up my mind. I would bite the bullet and text Matteo to cancel dinner. But just as I began to type, my phone pinged.

I opened WhatsApp. I grinned when I saw Tara’s message.

“Hi, Soph. Greece is totes amazeballs! Charlie is a sex god, if u know what I mean! xoxo”

I rolled my eyes. I always knew what Tara meant! Subtle she was not. 

I pushed down a sharp twinge of jealousy. I told myself I was happy it had worked out for her. Clearly, some people could take big risks and get away with it. Just not me.

“That’s great hun:)” 

I was glad Tara couldn’t see my expression.

“What about you girl? Met any blokes in Rome yet? Tell me you’re not just running and reading your Kindle?!”

I scowled. Who was Tara to judge me? 

Without stopping to think, my fingers began to type. 

“I’ll have you know that I’ve got a date tonight.” 

My phone pinged a second later. 

“Ohmigod that’s amazing! TELL ME ALL!”

I wanted to huff and refuse. Why was Tara so surprised about my date? Rude!

But then I told myself, I was usually all work and no play. I squashed my resentment down.

“Not much to tell really. Except he’s tall, dark and handsome.”

“Oh my freaking God! Tell me everything.” 

I swore I could hear Tara’s squeal all the way from Greece. 

“There really isn’t much to tell. I met him the day you left for Greece. We hung out yesterday, and we’re going for supper tonight.” 

I didn’t want to tell Tara more about Matteo. What was the point? This attraction between us wasn’t a thing. It wasn’t even the beginning of a thing.

My phone pinged again with an incoming message from Tara. “You are so annoying!”

I scowled at the phone even though it was pointless. Tara couldn’t see my expression. I couldn’t cancel the date now. 

Tara would want all the details. She would never let me forget about it if I didn’t follow through.

“All right, all right.” I shook my head as I typed out the words. But I couldn’t stop grinning either. 

“Yes! I expect full details tomorrow.” 

I shook my head. But I was grinning as I closed WhatsApp.

Then the reality of the situation came back to me. I sighed as I ran my hands through my hair.

Even if I had another wobble of insecurity before tonight, there was no getting out of it now. 

I was going out with Matteo again.








  
  

Chapter eight

Matteo





Icollected her from the hotel, and we strolled together down the Via del Corso. The notes of a single trumpet echoed through the streets. The sun was setting. People strolled past us in pairs and small groups. 

I pointed out the Trevi Fountain on our way to the restaurant. Apart from that, I said nothing. We walked together in an easy, unforced silence. 

I snuck glances at her out of the corner of my eye. Her hair was a mass of gold piled on top of her head. One stray curl escaped from her up do. 

I admired her elegant black dress and the scarlet throw hanging from her shoulders. What a beautiful woman. My chest tightened.  

We walked down a narrow, cobblestone road towards the Piazza Navona. The trumpet sounded louder and louder as we approached the restaurant. The waiter greeted us and showed us to our table. 

We sat outside under the stars on the cobblestone street. All around us, couples gazed at each other. They were locked in their own private bubbles. 

At the far side of the courtyard, three generations of one family sat together. Two small children sat on their grandparents’ laps. Their parents bickered fondly, and loudly, about whether to choose red or white wine. 

I smiled. It was the Italian way to have such close families. 

We ordered wine. I studied the food menu. I snuck a glance at Sophia out of the corner of my eye. She was biting her plump lower lip as she scanned the menu. 

I smiled. “Does anything look good?”

She blushed, tilting her head to one side. She looked down for a moment as if reluctant to meet my eye. 

“I, um, I can’t understand it.” 

She pushed the menu away from her, folding her arms across her chest. 

“I can’t read Italian.”

My stomach clenched. I hadn’t realised that. 

Why was she travelling alone in a country when she couldn’t speak the language? I frowned. This could be dangerous for her.

I nodded slowly. 

“It is okay. I will order for you. Is there anything you do not like to eat?”

She shook her head. When the waiter arrived, I ordered chicken for her and steak for myself. I also chose a carafe of red wine for us to share. 

I waited until the waiter had gone before I spoke. 

“So, why do you travel alone in Rome when you do not know Italian?”

She flinched. I wanted to kick myself for being blunt. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. But I needed to know if she was in a vulnerable situation. My stomach clenched at the thought.

She paused, biting her lip. 

“I had a travelling companion. But they left a couple of days ago.” 

I frowned. “Did you have an argument?

“My friend Tara was supposed to travel with me. But she met a guy and changed her plans. Now she’s in Greece.” She shrugged.

I exhaled through my nose. 

That is not good. This friend was disloyal to Sophia. What kind of a person abandons their companion to follow a casual romantic relationship? This Tara had her priorities all wrong. 

Sophia shook her head. “No, it’s not like that! Tara is a good friend. She just falls in love easily. She wants to see where the relationship will go. She’s always looking for The One.”

The corners of my mouth curved upwards. “Ah, I see. Your friend, she is in love with love.”

Sophia shifted uneasily in her seat. Clearly, she didn’t want to criticise Tara when she was not around to defend herself. I admired Sophia’s loyalty. I realised I liked her even more than I had already. 

“If you need a tour guide for the time you are here, I would be honoured to take the job.”

She inhaled sharply. Tilting her head to one side, she played with a loose strand of hair. 

I longed to release those golden curls from the tight knot on top of her head. 

I want to run my fingers through her hair.

“You would be my tour guide—really?” she whispered. 

I smiled. It would be my pleasure to show this lovely woman around Rome. “We have a deal.”

“Sounds like a deal. But, Matteo…” Her smile faltered. 

“What is it, Sophia? Why do you look worried?”

She opened her mouth as if to speak and then shut it again.

“Just say it. Don’t hold back. You can say anything you need to say to me.”

She stared at me. Her eyes were wide. “I must repay you in some way. What can I give you in exchange for you showing me around Rome and acting as my tour guide?”

I flinched. What was she talking about? It would be my pleasure to do this for her. Why did Sophia doubt this? I could not understand it. 

“I do not need anything, Sophia. Just the pleasure of your company.”

Her cheeks flushed pink. She inhaled sharply. 

“No, I insist. There must be something I can do. Can I buy you ice cream each day?”

I snorted, shaking my head. I liked gelato—who didn’t?—but not enough to want to eat it every day. 

“You are very kind, but this is not necessary, Sophia.”

She frowned. My chest tightened. Why was she so uncomfortable thinking I wanted to give to her without expecting something in return? Were all her relationships transactional in some way? What a cold, hard way to live.

Suddenly, I was determined to show her some warmth. I wanted to see her smile at me. I wanted to take a picture of her laughing in the sunshine. 

I ached to show Sophia how beautiful she was. I wanted to teach her it could be safe to let yourself go—if you put your trust in the right people. 

“There is one thing you can do for me.”

She lifted her head. 

I stared into her lovely blue eyes. “Let me take your picture, Sophia.”








  
  

Chapter nine

Matteo





She stared at me. Her expression was shocked. Her eyes had opened even wider. I dreaded to think what she was imagining. Did she think I wanted to photograph her naked? 

Mon Dio! Did she think I was a gangster?

I reminded myself to be patient. I quirked an eyebrow. So what if she had misunderstood my intentions again. I could clear up this misunderstanding. Sophia was worth the effort. 

It was frustrating, though. Why was she so suspicious of me? 

I wished she would realise not everyone would live down to her low expectations of others. She needed to give me a chance. 

I pushed the thought to the back of my mind that someone, somewhere had taught Sophia a tough lesson about human nature. A lesson she had responded to by refusing to open up again.

I frowned, surprised at myself. Did I really want to know this woman deeply enough to see her scars? 

I’d only just met her. Surely, it was far too soon to be thinking along those lines. Ever since my divorce—a messy one—I’d been wary of women. 

But then, as Sophia tilted her head to one side, another strand of that glorious golden mane fell from its up do to rest on her shoulders. My heart thudded in my chest. Who was I fooling? I was falling for her. 

Already she could twist me around her slender fingers. I was a fish on a line.  

She didn’t know what she did to me. If she did, she wouldn’t question my motives. 

No, if she saw herself the way that I saw her—as an adorable, fascinating creature—she wouldn’t feel insecure. 

Rather she’d let me tease soft kisses down her slender neck. I felt myself harden. I shifted in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable. 

She glanced at me, a question in her eyes. Now it was my turn to look down, to be unable to meet her gaze. 

How could I explain that I did not want to take anything from her by requesting to photograph her? Rather I wished to capture her likeness. So when she returned to cold, grey London, she could look at the picture to remember our time in Rome. As could I. 

It would be something we could share even when an ocean separated us. 

“Just think about it. There is no need to respond now.” 

She nodded slowly. She seemed to think it over. 

When the waiter arrived, I waved away Sophia’s offer to share the bill. We walked through dark streets towards her hotel. 

When we reached the banks of the river, we stopped. Moonlight shimmered on the water. People passed by on their way home. 

Suddenly, a motorbike backfired as it rounded the corner. 

Sophia jumped, startled. She leant against me, unsteady on her high heels. I put my arms around her to keep her upright. 

Suddenly we were standing face to face. Our faces were so close that I could feel her breath on my cheek. 

I shut my eyes. She smelled like coconut shampoo and flowers. It was like we were in our own private bubble. 

My breath caught in my throat. Something crackled in the air between us. She trembled. My arms tightened around her. I wanted to wrap her in a soft blanket. I suspected that she had not been protected enough. Something twisted in my chest.

She looked at me. Her huge blue eyes swam in her pale face. Strands of golden hair lifted in the breeze flowing from the river. 

It was like nothing existed apart from that moment. The urge to kiss her burned through me.

I cradled her chin in my hands, stroking her cheek with my thumb. She stared back at me. Her eyes were now even wider than before.

“Sophia,” I whispered, swallowing down the lump in my throat. 

Our eyes met as we reached for each other. Suddenly, our lips found each other, and then we were locked in a moment outside of space and time.

We broke apart to stare at each other. Her eyes were wild, shocked. I stepped back. Was my kiss unwanted?

“Forgive me, Sophia,” I mumbled.

But then she stepped forward, placing her palm on my cheek. She cradled the back of my neck, pulling my head down to meet her lips. And I knew she felt it, too—our connection. 

“Matteo.” 

Her voice was low and husky. She inhaled, then looked away. It was as if she was debating something with herself. She bit her bottom lip. Then she smiled. When she turned to me, it was like a flower opening to the sun. 

She looked into my eyes. I held my breath. She placed her hand in mine, and our fingers entwined. She was so bold right then, and so confident. 

My heart beat a bit faster. I loved to see her this way. 

When she spoke, her words shocked me. Then they sent a sharp ache through my spine. I thought a dam had burst inside her. She looked so free and so vibrant. She was beautiful. Desire squeezed my chest so tightly that for a moment I could not breathe. 

This woman. She has surprised me. 

“Matteo, stay with me tonight. I want to be with you.”








  
  

Chapter ten

Sophia





He took a step back. His eyes were wide. I winced. 

I’ve shocked him.

I bit my lip, folding my arms across my chest. I was mortified. A part of me was not surprised, though. 

I took a chance. I opened myself up and—shocker—I got rejected. I would never do that again.

I turned on my heel to walk away from him, my eyes downcast. I could not bear to see his pity. I didn’t care if it was safe to walk by myself in the dark street. I didn’t care about anything right then. Except to get as far away from Matteo as I could. 

“Sophia! Wait.” His deep voice rumbled behind me. 

I forced myself to run. I needed to put as much distance as possible between myself and this man who had humiliated me. I might be overreacting, but I truly felt I would never be able to face him again.

His footsteps pounded on the cobblestones. Catching up with me, he placed his hands on my shoulders. 

He looked down, his forehead bowed to mine. I could feel his breath on my cheek, but I could not look up to meet his gaze. 

“Sophia, please look at me.” He stroked my cheek with his thumb.

I shook my head. I couldn’t. A tear rolled down my cheek. I wiped it away furiously with the back of my hand. 

I twisted, trying to shake him off. I wanted to be alone. Scrap that—I needed to hide. I could not bear for him to see me like this. I felt raw, and exposed. It was as if all the feelings I’d buried deep inside me were now bursting to the surface. 

“Sophia, please let me explain. You have misunderstood.”

My shoulders shook. He pulled me towards him, folding his arms around me as he pressed a kiss to my forehead. We stood there, locked in the embrace, as people walked past us and motorbikes roared down the road. No one paid us any attention.

I could feel my heart thudding in my chest as I leaned against him. His gentle fingers stroked my hair, then cradled my chin. He leaned back and looked at me, tilting his head to one side.

“Sophia, listen to me. You took me by surprise, what you said back there. Truthfully, cara, it was the last thing I expected you to say. I was shocked. But only for a moment.”

I looked into his eyes. What did he mean?

He stroked my arm. I shivered. My nipples pebbled. I was melting, aching for his touch. I want him. I want this.

He continued to speak, his deep voice rumbling in his chest. I could feel the vibrations through the thin cotton of his shirt. 

“Sophia, of course, I want to be with you. But—are you sure? You have been through a lot. I do not want you to feel pressure. Or that you are being rushed. You should do these things at the pace you are comfortable with. A good man will wait.” 

He lifted his chin to stare directly into my eyes. His expression was fierce, and hawklike. It was obvious that he meant every word. 

Longing shot through me. My mouth felt dry while moisture pooled between my legs. My breasts felt full and heavy. 

“Yes,” I whispered, nodding in case he misunderstood me. I wanted this with him. 

Yes, yes, yes.

He chuckled softly before bending to kiss my forehead. He pulled me close to cradle me in his arms. We stood like that for a long moment. 

Then he reached for my hand. He turned my palm upwards, then pressed his lips to my wrist. 

I inhaled sharply. He squeezed my hand gently. Then he lead us through the dark streets towards my hotel. 

I wanted to pinch myself. It felt unreal—like something out of a movie. But it wasn’t.

This was really happening. 








  
  

Chapter eleven

Sophia





He closed the hotel room door. He stepped forward, placing his palms on the wall on either side of my head. Then he leaned in to kiss me. His lips were soft. I gasped into his mouth. The kiss lengthened, deepening as our tongues intertwined. 

I was melting, dissolving into his heat. It felt as if we were one person. I didn't worry about my lack of experience (I'd had only one boyfriend at university). Or whether he’d find my body attractive. I just wanted to get as close to him as I could.

He pulled back, tilting his head to one side as he looked at me. 

“Sophia,” he breathed. 

He reached up and released my hair from the tight bun on top of my head. My hair fell down my back. He inhaled sharply. 

“You are so beautiful.”

I looked down, suddenly shy. I didn’t see myself that way. No one had ever said something like that to me. 

I was serious, focused Sophia. Hardworking and sensible. I wasn’t beautiful—was I? 

“Why do you doubt yourself? You don’t see what I see.” 

His voice was low and husky. He stroked my cheek gently.

I shivered. My skin felt exquisitely sensitive as he touched me. Moisture pooled between my legs. I could feel it in my core—a deep-seated wanting. 

Heat pulsed through me. I moaned, my voice echoing through the room.

He began to stroke me lightly down my sides, stopping at my waist. I gasped, inching my pelvis towards him. I wanted more. But he refused. He just continued to stroke me gently. His fingers skimmed over my back then up to stroke my arms.

Why is he going so slowly? It’s driving me mad!

I wanted to hurry. I wanted to rush. My head throbbed with thoughts of—faster, more, now—but he kept the pace slow and gentle. 

His fingers caressed me lightly while his mouth explored mine. I gasped. I was aching for him, longing to feel him inside me. But he took his time, refusing to hurry as he gently explored my body.

I pressed against him. His chest was hard muscle. It drove me mad with desire. 

I want, want, want him. 

I gasped into his mouth as heat pooled low in my stomach. He chuckled as he broke the embrace. He reached up his hand and stroked his thumb down my cheek. It was like he had all the time in the world. 

But I can’t wait for another second. 

“Matteo, please.” My voice was hoarse as I reached for the hem of my dress.

“No, Sophia. Let me,” he whispered as he stepped towards me. 

He slid his fingers under my dress’s spaghetti straps, tugging the zipper gently down my back. 

The fabric slipped to the floor. I stood before him, naked except for my white, cotton bra and panties. He inhaled sharply. He stepped back and looked into my eyes.

“You are so beautiful.” 

He smiled at me as he walked us backwards. Our eyes were locked together as he lowered me gently on to the bed. He kissed down my neck until he reached my breasts. He licked one of my nipples as he stroked up and down my sides. 

“Don’t stop,” I gasped.

He paused to look up at me for an instant, smiling. Then he lowered his head and began to kiss me down my sides. He pressed his lips to my stomach, to my hips and to my inner thighs. Then he moved up to my breasts again. 

I moaned, reaching out to tug at his hair. 

He grinned, then pulled off his shirt and tossed it across the room. Our eyes met. Then Matteo bent his head and began to kiss my breasts again. He traced soft circles around a nipple while I squirmed beneath him. 

He ran one hand down the side of my body to stroke my inner thigh. Then his fingers skimmed down my calf to my ankles before sliding back up to caress my thighs.

I was shocked by how much I wanted him. He was taking so much time with me. But I wanted more. The heat was building inside me to the point where I thought I’d burst. 

Why is he kissing my ankle when I want to feel him inside me?

I whimpered. “Matteo…”

“You like that?” he said, his breath soft against my skin. 

“Yes,” I gasped.

He smiled, lowering his head to the sweet, sensitive nub between my legs. His tongue swirled over me as I moved closer and closer to the edge. 

Then I cried out, writhing beneath him. We lay still for an instant, our foreheads pressed together. Then I touched my palm to his cheek. He lowered his head, pressing his lips to my mouth.

I moaned into his mouth, tasting myself on him. Then I pulled back to look at him. “Matteo, I want you inside me.”

“One moment, cara.” He pulled back to rummage in the pocket of his jeans. 

My eyes widened as he pulled his clothes off. Broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist, forming a perfect V shape. His limbs were lean and muscled. A swimmer’s body. 

He’s gorgeous. 

He put on the condom and then leaned back over me on the bed. He looked down at me, smiling as he stroked his thumb over my lips. Then he leant forward and kissed me. I gasped into his mouth, tugging him towards me. Suddenly I couldn’t wait any longer. 

“Matteo, please,” I moaned.

Then he was over me, pushing into me. Slow, but deep. He plunged into me as he groaned. His jaw was clenched, his eyes locked on mine. 

I couldn’t believe I could have this effect on him. This beautiful, fascinating man who turned heads everywhere we went was clenching his jaw because of me? Was trying to focus to stop himself from coming too quickly because of me? It didn’t seem real.

Within seconds, I was right on the edge. 

“Matteo,” I cried out. 

He quickened his thrusts as my breathing came faster and faster. My hips moved in time with his as he plunged in and out of me. We locked eyes. 

“It feels like…” I whispered.

He licked up my throat and pressed my bottom lip between his lips. Our tongues crashed together as I began to come. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me closer as he emptied into me. 

We lay there, our limbs entwined, our chests rising and falling. He pressed his lips to my forehead as he stroked my hair. I didn’t want him to let me go. I wanted this moment to last as long as possible.

“What was that?” I whispered.

He smiled and shook his head. He moved his head and put a small kiss on my shoulder. I sighed, closing my eyes.

We stayed that way, holding each other as he trailed his fingers down my spine. After a while, his breath stilled. I realised he had fallen asleep. 

I lay there, listening to the sound of his breathing, feeling the beat of his heart. Until my eyes began to close.

The last thing I thought before I fell asleep was how complete I felt. Safe and complete. It was like he’d seen me in a way no one had ever seen me before.

It felt like coming home.








  
  

Chapter twelve

Sophia





When I woke, the sun was streaming through the windows. I yawned, stretching my arms over my head. The sheets smelled like him. There was a delicious ache between my thighs and a warmth in my chest. 

I felt complete. I didn’t understand how that worked, but it was like my body and my mind were one. 

Usually, I felt disconnected from my body. I was so focused on my studies, and so anxious about them, that I blocked out my body’s messages. I’d go for hours without remembering to eat. I’d force myself to work late into the night without allowing myself to sleep. It was like I existed from the neck upwards.

Right now, I could feel every inch of myself. From my toes to the top of my head. My skin tingled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so alive. 

I smiled as I rolled on my side to wake him. I felt wanted and sure of myself. Last night had been incredible. 

But the space next to me was empty. I bit my lip, my eyes narrowing. Where was he? 

I reached for my watch on the nightstand next to the bed. Ten-thirty. Wow, I’d really slept in. What day was it—Friday?

I opened WhatsApp on my phone, frowning as I refreshed the internet connection to check my messages. There was nothing from Matteo. 

I began to search the room, my heart thudding in my chest. Perhaps he’d left a note for me?

I searched everywhere—even under the bed—but found nothing. My stomach churned with shame. Had I only imagined last night? 

Where was he? 

I’d felt so connected to him. It was like he’d seen all of me. Even the vulnerable, secret parts of myself I usually hid from others. I had opened up. 

I had let him in. I never did that. But the connection with Matteo had felt different. It had felt so real to me that I couldn’t stop myself.

But now this. Where was he? 

Why had I woken up alone? Coldness crept up my spine. 

I tried to tell myself not to overreact. It wasn’t any use—I felt abandoned. 

My head felt like a washing machine. I kept returning to the thought that he’d left after he’d gotten what he wanted from me. 

I’d thought he genuinely cared about me. Was I naïve? Had he only wanted to sleep with me after all? 

A tear fell down my cheek. I scrubbed it away with the back of my hand. My stomach felt hollow. 

I suddenly felt a lot younger than twenty-four. It was like being eight and being sent away to boarding school for the first time. 

My parents said it was to give me a great education. Secretly, though, I’d believed they wanted me out of the way. So they could put all their focus on their own lives. On their work and their ambitions. 

I’d always come a distant second to my parents’ careers. It had been a dull, constant ache. I knew I’d never been enough for them. 

And now I wasn’t enough for Matteo either. Else why would he have left me like this? Something sharp twisted in my chest.

I didn’t know what to do with myself. I knew I’d probably feel better if I forced myself to get up and go for a run, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. 

Instead, I lay staring up at the ceiling. I tried not to feel anything, but I failed miserably. After an hour, I got up and showered. Then I trudged down to the hotel’s swimming pool. My limbs felt stiff and heavy.

I downed two large glasses of white wine and a strong coffee. Then I lay on a sun lounger for the rest of the day. 

I was glad I’d brought my large, Jackie O-style sunglasses with me. I could hide behind them. I forced myself to read my Kindle. 

At first it was hard to concentrate. The words swam on the page. But after a while, I got into the story. Somehow, despite myself, reading worked its usual magic. I forgot where I was and how much I was hurting as I fell into the story.

At six, I went back to my room. I felt a bit dizzy and lightheaded. I realised that I hadn’t eaten yet today. But I didn’t feel like food. I ran a bath and sank into it.

I lay in the hot water, staring at the ceiling. The ache in my chest was back. I huffed out a breath. So here I was—alone. Again. It seems I was always going to be alone. Last night had been a once-off. A fluke. I would never see Matteo again. 

I was obviously just a one-night thing for him. 

Last night, I’d felt that me and Matteo were starting something. Was that naïve of me? I didn’t know. I had almost no experience with men. 

I had always felt so alone. But last night with Matteo, I’d felt something shift inside me. I had started to believe that it didn’t have to be that way. Maybe I didn’t have to be alone?

Because I’d found someone. Someone who could touch the tight, hard knot lodged in my chest and bring down my walls. 

But now I realised that I’d just been fooling myself. Matteo had let me down. He had rejected me. My walls were back up again.

I had to face the truth. I was not cut out for relationships. I would always be alone.

I sighed as I dried myself off. Catching sight of myself in the bathroom mirror, I winced at my red-rimmed, swollen eyes. 

I look grim. No wonder Matteo didn’t stick around.

I wondered if I should call Tara, but I decided not to. I’d feel like a fool having to explain what had happened. 

I’d been so naïve and stupid. I’d thought Matteo was falling for me. Like I was falling for him. I’d thought Matteo wanted to get to know me. But I’d been wrong.

I’d fallen for the oldest cliché. A handsome, experienced older man seduces a naïve young tourist by pretending to have feelings for her. Then he leaves her after sex without even having the grace to say goodbye. 

No, I didn’t want to explain that to Tara. 

I’d make something up. I’d think of some explanation to give her when she asked how my date went.

Perhaps I’d say there hadn’t been any chemistry between us. 

That would be a lie! The chemistry between me and Matteo was sizzling. 

I shivered. Then I shook my head. I needed to let this experience go. Dwelling on it would get me nowhere. I’d been a naïve fool, and I’d gotten burnt. Well then. Deal with it and move on. 

I’d chalk last night up to experience. It was a reminder to me not to take a chance on love. 

Love was not for me. I did not give in to passion. I did not let my heart rule my head. 

I was sensible. I was focused. And I was driven to succeed.

Wasn’t I?

I breathed in slowly. I needed to remember who I was. Because clearly I was in danger of forgetting.

I was someone who followed my reason, not my instincts. 

It was safer that way. 

Okay, so I needed to distract myself from these feelings. I needed to do something. 

I needed some outlet from these feelings. If I couldn’t talk to Tara, what could I do? I frowned.

I scanned the room, my eyes lingering on the TV set in the corner. Maybe there was an English TV channel I could watch? But I didn’t really feel like watching TV.

What to do? I sighed.

Then, without knowing quite how it happened, an idea popped into my head. I felt a need, a craving, that I hadn’t felt in a long time. An itch I had to scratch. 

I needed to draw.

So I opened my backpack. I didn’t have any art supplies with me, but I would make do with what I did have.

I took out my diary and a pencil and began to draw. 

Two hours later, the room was dark. Shocked, I realised I’d lost track of time. 

I’d drawn three sketches from memory. One was the path beside the river I’d run down yesterday. Another sketch was of the Turtle Fountain Matteo had shown me. And the final sketch was of Matteo.

I gazed at the drawing. I had captured his likeness. The drawing showed how Matteo’s eyes creased when he smiled. And how his thick, black hair fell across his forehead. 

Matteo. 

A sharp stab of pain tugged at my chest. It was hard to look at his face in my drawing. It reminded me of how attractive he was. And that reminded me of how stupid I’d been to think he’d wanted anything more than just one night from me. I sighed. It hurt. It really hurt.

But, I realised with surprise, hurt wasn’t all I felt. There was another feeling, too.

A small flicker of pride sparked in my chest. 

Because the drawings were good. 

They weren’t brilliant. I hadn’t drawn for a long time. 

Not since I started university. So my technique was rusty. 

But still, they were not bad. Not bad at all. I should feel proud of myself. 

I’d created something beautiful. I’d made these drawings.

And it had helped me somehow. 

I felt better now. The act of drawing had released something in me. Making art had soothed me. Maybe it had even started to heal me.

I’d let go of some of the hurt from Matteo’s rejection. 

And, I realised, I’d felt completely alive while I was drawing. 

I’d never felt that way when I wrote a legal document. 

I shook my head. That was an uncomfortable thought. I didn’t have the energy or the emotional bandwidth to doubt my future career right now. 

It was too confusing. Everything felt too much right then. I just wanted to go to sleep and forget about it all.

I rested my head on the pillow. Exhausted by my emotions, it was not long before my eyes began to close.

I would deal with everything tomorrow. 










  
  

Chapter thirteen

Sophia





Ifelt calmer the next morning. More in control of my emotions. 

More like my normal self. 

I pulled on my trainers before heading out for a run. Then my phone rang. I looked at the caller ID. I inhaled sharply, shocked. 

It was Matteo. What did he want?

I frowned. I let the call go to voicemail. I didn’t have the energy to deal with this. Yesterday had been brutal. I didn’t want to feel that level of pain again.

Anger sparked in my chest. Who did he think he was? Did he really think I was so pathetic I’d forgive him? He’d disappeared after we had sex! Without even leaving a note.

I tossed the phone away from me. 

The hell with him. 

I forced myself to run until my legs ached and my lungs burned. I wasn’t sure what I’d do for the rest of the day. Probably lie by the pool again. Maybe today I’d try an Italian cake. Have a little treat. Didn’t I deserve it?

I didn’t expect to talk to anyone else that day. Apart from Tara. Perhaps we’d talk later. It would be good to hear how she was doing.

When I returned to the hotel, I got a shock. Matteo was standing by the entrance. I inhaled sharply. I turned my head away and tried to hurry past him. I didn’t want to talk to him. 

He’d just hurt me again. 

Leave me alone, Matteo!

“Sophia! I need to talk to you,” he cried.

He tried to touch my arm. I twisted out of his reach.

“Go away, Matteo. I don’t owe you anything.”

“Sophia, why are you being like this? I don’t understand.”

My head snapped up. Shock coursed through me. Was he joking? How dumb did he think I was?

“Oh, really? You don’t understand? Let me explain it to you.” 

He took a step back, folding his arms across his chest. His eyes were wide, and wary. But he said nothing. 

I huffed out a breath. It was crazy for me to have to explain my anger to him. 

Could he really think his behaviour was acceptable? In Matteo’s world, was it okay to sleep with a woman and abandon her? 

“You used me.” 

He winced. He said nothing, though. He seemed to be waiting for me to continue. 

“You screwed me. And then after you got what you wanted, you left. Without even having the manners to say goodbye!”

He inhaled sharply. “Sophia, you’ve got this all wrong. Why are you saying these things?”

I shook my head in amazement. Why was he arguing with me? Why couldn’t he just apologise and leave me alone? 

If he couldn’t bring himself to say sorry, why was he even here? 

I’d had enough of this stupid conversation. I turned and started towards the hotel entrance. 

Just try to stop me, you bastard! You’ll be sorry.

He tried to follow me. I ignored him. As I entered the hotel, I risked a quick glance over my shoulder. He was still standing where I’d left him, gazing after me. 

My stomach twisted. Was that regret I was feeling? I told myself not to be stupid. 

I should be proud I’d stood up for myself. I didn’t need to hear Matteo’s bullshit explanations. There was no excuse for what he’d done. 

As I passed the lobby desk, someone called out to me. 

“Excusa, signorina!”

I turned to see the receptionist hurrying towards me. He held a piece of paper in his hand. 

“Your message. From yesterday.” 

Message, what message? I stared at him.

“I tried to give it to you yesterday, but you were not in your room.”

“Yes, I was by the pool yesterday.”

He handed the paper to me. I waited until I got back to my room before I read it. My heart thudded in my chest as my eyes traced the words on the page.

Sophia, tesoro mio. My treasure.

I am so sorry I had to leave. 

My ex wife’s nanny is sick. There was no one to look after our son while she was at work. He is only five. I cannot leave him on his own.



I could not text you before I left because my phone battery had died. I forgot to charge it before our supper. 

Again, I am so sorry I left you, but you were sleeping so deeply, I did not want to wake you.

I had to get to my ex’s place before she left for work. I did not want to have another fight with her. It is not good for my son. 

But I will make it up to you. Please call me, Sophia, when you get this message. I will be home tonight after my ex returns from work. We can talk then. 

Again, cara, I am sorry. Last night was incredible. I wanted to wake up with you and take you for breakfast, but I could not abandon my son when he needs me. 

Forgive me, beautiful.

Matteo








  
  

Chapter fourteen

Sophia





Iwent cold. Shock coursed through me. Oh no, what had I done? 

He hadn’t abandoned me. He’d just been doing the right thing by his son. He was being a good father. I couldn’t criticize him for that.

I sat down on my bed. I put my head in my hands.

Why did I speak to Matteo like that? Why was I so rude? Why did I refuse to speak to him or hear him out? Why did I push past him and tell him off?

Why did I freeze him out? 

Even if I hated confrontations, I should have given Matteo the chance to explain. 

I’d ruined the best thing that had happened to me for ages. Maybe forever. 

I ran my hands through my hair as my thoughts raced.

What could I do? Could I explain? 

Would he want to listen? 

And why had I reacted like that? Was I so used to standing by the sidelines watching others living life that I’d automatically assumed I’d been sidelined again? 

Was I that messed up? I sighed. Clearly, I was. Oh dear. 

I can’t handle all these feelings. I’m so raw right now. 

The landline phone rang. I stared at it. Why was the reception desk calling me? I picked up, warily. My heart thudded in my chest. 

“Signorana, scusi. There is a man here in the lobby. He says he needs to talk to you. It is the same man who left the message for you yesterday.”








