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Alicia

I KNOW, SOMEHOW, I’M going to hit this goddamn target. It’s practically a matter of honor.

“Stop it, Alicia... How many times are you going to try?” I hear Will, the barista and my close friend, say as he gathers some cups from the counter.

“As many times as it takes,” I answer, feeling my nose lift just a little.

Without wasting time, I throw the dart again, feeling my fingertips stretch toward the target, which now looks farther away than I thought. I hold my breath and watch its hesitant flight until I finally see it—after two... or maybe ten attempts—the dart sinks into the bullseye like a miracle, right in the most difficult and strategic spot. I let out a sharp shriek of joy and jump up, celebrating like I’ve just won an Olympic medal.

“I told you I’d get it!” I exclaim, beaming, as a triumphant smile spreads across my face. I see Will smile with just the corner of his mouth.

“Tell me something you can’t do, Alicia.”

“Ice-skate,” I reply.

“Wow, that was quick,” he says, grinning. “But I bet if you wanted to, you’d learn.”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t... I have the motor coordination of a drunk seal. Trust me, I couldn’t.”

Will comes around the counter and leans against it, offering me a dish towel before saying:

“Then I suggest the drunk seal start drying the glasses, because more customers will be here soon.”

I take a deep breath and look around the café, which is empty, as always, at this hour. The town is basically a retirement haven for the elderly, and our customers‘ routines reflect that. The rush happens early, around six in the morning, when every local retiree seems to have a mission to arrive before the sun. After that, the place turns into a desert until they reappear for afternoon tea around three.

“It’s almost time for the hazelnut cookies. The customers will show up right on time, like clockwork,” Will says, heading back behind the counter again.

“Do you think any of them will notice that today’s cookies are a little... extra crunchy?” I ask, tilting my head toward the tray Will prepared earlier and just pulled out of the oven.

“I don’t think it’s very likely, but it’s good to have an extra dose of hot chocolate on hand in case they need to wash it down.”

“Oh, God, you think that could happen? That they’ll choke?” I ask, mildly concerned, and I see Will smile, amused by my words.

“Don’t be silly, Alicia. They’ll be fine, don’t worry,” Will says as he arranges the cookies on the pastry shelves. “By the way, have you decided what you’re doing tonight?” he asks.

I rest my elbows on the counter and can’t help making a bored face before answering:

“You know very well: nothing, Will. Maybe read a different book to Bella. I was thinking about telling a new version of The Three Little Pigs.”

“Alicia! It’s your birthday. You need to go out and enjoy yourself a little. I’m sure your mom can watch Bella so you can have fun.”

“That may be, Will, but the point is I don’t want to. You know full well my soul is just like those old folks who come into the café.”

“Come on, Alicia... Let me take you somewhere nice.” I see Will stare at me, his big blue eyes practically shining in my direction.

Will is a very handsome man, and the few young women who do come to the café aren’t here for the coffee—I’m certain of that. They come to see the “hot barista,” as I’ve heard them say.

The funny thing is, I’ve never seen him with any woman in all the years we’ve worked together, and even though we’ve built something you could call a friendship, he’s always evasive when the topic of women comes up. For a while, I thought he might be gay—not because of any mannerisms or anything like that, because he really doesn’t have any, but rather because... well, he’s a good-looking, single guy, and you’d expect him to go out with some women once in a while.

Once, I made a subtle comment about it, trying to show my support in case he was, and I could see his face turn two shades darker than a ripe cherry. He’s not gay. That’s what I concluded from his shocked reaction, but I didn’t solve the mystery of why he doesn’t have a girlfriend or anything like that.

“I’m really going to pass. I’ll be in my cozy bed by 10 p.m., after putting Bella to sleep with the angels, and I’ll have a soothing cup of fresh mint tea while I watch another episode of Gilmore Girls, even though I’ve already seen it several times.”

“Alicia, that’s your idea of fun? Mint tea and an episode you’ve practically memorized?”

I look at Will, leaning on the counter, and let out a dramatic sigh.

“Will, I swear, the last thing I want to do on my birthday is leave the house to go somewhere with loud music, excited people, and... commotion.”

“Let’s make a deal,” he begins, with a serious air, as if he’s about to negotiate the deal of the century. “You enjoy your night tonight, and on your next birthday, I’ll let you drag me into a Gilmore Girls marathon. Promise I won’t even complain.”

I raise an eyebrow, trying to hold back a laugh.

“You? Watch Gilmore Girls? That I have to see!”

“Hey, I’m a man of my word,” he replies with a wink.

He clearly has no idea what he’s promising, but he’s determined. I sigh, cracking a slight smile.

“Will, you’re sweet, but seriously, tonight it’s just me, my bed, and Lorelai Gilmore. No club is going to compete with that.”

He opens his mouth to protest, but before he can, the café door chime rings. We both look over and see little old Mrs. McPherson, with her walker and that adorable flowery hat, heading our way.

“Right on time,” I say, smiling, and I see Will narrow his eyes, scolding me with his look, though there’s a smile on his lips.

Will goes to attend to the customer while I turn my attention back to the glasses waiting for me on the counter, picking up the dish towel.

As I dry the first glass, I glance at Will, who’s now all smiles, chatting with Mrs. McPherson. William Forstein is a good man, and I’d be immensely happy if he found a good woman to love.

“She wants cinnamon tea and one of the hazelnut cookies. Can you handle that? I need to finish another batch of meringues,” he says as he approaches, and I just nod with a gentle smile.

We’ve worked together at La Dolce Vita for almost three years. Before that, it was just me, Dona Carmela, and Signor Giuseppe running the place. Carmela and Giuseppe are the owners and worked here their whole lives before finally retiring to travel the world and leaving me in charge of the café.

They’re adorable, like so many other people in this town. And before they started their excursion into the Middle East, they left me with the mission of finding one or two good helpers. That’s when I met Will, the young American who’d just arrived in our little community of Vale dei Sogni, and we hit it off from the very first moment.

I walk over to the other side of the counter to prepare the cinnamon tea and grab one of the hazelnut cookies. The sweet, buttery scent fills my nostrils and makes me smile automatically. I place the mug in the ceramic holder, already warmed, set the water to boil, and return to the counter, arranging everything on a tray.

“Here you go, Miss McPherson!” I say, setting the steaming mug on the table, along with the hazelnut cookie. “I hope you enjoy it!”

“Oh, dear, you’re always so thoughtful!” she replies with a smile that lights up her face. “You know, Alicia, the town’s been a bit stirred up lately.”

“Stirred up? How so?” I ask, raising an eyebrow, intrigued.

Mrs. McPherson leans forward slightly, as if she’s about to share a secret.

“Haven’t you heard about the death of Donatella Di Angelis? It’s all anyone’s talking about lately,” she says, and at that moment, I feel my entire body shudder at the mere mention of that name.

“No...” I finally say. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“It happened last night, child. And it seems the wake will be at dusk,” she continues.

“I see,” I say, feeling the tone of my voice turn icy and mechanical. “Excuse me,” I say quickly, stepping out of Mrs. McPherson’s line of sight before she can see my confused expression.

I don’t see the path ahead of me until I enter the kitchen and sit down abruptly on the chair.

“What happened?” I hear Will’s voice behind me, clearly worried. My expression must be that of a ghost who’s just seen another.

“Donatella Di Angelis died,” I say, and I can see the look of understanding on his face.

“I’m so sorry... did you know her?” he asks, sounding sympathetic.

“Unfortunately, yes,” my voice comes out dry and distant.

“Unfortunately?” he seems confused.

“Yes, unfortunately, I had the displeasure of knowing her all too well. And now I have to go to her wake.”

Will looks more and more confused, and I can’t blame him. He doesn’t know half of what happened in my life before he came to this town, or how Donatella Di Angelis shaped my fate.
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Alicia

I CAN BARELY BELIEVE Donatella Di Angelis is dead. Honestly, I thought she’d just turn into a mummy and find some way to cheat death, like she did with everything else in her life. And the most ironic part? She died on my birthday.

I sink into one of the chairs, shaking my head, still trying to understand why the hell I decided to come here. Donatella Di Angelis’s wake? Seriously, Alicia? But somehow—in a way my mother would probably call “Catholic guilt” it felt like the right thing to do. The woman never gave me anything but disapproving looks and bitter memories to haunt my head forever. Yet here I am, sitting in the matriarch’s wake, solely and exclusively because I promised Genova I would.

Ah, Genova. Only she could talk me into something like this. Even on her deathbed, with that sweet but insistent way of hers, she made me promise I’d be here when Donatella died. And who am I to refuse the last wish of a stubborn old woman? Genova was the grandmother I never had—or, maybe, the emotional boxing coach life decided to give me.

I look around, and it’s a real parade of people I only know by sight, along with others who clearly stepped straight out of a Milan fashion show. A sting of discomfort hits me, and I wonder if anyone will notice I shouldn’t be here. But I made a promise, and if there’s one thing I do in this life, it’s keep my word. Besides, my mother would have a nervous breakdown if she knew I was running from my emotional responsibilities. Vittorina Greco, the strongest, most righteous woman I know, always taught me to respect our roots, our traditions... and the promises we make.

“What the hell am I doing here...” I murmur to myself, crossing my arms and trying to look invisible as an old woman passes by, eyeing me head to toe. She’s probably thinking I’m the flower-delivery girl.

The truth is, here in Valle dei Sogni we found a home, where life moves at a slower pace and most people know each other. This is where my mother and I met Genova. She was an elderly woman, always with a smile on her face and a kind word on her lips, though she had a firm hand and a good scolding ready if necessary—and she was probably more active than me after three cups of coffee.

I was only twelve, and my mother, newly widowed, grieving, and broke, decided moving to a new town that promised some job opportunities was the right thing to do.

Genova was like an angel who showed up in our lives. She helped us in every possible way, offering not just material support, but also a shoulder to lean on and a heart full of love. It was because of her that I got to know the Di Angelis house. She was the one who called me to work temporarily at a party they were throwing, and I had no idea where that would lead or what would happen next. But I certainly wouldn’t do anything differently, since that whole chain of events brought me Bella—the most important thing in my life.

She took us into a room in her house. It was small but cozy, with old furniture and a fireplace that was always lit on cold winter nights. Back then, I felt safe and protected, like nothing could touch us. Genova treated us like we were part of her family—something I never fully understood, but I was always grateful for. She never had children, and her husband had died many years ago. Maybe me and my mother—and later, with the arrival of my little ray of sunshine, Bella—became the family she was missing.

I look around the room full of familiar and unfamiliar faces, feeling a mix of emotions that almost suffocates me. The atmosphere is solemn, with the murmur of low conversations and the soft sound of footsteps echoing on the marble floor. The presence of so many people here to pay their respects to Donatella Di Angelis makes me question the complexity of human relationships and how intricately woven they can be.

I take a deep breath and glance around the place again, grateful not to see him. I get up from my seat, quickly smoothing my clothes with a nervous gesture. I’ve done what Genova asked—I’ve fulfilled her last wish—and I don’t want to stay one more second here and risk running into... someone I’d rather not see.

Before I can take more than a few steps, I hear someone call my name. I turn and find an elderly gentleman watching me. He’s dressed in an impeccable black suit, his gray hair carefully combed back. He looks at me like he’s about to deliver big news—and big news, in my world, is almost never good.

“Are you Miss Alicia Greco?” he asks, stepping a little closer.

His tone is formal, and his imposing presence makes me a bit uncomfortable.

“That’s me. What’s going on?” I ask, slightly apprehensive.

“I am Augusto Lombardi, attorney for the Di Angelis family, and I need to inform you that you have been summoned for the reading of Signora Donatella Di Angelis’s will.”

Me? The will? I feel a laugh rise in my throat but hold it back.

“Oh, there must be some mistake. Me? In Donatella’s will? I think she hated me a little too much for that.”

“There is no mistake, Miss.” He keeps his tone serious, but he seems mildly amused by my shock. “You are required to attend the reading tomorrow at 3 p.m.”

“But... me?” I repeat, still trying to process it. “Why?”

“That will be revealed at the reading, Miss.” He hands me an elegant card with an address printed on it. “I recommend you not miss it.”

A mix of curiosity and panic floods over me. Donatella left me something? Is this some kind of cosmic joke? Or worse... does it have to do with Bella? My stomach churns just thinking about it.

“And if I don’t go?” I make one last attempt to escape this madness.

“Your presence is mandatory.” He smiles faintly. “And failure to appear may result in... complications.”

Oh, great. Legal complications. Just what I needed in my already perfectly complicated life.

I take a deep breath, feeling the weight of this new responsibility crash down on my shoulders. Why won’t that woman leave me alone, even after she’s dead?

“Fine. I’ll be there,” I say, with more certainty than I feel.

Lombardi gives a brief nod and walks away, leaving me alone with a card in my hand and a storm of thoughts in my head. Donatella hated me—of that I’m certain. So why would she leave me anything? Does this have to do with the past? With Tommaso? Or worse...

Does it have something to do with Bella?! Oh, God.

I feel like something terrible is about to happen. Nothing good can come from that family, and I’m sure this will be just one more of the awful things they’ve always given me.
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Alicia

I’M ALMOST CLOSING the door behind me when Bella comes running through the living room, her little feet going tap tap tap on the floor like she’s a tiny ballerina full of life.

“Maaaaamaaa!” she screams with the kind of excitement only a five-year-old can have, reaching her little arms out to me.

“Watch the rug!” I yell, too late. She trips, but instead of crying, Bella lets out a laugh that echoes through the room. That’s just who she is—an explosion of life that lights up even my worst days.

When I finally reach her, I crouch down and scoop her into my arms. “Hey there, my little adventurer!” Her eyes, blue as a summer sky, sparkle like stars—the same eyes as her father’s.

“I made birthday cookies with Nonna!” she announces, beaming with pride as if she just signed a contract with the biggest bakery in the city.

Oh God. Last time she tried making cookies, they came out harder than cement. But apparently it’s turned into a birthday tradition now.

“That’s amazing, sweetheart!” I try to keep my face from giving me away. “I can’t wait to try them!” I lie. I’ve heard mothers do this all the time. And well, I’m practically a professional liar when it comes to the terrible cookies Bella tries to make. I feel a little better knowing that’s about the only thing I lie to her about.

My mother, Vittorina, appears from the kitchen, hands on her hips. Her eagle eyes study me like she already knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“She got the hang of it this time. Trust me.”

“Trust is a strong word when we’re talking about cookies, Mama...” I mutter.

She just shakes her head with an amused smile.

“Come on, go get changed... we have a surprise for you.”

“Mama!” I say, my tone carrying a hint of reproach.

“It’s your birthday, and you spent the whole day working... we need to celebrate. Now go take a relaxing shower and let me and Bella handle everything here.”

I just give a small nod, a grateful smile on my face. My mother doesn’t know where I’m coming from. She doesn’t know about Donatella’s death, let alone the mention of me in her will. I decide to wait a little longer before bursting this bubble of joy that fills my home.

I step out of the bathroom with my shoulders finally relaxed, my skin scented, my hair still damp. The shower was more than relief for my tense muscles—it was like a reset for my mood. Now I feel almost renewed, ready to face whatever my mother and Bella have been cooking up. When I walk into the living room, the scene that greets me feels like an unexpected hug: the dining table, which had been nothing but a functional space until now, has been transformed into a full-on themed party.

“Oh!” I let out a laugh, half surprised, half charmed. The table is loaded with treats, candies, and... pandas? That’s right, pandas! There are stuffed pandas, cardboard pandas, even cookies decorated to look like pandas.

Bella stands beside the table, grinning from ear to ear. She’s wearing a little apron covered in black and white polka dots and a headband with panda ears, which makes her look like a mini pastry chef from the zoo.

“Mommy, look!” She points to a huge cake in the center of the table, covered in white frosting and decorated with little fondant pandas. “I made the cookies and helped Nonna decorate the cake!”

“Wow!” I exclaim, genuinely impressed. I step closer and look at the cookies. This time, they don’t look like lethal weapons—they look like tiny works of art. Sure, they’re a little crooked, and some pandas are staring in suspicious directions, but it’s a huge improvement.

My mother appears beside Bella, wearing that satisfied smile of someone whose plan came together perfectly. And honestly, she has every reason to be proud. The table is flawless—covered in decorated cupcakes, candies, and little sweets, all with the same theme. I can’t hold back a surprised laugh when I notice even the napkins have panda prints.

“Mama, is this... a panda party?” I ask, looking from her to Bella, who’s so excited she looks ready to burst into confetti.

“Exactly!” she replies, her tone triumphant. “Bella chose the theme. She said she wanted something cute for you.”

I crouch down to face Bella, who’s shifting from one foot to the other, anxious to see my reaction.

“It’s all beautiful, my love.” I pull her into a hug and kiss her glowing face. “You did such an amazing job!”

“And that’s not all!” she says, slipping out of my arms and running to the other side of the room. She grabs a little box wrapped in red paper and comes bouncing back. “We made you a present too!”

She places the little box in my hand so carefully, like it’s a treasure. I slowly untie the ribbon, savoring the moment, and lift the lid. Inside, a keychain with a little panda made of beads shines under the light. It’s imperfect—some beads are out of place, and one eye is a little bigger than the other—but to me, it’s the most precious thing in the world.

“We made it together, right, Nonna?” Bella says, with a pride that almost makes me cry.

“Yes, we did,” my mother agrees, smiling warmly. “But the idea was hers.”

I take a deep breath, trying to hold back the emotion threatening to spill over. You know that feeling of being surrounded by love? That’s what I feel right now. My eyes sweep across the table full of pandas and land on my daughter, who’s seconds away from jumping out of her skin with excitement.

“It’s perfect,” I say. And this time, I’m not lying. “It’s the best birthday ever.”

Bella shrieks with joy and, in a move that’s so her, starts spinning on her tiptoes like she’s dancing. My mother shoots me a satisfied look before heading back toward the kitchen.

“Now let’s eat and sing a really loud Happy Birthday!” my mother says.

Bella lets out another little squeal of joy and runs over to grab my hand, pulling me toward the table. And I follow her, laughing. Because honestly, how could I say no?

Bella positions me behind the table while my mother lights the candles and turns off the light. The two of them start singing “Happy Birthday” in near-screaming voices as the tiny flames illuminate the room. Mama and Bella smile, and their smiles reach me like a hug.

Twenty-four years old. How fast the time went.

I don’t really care much about birthdays, but I love how much they care. More than that, I love how my life is—simple and modest, but full of affection. I love every part of it, and I hope that doesn’t change after tomorrow.
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Tommaso

THE HORSE’S REINS WERE firm in my hands, the wind cutting through the crisp morning air. I dismounted my horse, a black Arabian thoroughbred named Comandante, feeling the familiar weight of my boots against the ground of the equestrian center. The smell of freshly cut grass, the sound of hooves against the dirt, and the distant noise of other horses in the stables around me created an atmosphere of control—a place where everything was under my authority. And I liked that. Few things satisfied me as much as having acquired this place for myself.

I handed the reins to the groom without taking my eyes off the horizon, my thoughts focused on everything I needed to get done.

“Signor Tommaso.” Alfredo’s urgent voice, the man in charge of the animals, pulled me from my stream of thoughts. I turned, and his expression already told me this wasn’t trivial.

“What is it?” My voice came out harsher than I intended, but I didn’t care.

If it was important enough to interrupt my morning, it needed to be resolved quickly.

“Your sister, Florenza, called. She said you need to return home urgently.” He answered, a slight tremor in his voice under my intense gaze.

Something inside me lit up, a warning signal. I didn’t get urgent calls like this from Florenza without a serious reason. I made a quick gesture for him to continue.

“Did she say anything else?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“No, sir. Just that.”

“Alright, thank you, Alfredo.”

He nodded and walked away, knowing I’d been told enough. I headed for the office I’d set up in the equestrian center. Since I didn’t use my phone while riding, I was sometimes unreachable for hours, and I often needed to handle business matters right here. So I’d found it convenient to set up this space for myself. As I picked up the phone, I could hear the sound of my own heartbeat, a low, steady thud in the back of my mind, and I quickly dialed my sister’s number.

The phone rang for a few seconds before Florenza answered. Her breathing was uneven, like she’d just run a marathon.

“Tommaso?” Her voice sounded fragile, which made me frown immediately. Florenza rarely showed weakness.

“What happened?” I cut straight to the point. I had no patience for beating around the bush, especially with this urgency hanging in the air.

There was a pause, followed by a muffled sound. She was trying to control her voice, and that only made the tightness in my chest grow worse.

“It’s Nonna...” Florenza finally said, and the silence that followed seemed to swallow everything around me. “She’s gone.”

The words hit me like a punch, but showing it wasn’t part of who I was. I felt the air leave my lungs in a controlled exhale as I stood my ground. The death of Donatella Di Angelis was something we’d known was coming, deep down. She’d been sick for months. Still, no matter how much you prepare, the news never arrives without impact.

“When?” I asked, my voice steadier than I expected.

“Last night, in the early hours. She... was sleeping. It was fast, painless—at least that’s what the doctor said.” Florenza’s voice cracked at the end of the sentence, and I felt the weight of the words more than I wanted to admit.

I closed my eyes for a second. Donatella was a force in my life, a woman who ruled our family with an iron fist, who expected perfection from me, who always had expectations higher than anyone could bear. And somehow, that shaped me. It made me who I am today. If not for her, maybe I wouldn’t have the ambition or the coldness required to take the family business forward.

But at the same time, there was an emotional connection. She was more than just the ruthless matriarch. She was a part of my story, a piece of the puzzle of my life.

“Tommaso...” Florenza interrupted. The hesitation in her voice made me stop for a second. “You know what you’ll have to do, don’t you?”

“What?” I asked, and I heard her quiet breathing before she spoke again.

“You’ll need to come home, for the funeral. You’ll have to set foot in Valle dei Sogni again.”

Valle dei Sogni. Just hearing the name brought a bitter sensation washing over me, the metallic taste of a rage that had never dissipated, even after so many years. I never thought I’d have to go back to that godforsaken place. From the day I left, I promised myself I would never set foot in that town again, that I would never again look at those lands that had once meant everything to me.

Maybe one day, I’d return to Villa Rosa; only that place could make me reconsider the hatred I carried for Valle dei Sogni. Villa Rosa was my mother’s favorite property. She, being an architect, had designed every corner of that place and turned it into a spectacle, a living work of art—and it was her last project before she fell ill and left so young. That place held so much of me, and it was the only thing I regretted abandoning.

I took a deep breath, trying to control the avalanche of feelings stirring inside me. I was no longer that impulsive boy, guided by passion and rage. I was a calculated, cold man. I had made sure to transform myself into someone unaffected by weakness. But Valle dei Sogni... that place held all my ghosts. Every single one.

“Tommaso?” Florenza’s voice cut through my thoughts, pulling me back to reality.

“Yes, I know what I need to do.” My voice came out firm, cold, and I braced myself for the inevitable.

To face the one thing I hadn’t managed to conquer in this life.
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Alicia

“TELL ME YOU MADE THE most of your day yesterday!” Will says, straightening some tables in the café.

“I had way more fun than you can imagine!” I say, holding the tray with two steaming cups of cappuccino. Will looks at me out of the corner of his eye, the way only he does when he thinks I’m making things up.

“I’ll bet you did.” He says, and his voice gives away his disbelief.

I let out a low laugh because, honestly, he has no idea what happened yesterday.

I walk over to one of the corner tables and set the cups down carefully, smiling at the couple who seem to be having one of those silent arguments where only the air between them is talking.

“By the way, I’ll need to leave earlier today. Think you can cover for me?”

“Sure... did something happen?” he asks, concerned.

“No... just some business I need to take care of.” I try not to sound suspicious, but even I wouldn’t buy it.

Will raises an eyebrow.

I head back to the counter and start restocking the muffins in the display case. Why do they always disappear so fast? Someone here must be running a muffin trafficking ring, and I need to investigate.

I grab the broom and start sweeping, trying to ignore Will’s curious eyes following me. I know he wants more details, but I have no intention of telling him about Donatella’s will reading.

“You know, if you told me the truth, maybe I’d even be nice enough to cover your whole shift.” He says, with that tone that sounds like emotional blackmail. “But you’re too mysterious for my taste.”

“You think you can handle this place alone?” I tease, nudging the broom lightly against his foot.

“Me? Easy.” He dodges the broom and smiles, but I know he’s just bluffing. “And I’d even make more sales than you.”

I roll my eyes.

“Doubt it. People only come back because of me, sweetheart. I’m the real charm of this café.” I say, tilting my nose up just to add to the drama.

Will laughs, stepping closer with an amused look.

“You talk too much, Alicia.” He reaches out, and before I realize it, his fingers are ruffling my hair, making that quick “mess it all up” motion, laughing softly as he watches me.

“Hey!” I take a step back, laughing too, trying to swat his hand away from my head like I’m shooing a bee. “You’re destroying my professional image!”

“Professional image? That thing?” He jokes, pointing at my now messy hair, loose in a small chaos of curls. The energy I have with Will is funny; I adore him. He’s fun, good company, and when I’m with him, I feel even younger than I am, almost like he brings out a side of me I keep asleep. He’s a great friend.

Will tries to keep messing up my hair while I try to get away from his moves, but we’re interrupted by the sound of the bell chiming, announcing a new customer.

“Can you two lovebirds stop and come serve me another cup of coffee?” Mrs. Dupolt says, and we both look at her smiling, but I quickly glance toward the door to attend to the customer who just walked in.

Still laughing about the mess Will made of my hair, I tuck a stray strand behind my ear. But the smile slowly dies, like a candle burning out, as my eyes adjust to the man crossing the door.

I freeze.

No way.

Tommaso Di Angelis.

What the hell is he doing here?!

He stands there, imposing as ever, which seems unfair considering no one should be allowed to be so... striking. His broad shoulders fill the space, and the serious, impenetrable expression is the same one I remember from other moments—moments I’d rather forget. He stares at me, and for a second, I swear I see his eyes run over my messy hair before returning to my face, and then his eyes meet Will’s.

I stand there as if my feet are glued to the floor; my voice, my breath, any vital sign my body had decided to go on strike for the next few seconds. Will seems to feel the tension that automatically hung in the air.

“Welcome, we have a good table over there.” Will suggests, pointing to one of the tables near the window, without noticing the murderous look Tommaso shoots his way.

Tommaso hasn’t changed a single bit from what I remembered; although now a few gray strands have appeared in his hair and his beard gives him an even more mature and strong posture.

Tommaso doesn’t look away, though he also seems slightly unsettled to see me.

He never looks away.

And that always disarms me.

He gives Will a slight nod, turning down his suggestion. Tommaso just turns, without even blinking in my direction again. He spins around and leaves the place without saying a single word.

As soon as he walks away, Will turns to me with an inquisitive expression.

“Friend of yours?” Will finally asks.

“Something like that...” my voice comes out weaker than I’d like. Tommaso isn’t exactly a friend, but I’m not about to explain what he really is, or was, in my life.

What did he come here for? What... Oh, right, of course! The will; he’s back in town because of his grandmother’s death. But why the hell did he have to walk in here? Like that?

I feel my stomach churn, and my heart seems to beat differently now, almost as if it’s still recovering from the shock it just went through.

Tommaso Di Angelis is back in Valle dei Sogni, and I’m certainly going to have to see him again. I just hope that next time, the shock and this unsettling feeling lingering inside me right now don’t come back.
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CHAPTER 6
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Tommaso

I DIDN’T EXPECT TO run into Alicia on my first morning back in Vale dei Sogni. Damn it, is there only one fucking café in this godforsaken town? I knew she’d worked here years ago, but I never thought I’d find her still in the same place after all this time.

Damn it!

I run my hands through my hair nervously, striding away from the place in long, fast steps. Self-control, impassivity—traits I’ve cultivated for years—threatened to crumble the second I walked into that fucking café.

There she was, as if the years had never passed. Laughing, with that same spark in her eyes, joking around like some naive, carefree girl with the guy behind the counter... that asshole who seemed so comfortable touching her.

I should’ve walked in, bought the coffee, and left. Simple. Practical. But instead, I just stood there, frozen, unable to tear my eyes off her, with blood pounding hard in my veins. Pathetic.

But one thing didn’t escape me: the way her smile wilted when she realized who was standing in the doorway was almost... satisfying. She froze like she’d been electrocuted, and in that moment, I realized I wasn’t the only one still carrying the weight of our past. The shock in her eyes, the sudden silence...

“Didn’t get your coffee?” I hear Grigori’s voice ask.

I lift my gaze and see him leaning against his flashy blue Lamborghini.

“No!” I snap.

“Guess I should’ve warned you Alicia works there.”

“You knew, you bastard?” I snarl at him, feeling the blood pulse faster in my veins.

He shrugs with that trademark sarcasm of his.

“Of course I knew. This town’s tiny, and there’s only one decent café around here.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, my voice still thick with rage.

“I wanted to win two hundred bucks,” he replies casually, then slides into the car, settling into the driver’s seat.

I get in hard, slamming the door so loud it echoes through my already pounding head.

“Hey, watch it! I just picked up this beauty.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I snap back, deliberately ignoring him.

Grigori, with that lazy fucking smile he always wears when he’s having fun at my expense, starts the car. He doesn’t even look at me, his eyes fixed on the road ahead, the low hum of the engine only fueling my irritation.

“About what?” he asks casually, shooting me a quick glance, like it’s obvious. “The bet, of course. Unfortunately, you made me lose. Florença bet that if you saw Alicia again, you’d turn white as a sheet. And look at you—exactly like she said.”

“You two cretins.”

“What’s this, little brother? Still hung up on the waitress? After all these years?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Doesn’t look that way. Looks like you’re still dragging a crane behind you for that woman.”

“Shut up, Grigori. Don’t try to assume anything; your intelligence doesn’t reach the level of assumptions.”

“Insults, of course... your main defense mechanism.”

“I told you to shut up.”

Grigori lets out a mocking laugh, the sound echoing through the car like an annoying reminder that he loves to push my buttons. He’s always been like this—the kind of brother who knows exactly which buttons to press and when to press them. He’s the second oldest, but certainly the least mature of all of us. My irritation only fuels him, and he doesn’t make the slightest effort to hide how much he’s enjoying himself.

“Take some advice from your brother: nothing good can come from... whatever it is you feel for Alicia. Unfinished business is worse for the liver than bourbon, brother.”

“Can we just fucking drive in silence, or are you incapable of keeping quiet?”

“Easy there, little brother, slow down,” he says, still laughing, glancing sideways at me. “You know it’s true. You’re all stiff, trying to keep up that cold facade, but one look at Alicia and you turned into a pressure cooker.”

My jaw clenches so hard I can feel my teeth grinding. My patience is at its limit, but Grigori’s sarcasm seems endless. He accelerates slightly, the tires humming low against the asphalt.

“You know, if it weren’t so obvious that you’re still shook up, I might’ve kept my mouth shut. But fuck, the look on your face when you saw her was priceless. You need to sort this out, brother... you need to sort it out fast.”

I turn to him, my eyes blazing with rage, but he doesn’t flinch. In fact, he seems to enjoy it even more, seeing me on the verge of exploding.

“It has nothing to do with her, Grigori. It’s over.” I try to sound firm, but even I can tell my voice doesn’t carry the conviction it should. And of course, he notices.

“Oh, sure it is.” He lets out another laugh, shaking his head. “Your face just didn’t get the memo, apparently.”

Grigori chuckles again before continuing:

“You’d better sort out that whole thing with Alicia before she turns into one of those ghosts you can never exorcise. Because honestly, the way you’re acting, it looks like she’s been haunting you for years.”

“When did it happen? When did you become this shitty psychologist who loves giving advice?”

He shrugs, his mocking tone still there, grating on me even more.

“You know, I’ve picked up a few things over the years.”

I close my eyes for a second, trying to contain the growing urge to strangle him right there.

“I already told you to shut your mouth,” I repeat, my voice low but laced with threat. He just laughs again.

“Alright, alright, I’ll shut up. But you know I’m right.”

“Grigori...” The warning is clear in my voice, but he doesn’t give a damn.

“Relax, man. I’m just saying, if I were in your shoes, I’d have already made a move.”

He accelerates, pulling us off the small road leading to the town center. It won’t be long until we reach Villa Rafaelle, one of my family’s big estates, where everyone’s waiting.

Damn town. Damn Alicia.
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“WELL, WELL, IF IT ISN’T the prodigal son back home,” my father’s deep voice booms through the room the moment I cross the door, and every eye turns to me. It’s all there: the immaculately clean velvet rug, the soft leather armchairs that look like they’ve never been used, and, of course, my perfectly composed family, seated as if the world were exactly as it should be.

They’re laughing at something, as always. Laughter comes easily to them, as if life were one eternal celebration that, apparently, only I’m left out of. My father, with that friendly smile, holds a glass of expensive whiskey. Grigori is already leaning against the wall, with that smirk only he can manage, knowing full well what’s going through my head.

I love my family, but they live like they’re fucking royalty. And in a way, that’s exactly what they are to this town.

“Dad,” I mutter, without the slightest enthusiasm, crossing the room with long strides.

“You’re late, Tommaso,” my sister Catalina says, with that sweet tone only she can use to mask criticism.

My father watches me over the rim of his glass, his eyes narrowed, like he’s trying to decipher something in me that he can’t reach. He’s always done this—that analytical look, as if I’m a business deal to be evaluated.

“And how’s New York?” he asks finally, with a casual air that doesn’t fool me. I know he wished I’d taken over the family business, the cocoa, and not left here to start my own company.

“The same,” I say dryly. “Big, chaotic, and full of things that don’t interest me.”

I hear Grigori laugh softly beside me, and I’m almost ready to shoot him another warning look when Florença interrupts:

“Did you bring me anything? Did you see my messages? I asked for that dress that just came out in the show...”

“It’s in the car,” I reply, and I see her smile and let out a little victorious shriek.

“Thank you!”

Florença is a studious girl, bordering on the ultimate nerd, but the interesting thing about her is that her personality—which anyone would assume to be introspective and calm—couldn’t be further from that. She’s spontaneous, cheerful, and loves fashion, even though she’s obsessed with old things and antique books. She’s a walking contradiction.

“That’s it? You’re not going to give me a hug? That model wasn’t easy to get,” I say, and I see her smile excitedly.

Florença lets out a light laugh and runs toward me, throwing herself into my arms with that infectious energy of hers. She’s much shorter than me, and her thin arms wrap around me as she buries her face in my chest for a few seconds. I smell the sweet floral perfume she always wears and can’t help a small smile. As annoying as everything here can be, Florença has a way of disarming me.

“I knew you’d bring it!” she says, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm as she pulls away. “You’re the best, Tommy!”

Tommy... she’s the only one who still calls me that, and for some reason, I don’t mind it. I give her shoulder a gentle pat and watch her turn around with a wide smile, probably already imagining the dress. As she walks away, I let my gaze drift to Catalina, who remains seated in her armchair with that unshakeable air, like someone who always has everything under control. The two of them are opposites.

“And you? Where’s my hug?” I tease, a crooked smile on my lips.

Catalina raises her eyes at my provocation, her lips curving into a half-smile of amusement. She crosses her legs elegantly, and her assessing gaze cuts through me as if I were the subject of a lecture she just gave. Always controlled, always perfect. She’s always been the most reserved of us, the one who prefers to observe from a distance, controlling every aspect of her life with almost calculated precision.

When she finally comes close, she stops a few inches from me, and our eyes meet. Catalina doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, but what I see in her eyes catches me off guard—there’s longing and affection. I think I’ve neglected my little ones for too many years.

“I thought you weren’t going to ask...” she says, her voice barely a whisper, but it carries a sincerity that makes me realize this is her way of saying she missed me.

Before I can respond, she finally hugs me. It’s a shy hug, but firm, her arms wrapping around me in a way that’s both cautious and warm. I feel her chin rest lightly on my shoulder.

“I missed you, Cat,” I say, and I see her squeeze me a little tighter.

“I missed you too, Tom,” she murmurs quietly against my shoulder, almost as if confessing a secret.

Sixteen and seventeen—those are their ages, and even though Florença and Catalina are grown up, I still see them as two little girls.

“And I don’t get any hugs?” Grigori jokes, and they both make faces at him.

“You come here all the time, Grigori, there’s no time to miss you,” Florença says.

He stares at them and makes a nearly theatrical gesture of fake offense.

“You wound my feelings like that,” he says, and they both laugh.

“Okay, I guess you deserve hugs,” says Cat, and Florença follows suit.

They wrap him in a human sandwich, and the three of them laugh, amused.

As the girls step away from Grigori, I feel a presence approaching. Vittorio, my middle brother, arrives with that confident air he’s always had. His steps are firm, and his smile is wide, as if nothing in the world could shake his self-assurance. He pulls me into a firm embrace, the kind only he can give.

“Welcome back, Tommaso,” he says in his raspy voice, giving me two pats on the back before letting me go.

Right behind him, Emiliano approaches with a restrained smile, hands in the pockets of his dress pants. He’s the youngest of the brothers, but his calm, reserved demeanor has always made him seem older than he really is. Emiliano was never the type to wear his heart on his sleeve, but the way he comes close says enough.

“Tommaso,” he says simply, extending his hand.

I shake it firmly, feeling the bond that has always existed between us.

My brothers I see often, since they all live near me in New York; only the girls stay living in Vale dei Sogni, which means I see them less frequently, only when they come to visit me. It’s unusual to see all the Di Angelis like this, gathered together, and I have to say I missed this... I missed them.
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CHAPTER 7
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Tommaso

“WHY THE HELL DO YOU have to have such a godawful temper?” Florença’s voice slices through the silence, scolding me as I hurl a dart toward the target, focused on the exact spot I want to hit.

“Shut up, you’ll throw off my aim.” I growl without looking away. I feel her frustration behind me when she huffs, but I don’t give a damn. I’m used to my little sister’s futile attempts to talk me out of things. If she thinks a sharp remark is going to make me reconsider, she’s dead wrong.

I throw another dart, straight into the bullseye, with calculated precision. The thud of impact echoes through the room, and for a brief moment, I feel satisfied. But Florença doesn’t give up easy.

“Listen to me, Tom!” She crosses her arms, her whole stance screaming irritation. “What’s the big deal about staying until Christmas? It’s practically here.”

“I’ll take care of what I need to take care of and get the hell out of this city. There’s not a chance in hell I’m sticking around until Christmas.”
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