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Chapter 1


Eli Di Luca walked into his grandmother’s nineteenth-century farmhouse in the foothills above Bella Valley, carrying a case of wine, handpicked for a loving family celebration.

Every light in the house was on, the television was blaring, and six women were standing in the front room holding bottles of water and shouting at the big screen hung on the wall. “Catch it!” they yelled. “Catch it! Catch it! Catchitcatchitcatchit!”

He stopped. He stared.

Nonna’s nurse, Olivia Kelly, so wide-eyed she always looked slightly astonished, stood apart from the group.

“Australian football?” he asked.

Olivia nodded shyly.

What an odd girl she was, part of the group, yet apart.

She reminded him of him.

The football player must have caughtitcaughtitcaughtit , because the other women high-fived one another, then saw him and waved cheerful greetings.

They were fascinating company.

His grandmother, his Nonna, was a young eighty years, stylish, cheerful, and so alive she frightened him with her energy. He’d never seen anything slow her down until almost three weeks ago, when she’d been attacked in her own home. This woman who had raised him, who had tamed the wild fourteen-year-old he had been when he returned from Chile, had been injured in a slow-boiling vendetta that had its roots deep in the past.

For years Eli had dwelled always on the brink of savagery; savagery was bred into him, and in his youth, during those six years when all the world was bleak and lonely, only savagery had kept him alive.

The assault on his grandmother had almost taken him over the edge. If she had been killed . . . the consequences would have made him a fugitive once more, for he would have hunted down the culprit and destroyed him slowly, broken bone by broken bone, until all that was left was consciousness, pain, and understanding of the wrong he had committed.

But Nonna had survived without permanent damage. Her arm was in a cast and she’d suffered a concussion, but she was home now, safe.

And so was Eli . . . for the moment.

In a normal voice, as if she hadn’t just been jumping up and down, Nonna said, “Hello, dear, how was your trip?”

“Interesting.” To put it mildly.

“I love San Francisco. I love the St. Francis. I wish I could have gone with you!” Nonna’s eyes shone.

The venerable St. Francis hotel had survived the 1906 earthquake, World War I and World War II and all the wars after, the roaring twenties and the Depression, protests and prosperity and recession. The loud, joyful, boisterous winegrowers’ tasting and auction had also left the hotel unscathed.

If only Eli could say the same of himself.

The memory of meeting the Italian Tamosso Conte during the event and hearing his outrageous business proposal haunted Eli’s mind and heart.

The plan was absurd, insulting, and . . . tempting beyond all belief.

“Everyone missed you,” he told Nonna. “Everybody asked about you, and asked why I had no beautiful, fascinating lady on my arm.”

She laughed out loud. “You need to find a beautiful, fascinating lady to be your wife. Like Rafe did!”

His brother’s recent marriage had put a sparkle in his grandmother’s eyes and, he feared, would lead to a frenzy of attempted matchmaking.

Matchmaking was the one thing he did not need.

Taking advantage of the break in the action, Nonna’s bodyguard, Bao Le, moved to the window and  looked out. Diminutive, tough, and suspicious, she worked for Rafe, for his security firm, and from the beginning she had taken her job seriously. But a few weeks of caring for Nonna had turned the tables, because Nonna cared for everyone, and now Bao was part of their family.

It always happened. Eli was used to it.

Walking in, he shifted the box of wine to one hip and kissed Nonna’s cheek. “How do you feel? How’s the arm?”

“I feel fine. The cast is so much trouble, but not as much as this damned walker.” Nonna pushed petulantly at the chrome cage around her. “I am thoroughly tired of it.”

Olivia appeared immediately at her side. “The doctor said another couple of weeks, and if there have been no complications from your concussion, you can ditch the walker.”

“I know. I know. The sooner, the better. But I’ve complained enough.” Nonna patted Eli’s cheek. “Did you get a lot of kudos for your wines at the dinner?”

“Pretty much.”

Glowing with pride, Nonna looked around at her friends and relatives. “That’s my boy!”

Brooke laughed. “There, Nonna—you sounded just like an Italian grandmother.”

“And why shouldn’t she?” Brooke’s mom, Kathy Petersson, also stood with the help of a walker, but she was younger, so much younger than Nonna, in her fifties, Eli would guess. With her straight black hair, striking blue eyes, and curvaceous figure, she was an attractive woman. But she suffered from rheumatoid arthritis: It had taken the spring from her step, forced her from her position in the U.S. Air Force and into retirement in Bella Terra. But nothing tamed her fierce, fighting spirit. Now, with Brooke’s marriage to Eli’s brother Rafe, she had gone from Di Luca family friend to honored relative, and from the glow that lit her eyes, Eli suspected she hoped to be a grandmother herself soon.

You two will make beautiful babies together.

He wanted to flinch at the memory of those words.

Who the hell did Tamosso Conte think he was?

Eli answered his own question.

Conte thought—no, knew—he was the man who held all the trumps. But Nonna knew so many people, both here in Bella Valley and back in Italy. Perhaps Eli could shuffle the cards in his favor.

“Have you ever heard of an Italian gentleman named Tamosso Conte?” he asked.

Nonna’s brow knitted. “I don’t think so. Why?”

“I met him at the auction.”

“I know him!” Francesca Pastore was fifty years old, a movie star, the most beautiful woman in Italy, a land renowned for its beautiful women—and she was Rafe’s mother. “He is from Milan, a leather merchant, a self-made man, very rich, very powerful.” She smiled. “Very charming.”

Eli couldn’t believe she was so indulgent to the man he found so direct and despicable. “He’s short.”

Francesca ran an amused gaze up and down Eli’s six-foot-four-inch frame. “Is that how you think women measure charm, Eli Di Luca? If so, you are in for a sad surprise.”

“Lately I’ve had all the sad surprises I can stand,” Eli said. An understatement.

“Tamossa has been married, what? Five times, I think. He loves women. That’s part of his magic.” Francesca ran her hand through her long auburn hair. “You should try showing your love for the women, Eli. Nothing interests a female as much as a man who finds her fascinating.”

He gave Francesca a lazy smile, bending all his charisma on her. “For a man like me, to be surrounded by women is a pleasure none other can surpass.”

“Very good,” Francesca purred, and fluttered her lashes.

Brooke applauded. “Wow. Impressive, Eli. I’ve always said you Di Luca men have raised the art of flirtation to new heights.” She was pretty, smart, and talented, the head concierge of his family’s Bella Terra resort (although in her determination to get away from Rafe, she had resigned . . . That hadn’t worked out as she had planned). Because Brooke was also the first bride for one of the three Di Luca brothers . . . although if Tamosso Conte had his way, not the last.

Still smiling, giving not a hint of his inner turmoil, Eli asked, “This Tamosso Conte—have you ever met his daughter?”

“His daughter?” Francesca lifted her perfectly  arched brows. “He has been married many times, but he has no children.”

Eli knew she was wrong. He’d seen the photo Tamosso had proffered.

The girl—she didn’t look old enough to be called a woman—sat at a cluttered desk smiling at the camera. Her blond hair was twisted on top of her head, held up with a sharpened pencil, and careless wisps fell artlessly around her cheeks. She cradled her chin in her fist—a very determined chin, by the look of it—and peered right at the camera through big brown eyes. She was, as pictured, very pretty.

And all Eli had been able to think was . . . Photo-shop.

Because her father had sagging jowls and a droopy nose, and he wasn’t just short—he sported a workingman’s build, with a barrel chest, broad shoulders, and a rotund gut. With genetics like that, the girl was doomed.

Eli supposed he shouldn’t be so shallow . . . and maybe when he met her, no matter what she looked like, he’d like her.

Maybe when he married her, he’d worship her.

Maybe when pigs could fly, all the chicken would taste like bacon.

“You okay, honey?” Nonna asked. “You look a little ill.”

She saw too much, so he moved the wine box in his arms as if he were growing tired of the weight, and looked around. “Where’s Rafe? Where’s the bridegroom?”

“He’s in the kitchen.” Brooke smirked at him. “Cooking.”

Eli smirked back at her. “Training him right, hm?”

“He complained about the shouting, said that our voices were so high we gave him a headache, but I said if he thought that was going to get him out of sex tonight, he—”

Eli’s sweet little eighty-year-old grandmother, the one who never swore, shouted, “Shit! Did you see that?” She pointed toward the screen.

The women started shouting again.

Eli backed out of the room and headed down the hall for the kitchen. He passed the dining room, passed the one bathroom in the house—when the extended Di Luca family got together, that made for some desperate moments of pounding and pleading—and went into the brightly lit and recently renovated kitchen.

Rafe was layering slices of eggplant with pasta, cheese, and Nonna’s marinara sauce.

Noah was putting chicken fillets on a cooling rack, and that was placed on a cookie sheet that would catch any loose breading, and spraying them with cooking oil.

Both of his brothers had their sleeves rolled up and kitchen towels tucked into their belts. Both wore frowns of concentration.

“Does anyone besides me see the irony of having the women in the living room watching sports while the men cook dinner?” Eli put the case down on the counter and pulled out the first three bottles of wine.

“Shut up and put on your apron.” Noah was the youngest of Gavino’s sons, handsome, charming, and urbane, the manager of the Bella Terra resort and, to all appearances, the most well-adjusted. That was possibly the truth . . . although it didn’t say much.

Eli walked over to him and peered over his shoulder. “What are you doing, man?”

“Rafe is making eggplant Parmesan casserole and I’m making chicken Parmesan.”

“That’s not how you make chicken Parmesan,” Eli said. “And—eggplant Parmesan casserole? What’s wrong with this picture?”

His two brothers turned on him. In unison, they asked, “Do you want to fry the chicken and the eggplant?”

There was only one right answer. “No.”

“Then pour for us and get to work.” Rafe was a military hero who now owned his own security firm. He gave orders well.

Briefly Eli toyed with the idea of taking wine to the ladies first, but decided he wasn’t that much of a gentleman. So he uncorked three different Di Luca varietals, chosen to please each brother’s palate, and while he did Noah said, “I don’t mind cooking, and besides, I couldn’t sit in there and listen to Nonna talk about some guy’s tushie anymore.”

Eli nodded. He could understand that. He poured the wine, put the glasses at his brothers’ elbows, and said, “I’ve got to get the champagne. For, you know, the wedding toast.” He bumped his shoulder against Rafe’s.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Rafe stopped layering the casserole and turned. They bumped chests and hugged; then he did the same with Noah.

Eli supposed they should be civilized and have a wine toast, but they were guys, and somehow the body slam expressed their glee so much better.

After years of never making it work, Rafe and Brooke had finally tied the knot in a runaway marriage to Reno.

Nonna and Kathy wanted a real ceremony in a church, but all Eli could think was—thank God Rafe and Brooke hadn’t waited. Thank God they had snatched at happiness while they could. There had been too much pain in the Di Luca brothers’ lives; it was good to, at last, see one of them find happiness.

Thanks to Tamosso Conte, Eli had a chance for happiness, too, as good a chance as any person who ever tied the knot.

If that was cynical, so be it. He had planned to say “I do” someday.

He had simply never planned to walk down the aisle for money.

“I am proposing a marriage of convenience. Yes. A marriage between two people based on property values arranged between the prospective groom and the bride’s father with an eye to a successful union that provides for the bearing and raising of offspring.”

“You want me to marry your daughter?”

“I’ve researched you, Eli Di Luca, and you are Italian, from a good family, a responsible winemaker. You trusted a  friend. Your accountant stole your money and fled to South America. Now you’re desperate to save your winery. So if you can convince my daughter to wed you, we have a deal. I’ll pay your debts. You give me grandchildren.”

“Grandchildren? With a woman I’ve never met? I don’t even know her name.”

“Chloë Robinson. My daughter’s name is Chloë Robinson.”

Now Eli had a decision to make, and he had to make it . . . soon.




Chapter 2


Noah finished spraying the chicken and opened the oven. He waved his hand inside. “Damn it! I forgot to turn it on.”

His brothers chortled.

“Like you guys could do any better.” Noah shut the oven and flipped the temp to four hundred.

“I turned mine on.” Rafe indicated Nonna’s much-loved second oven.

“If God had meant me to cook he wouldn’t have made me the manager of a resort with a five-star restaurant,” Noah snapped.

“That’s not helping you now.” Eli headed back down the hall to the front door, and as he passed the  front room, the women were groaning—apparently a football player had bruised his tushie.

Kathy was offering to rub it for him.

He shook his head, walked out onto the wide, white-painted front porch, and stopped to take in the view.

Nonna’s house sat on the crest of a hillside, and dated from the late nineteenth century, when Ippolito Di Luca arrived in central California, bought land all around long, narrow Bella Valley, and planted his first acres with the grapes he had brought from the old country. Nonna said Ippolito, a legendary vintner, had nursed his cuttings through the sea voyage from Italy, and within ten years his winemaking talents allowed him to buy this piece of ground. Here he had built this stylish farmhouse with tall ceilings, narrow windows, and ornate trim. Here he had brought his bride. Here they had started the Di Luca dynasty.

Of course, she had brought land and vineyards as her dowry.

So really, this marriage of convenience Eli was contemplating was nothing new. It was practically a family tradition.

Except, of course, the first Di Luca bride knew all the facts. Stories about Allegra Di Luca said that she took pride in providing her share of the income, that she ran the home and the farm while Ippolito created his wines. Would Chloë Robinson be that kind of help to Eli?

Who the hell knew?

“Grandchildren? What if I don’t like her?”

“How could you not like her? She’s American, like you. She’s pretty. She’s young. Twenty-three.”

“For God’s sake, man, I’m thirty-four. Too old for her.”

“She needs a mature man, one to make her decisions for her.”

“Your American daughter is going to let someone make her decisions for her? What does she say about this marriage of convenience?”

“Nothing. She knows nothing. And I would take it badly if you told her.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“She’s stubborn. She rejects every husband I offer her, so you’ll have to be crafty. It won’t be easy. She’s smart, like me, and she has become . . . suspicious.”

“Imagine that.”

“She graduated in the top of her class at Rice University in Houston. She wrote a book. Only twenty-one years old when her first book was published, only twenty-two when it was optioned for a movie.”

“How are her teeth?”

“Good. Strong, white. Also, she’s a virgin.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. She’s twenty-three and . . . Wait. How would you know?”

“I had her investigated, of course.”

For the first time, Eli had felt sympathy for the poor kid. Her traditional Italian father was brokering a deal to marry her off. He didn’t get the joke when Eli asked about her teeth as if she were a horse he was considering for purchase. And Tamosso had investigated her love life.

“A powerful man like you, you want a wife unsullied by another man’s touch.”

Not really. What Eli wanted was to pick his own wife, make sure she was calm, quiet, attractive, desired the same things he did, was willing to support him in his endeavors. . . .

He’d said all that once to Nonna. She’d suggested he buy a yellow Lab.

Women. They stuck together.

But he wanted a helpmate; he sure as hell didn’t need a young prima donna with a career that took her into the limelight.

If only he were willing to ask his family for help.

But when he had taken control of Di Luca Wines, he had sworn he would create a place for himself in this world, in Bella Valley. He had vowed he would elevate the family fortunes—and to his great pride, he had been doing just that.

He had no modesty about his gift for creating wines that sang on the tongue. The gift was God-given, but he had gone to school, worked hard, learned how to cultivate his senses and when to trust his instincts. He was good at what he did. He won awards. His wines always rated at the top of the lists. He was everything Nonna (and Tamosso Conte) believed—one of the world’s finest vintners.

Until his accountant, his friend Owen Slovak, had fled to South America, leaving Eli to discover that the bank account was clean and the taxes were in arrears.  If Eli didn’t lay hands on a small fortune soon, the IRS was going to foreclose on the winery.

What a fool he had been to trust anyone outside of his family. To trust anyone at all . . .

So why not ask his family for help? They would give it willingly and without mockery.

But he couldn’t stand to look in their faces and know he had failed them.

He could not bear to know he had broken his own vow.

Eli gazed at the silver ribbon of the Bella River that wound through the verdant bottomlands, at the plum orchards where falling blossoms swirled like pink snow on the wind, at the grapevines that dug their roots into the tough, shallow soil that rimmed the basin.

From here, he could make out the resort that had carried the family through Prohibition and the Depression and lifted them on a tidal wave of prosperity from the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. The main building was nestled among luxuriant landscaping and the vineyards that he tended so carefully. The town surrounded it, taking sustenance from the tourists and their dollars. North and south, east and west, the long valley was embraced by richly wooded mountains.

His brothers thought Eli loved nothing and no one, but that wasn’t true. Here was the place his heart called home.

He descended the steep steps to the drive and to his  truck, a powerful extended-cab F-250 with a Power Stroke diesel engine, a six-speed manual transmission, and massive tires with tread that chewed up the ground.

He drove it, so Noah said, like an old lady.

Nonna objected, saying she was an old lady and she drove her ’67 Mustang convertible faster than Eli drove his F-250.

Eli didn’t care what they said. He knew what he had under the hood, and he knew he could go anywhere in his truck. If he had to, he could climb a sequoia.

As he pulled the case of champagne out of the backseat, he saw Bao watching him from the window, saw Nonna and Brooke join her and wave enthusiastically. He showed them a bottle and smiled when they stood at attention.

Yes, everyone was ready to celebrate.

This would be a great day . . . if only he weren’t keeping things from his family. If he knew which move to make.

The phone rang in his pocket.

He put the case back in the truck, checked the phone number, and winced.

It was Conte.

Eli’s moment of decision had arrived.




Chapter 3

“I want an answer.” Conte’s Italian accent sounded heavier, more Godfather-esque, on the phone.

The answer was yes, of course. Yes. Eli agreed to Conte’s deal. He had only to say it. Say it!

But Conte had lost his patience. “I had not thought you would be so obstinate about what is really a simple plan. Perhaps I have picked the wrong man. I have an alternative choice, of course. I’ll make him an offer.”

“Wait! No, I . . . want to be sure of the terms.” Eli drew a breath. “You said we would sign a contract and the terms would be clear. I’m to court your daughter, marry her, and you will pay my debt.”

“That’s right.”

“All of my debt.”

“The tax bills the accountant did not pay, the penalties, and the interest, and the United States government will no longer be threatening to foreclose on your winery. Plus I’ll pay whatever bills your accountant left unpaid when he fled to South America. I’ll put you back on your feet, Eli Di Luca, although I will ask that you not trust anyone so blindly ever again. Not even for my grandchildren would I bail you out again.”

“I can promise I’ll never put that much trust in anyone ever again. Despite evidence to the contrary, I’m not the trusting sort.” Eli remembered the photo of Chloë, then recalled Conte’s heavy features. She was an author, ambitious, flighty, probably nuts. She’d have a muse . . . hopefully the muse didn’t want to sleep in the bed between them.

He smiled acidly at his own joke.

Yes, he was receiving the money, but he was binding himself to a woman of unknown character. He was shelling out, too. “When the debt is paid, I’ll once more be in complete control of Di Luca Wines.”

“I don’t want your winery.” Conte seemed to mean it.

Nevertheless, Eli would examine every word of the contract. “How do I convince your daughter that she loves me?”

“I don’t care. You’re a handsome young man. I suggest you feign love for her.”

“You don’t care if I actually love her?” Not that he would, but Conte seemed to dote on her.

“A man who loves a woman is weak.” Conte’s voice was sharply bitter. “Besides, do you want to love? I  would have thought not—after all, your parents were grand lovers, and look what happened when your mother discovered your father was having an affair.”

The guy was ice-cold in his analysis of Eli’s past, Eli’s family, Eli’s prospects.

And he was right. Eli might as well marry this Chloë Robinson. With his parents as an example, he knew he had as good a chance for happiness here as anyone who wed. “No. I don’t want to love. But I don’t intend to have a broken marriage, either.”

“Then make sure she has no reason to stray. She’s only a woman, Eli Di Luca, and you’re a smart man. Treat her like one of your wines, and your marriage will be solid.”

Good advice from a man who had been married so many times.

“All right. It’s a deal. Have your lawyer contact my lawyer. I assume you know who that is?” Since he knew everything else, Eli meant.

“The contracts are already in his office.”

“You bastard.” Conte had never had any doubt he would accept.

“He’ll look them over today. You can sign them tomorrow.” Conte’s businesslike tone changed. “Enjoy your family celebration. They are one of the reasons you won the chance to marry my daughter, Eli Di Luca. Your family . . . they are good people.”

“Yes.” Eli glanced up at the window again.

Nonna stood watching him, wearing a worried expression.

He pantomimed exasperation and sent her a reassuring smile. “My family and I will do everything to make your daughter one of us.”

“Chloë,” Conte said. “Her name is Chloë.”

“I know.”

“Say it.”

Conte was right. This resistance to using her name, as if that would make her real . . . it was stupid. “Chloë. We’ll make Chloë part of our family.”

“Thank you, Eli Di Luca. You’re a man of honor, and I am glad to give my daughter into your keeping.”

Eli shut his phone and stood for a moment breathing. Just breathing.

Good. That was done. Now all he had to do was court the girl.

Not a problem. He knew how to make a woman happy, and this woman was young, easily dazzled, without subtlety. He would turn her head with his attentions.

How very simple this courtship would be.

Picking up the case of champagne, he went around the house again and in the back door. He was pretty proud of how natural he looked and sounded as he stacked the champagne in the refrigerator and said, “Our Italian ancestors—the male ones, anyway—would be horrified at how pussy-whipped we are.”

Noah slid the chicken breasts into the now-hot oven. Turning back to face the kitchen, he said, “Pussy-whipped? You want to talk pussy-whipped? Rafe’s trying to convince Brooke they shouldn’t drive back to Reno and get a divorce.”

“That’s truer than you know.” Clearly Rafe was torn between amusement and terror. “Every once in a while I look at her and she has that I’m-bolting-now expression. Scares me to death.”

“I always thought if you two got together, it would be because she hog-tied you.” Eli could hardly contain his amusement.

“No such luck. She doesn’t trust me yet. There’s too much water under the bridge or over the dam or wherever the hell the water goes.” Stepping back from the casserole, Rafe examined it. “Does that look right to you?”

“It’ll be great,” Noah said.

Rafe opened the second oven and thrust the pan inside, then turned back to his brothers. “Listen—you guys are no spring chickens. You need to get married before you’re too old to get it up.”

Noah laughed.

Eli did not.

Both brothers looked at him in concern.

“I was kidding,” Rafe said, “but if you’re really having trouble getting it up, there are pills that help. Not that I would personally know . . .”

“Eli is the oldest,” Noah said. “Once a guy passes thirty, they say the angle of the dangle points toward the toes. Not that I would personally know . . .”

Eli and Rafe smacked the back of their kid brother’s head, one after the other.

Noah just laughed. He was twenty-eight.

Eli said, “I’ll marry someday”—possibly sooner than  you think—“but I swear it won’t be because I stepped in a big gooshy pile of love.”

“You make it sound like a cow patty.” Rafe leaned against the counter, picked up his wine, and sipped with a smile.

“Call it like you see it.” Eli found himself repeating Conte’s mantra. “A man who loves a woman is weak.”

“Then why get married at all?” Noah picked up the tongs, leaned into his oven, and turned the chicken tenders.

“Family. Children.” Eli was preparing them, trying to ease their shock at the upcoming events. “I can marry and keep a wife happy. She doesn’t need to know—”

“—that you’re dead inside?” Noah didn’t know the truth, not the whole truth, but he was right.

Still, Eli had his reasons. “Have you looked at our father? And our mothers? And the relentless drama and the anguish and screaming and the blood? Dead inside beats the constant, clawing need for overwhelming passion and excitement. Give me a quiet life with a good, obedient woman and I’ll be happy.”

“Obedient?” Noah snorted. “Where will you get this chick? Tell me you’re not going to mail-order a bride from Russia.”

With Chloë in mind, Eli said, “No. I think an Italian girl would be good, though.”

Rafe turned his glass around and around in his hand. “You’ve got a point about the quiet life, and keeping an upper hand and all that, but it’s too late for  me. I’ve been bribing and cajoling Brooke every step of the way. You got anything you want to tell us, Eli?”

“Yeah.” Eli hoisted the case with the rest of the red wine. “I need to take this into the dining room.”

“Set the table while you’re in there!” Noah called.

Eli accepted the task. It kept him out of Rafe’s way until something came along to distract him. Because Rafe was watching Eli as if he heard more than Eli was saying. That was the trouble with having a brother who was in security. He paid attention.

Eli didn’t mind setting the table. It wasn’t as if this were the first time. One of his earliest memories was of proudly helping Nonna polish the heavy silver the first Di Luca bride had brought as part of her dowry. Together he and Nonna had spread a red linen Christmas tablecloth over the battered walnut surface. She displayed the fragile white glass plates behind glass doors, and every Christmas she used them, one at each place, telling him how his great-great-grandmother Adele had collected them during the Depression from soap boxes.

His little mind hadn’t understood that at all, but it didn’t matter, because at Christmas the whole family was together, Nonno and Nonna, his great-aunts and uncles and cousins, and his daddy and mommy were not fighting, and all was right with his world.

In that memory, he must have been three, because after that . . . after that, his mother was in prison and he had a baby brother and a new stepmother, and his father still paid no attention to Eli. Gavino paid attention to his family only when it somehow profited him.

Now Eli opened the drawers in the cabinets that stretched the length of one wall, the cabinets that had been hand-built in the forties by his great-grandfather, and found the blue linen tablecloth with its border of yellow and red morning glories. On his last trip to Italy, he’d picked it out for Nonna, knowing she’d love the colors and treasure the gift because it came from him.

Nonna had that way about her, appreciating every little thing anybody did for her. That was why the house overflowed with everything from a priceless watercolor painted by the once-starving artist Nonna had befriended, to a pile of shiny rocks given to her by her eager grandsons.

Yet one thing was missing: a priceless old bottle of wine, and more than anyone in the family, Eli wanted that bottle. It was not only his heritage; that wine held the taste of the past and held the secrets of their future . . . or perhaps the contents were vinegar.

But if Eli held that bottle, Tamosso Conte would hold no power over him.

Eli rubbed his forehead with both hands.

Foolish thoughts. The bottle had disappeared. It wasn’t his to start with. He needed more than it would bring at auction.

And the mess he was in . . . it was all his. All his.




Chapter 4

“What’s the matter, dear?” Nonna stood in the doorway, Olivia at her elbow, the other women behind them.

The game of Australian football was over, and they were staring—at him.

Desperation aided glib answers. “I was trying to decide which plates to use, Great-grandmother Adele’s American Sweetheart or the ones from Target.”

Clearly scandalized, Nonna said, “The good plates, of course. We’re celebrating Rafe and Brooke’s marriage!”

“But we have to hand-wash them.” His question had been a ploy to distract her, but his despair was real. Hand-washing those plates took hours.

“I’ll do it, Eli,” Nonna said reprovingly.

“No, you won’t, Nonna.” Brooke shot Eli an angry glance. “You can’t get your cast wet. We’ll do it.”

“You’ve been on your feet for too many hours.” Francesca tucked her hand into Nonna’s arm.

“I couldn’t sit down. The game was too exciting!” Nonna’s eyes sparkled as she remembered.

“I couldn’t either, and I’m pooped.” Kathy pushed her walker up the hallway toward the kitchen. “Come and sit down with me.”

Great. Now Eli felt like a heel for inadvertently suggesting his grandmother should wash dishes.

Brooke came in and pushed on his shoulder. “A man’s place is in the kitchen. Let the girls set the table.”

Bao joined her.

Eli lingered, but Brooke knew her way around Nonna’s house—she’d been visiting since junior high—and Bao had been with Nonna as her bodyguard from the first week after the attack. These two moved efficiently to set each place with the perfection Nonna demanded.

So Eli collected Nonna’s cut-crystal champagne flutes and headed into the kitchen.

Francesca was quizzically looking in the oven at the eggplant Parmesan casserole.

Kathy was painfully lowering herself into a chair.

Nonna still stood, almost bouncing on her toes. Company always energized her. “Eli! What kind of champagne did you bring?”

“Just for you, some Frank Family rouge.” Nonna loved her pink champagne.

“You’re a good grandson.” She put out her arm and hugged him. “Thank God I’m off the pain pills.”

“We’ll make sure you don’t drink too much.” Eli laughed at her moue. Nonna knew her wines, but she was a taster—she sipped, nothing more, taking pleasure in the flavors, not the intoxication that followed.

She started to pull the vegetables out of the refrigerator for the salad. Rafe gently bumped her out of the way and took over.

Olivia assembled the vinegar and olive oil for the dressing.

Rafe took the loaf of whole-wheat sourdough, sliced it in half, drizzled it with olive oil, and mashed roasted garlic on top.

Noah started a huge pot of water boiling for the pasta.

“What am I supposed to do?” Nonna asked. “I feel like an old lady standing here while everyone else works.”

“You’ve done for us our whole lives,” Rafe said.

“Let us do for you now.”

“You know us, Nonna,” Noah said. “As soon as that cast is off, we’ll be over here cajoling you to bake us your special chocolate-chip cookies.”

Everyone paused for a moment of reverent silence. Bao walked in. “She makes good chocolate-chip cookies?”

Brooke followed on her heels. “The best chocolate-chip cookies in the world.”

Eli and Noah nodded in unison.

Rafe extended his arm to his new wife and hugged her. “When they’re warm from the oven . . .” he said.

Nonna beamed at them. “All right. You’ve buttered me up. I’ll sit down and let you wait on me.”

“But now we all want cookies,” Kathy said wryly.

“And I cannot have them.” Francesca slid her palms down her slim waist. “I have an audition coming up.”

“You look beautiful, Mom, just like always.” Rafe smiled at her.

She smiled back.

Their rocky relationship seemed to have smoothed out, at least for the moment.

Eli popped the cork on the first bottle of champagne, poured the flutes full, and tapped on the crystal with a spoon. “Who wants a glass of the bubbly instead?”

The champagne toasts lasted only until the food was on the table; then the Di Lucas got down to the serious business of pouring good red wine with their meal. Bao and Olivia sat with the family, were a part of the family, as was anyone who ever dined at Nonna’s. Rafe and Brooke held hands under the table. Noah teased them about sitting in a gooshy pile of love.

When the main course was over, and Brooke carried out the cheese and fruit plate Kathy had assembled at her shop, and the boisterous laughter had been replaced by quiet conversation, Eli took the plunge. “I’m going to have a visitor staying with me.”

Silence fell, a silence so profound and astonished he knew his chances of passing this off as a casual announcement were doomed.

“Who is your guest?” Nonna asked politely.

“A young writer who’s made quite a splash with her first book—”

“So it’s a girl?” Brooke asked.

“Yes, I met her father at the winemakers’ dinner, and he asked—”

“Is she pretty?” Francesca asked.

“Her picture is very nice, and she wants privacy to—”

“So you haven’t met her yet?” Kathy asked.

The women were interrogating him.

His brothers were letting them.

But Rafe and Noah looked as interested as the others.

Even Olivia, for all her silence, appeared fascinated. Cornered by a pack of curious relatives, Eli said, “I haven’t met her, but what’s the big deal? I can have a visitor if I want.”

“You can.” Rafe placed an array of cheese and fruit on Brooke’s plate. “You just never do.”

“You built that new, big house on the hill with four bedrooms, a pool table, and a huge living room. Who have you ever had stay with you? Who?” Noah asked.

Eli was sorry his brothers had joined the conversation. “Someone could stay with me if they wanted.”

“Most people wait for an invitation.” Rafe slid a grape into Brooke’s mouth and smiled.

She blushed.

Wow. Sexual games, right here at the table. Eli wanted to give them a hard time.

But Noah wasn’t finished rattling Eli’s cage. “You won’t even pave the first half mile of driveway. It’s a  washboard. I won’t drive my car up there; I’d tear the mufflers off!”

“I suppose we could all casually drop by some night and announce we’re having a party.” Kathy sounded thoughtful.

“I’d pay to see his face if we did.” Noah grinned at her.

She grinned back.

“Quiet,” Nonna ordered, then turned back to Eli. “What’s her name?”

“Chloë Robinson.”

“We read her!” Bao looked between Nonna and Olivia. “What was that book called?”

“We listened to the audiobook while Nonna was doing rehab,” Olivia said.


“Die Trying. It was a good mystery. It distracted me from the pain,” Nonna said.

“It kept me awake afterward, scared to death.” Olivia turned to Eli. “Have you read her book?”

“Not yet, but it’s a bestseller, so I’m sure it’s—”

“You should read it before you meet her.” Bao sounded bossy and authoritative, a woman who took command as needed.

He had no intention of reading Die Trying or whatever it was called. Bad enough he had to marry the girl, much less torture himself reading some female idea of scary suspense.

“Is she going to stay in the house with you?” Nonna asked.

“No. I’m putting her in the guest cottage.” Eli hoped that would silence most of the curiosity.

After all, he wasn’t giving up his privacy for a woman. Or her muse.

Not yet.

“As soon as you can, bring her to dinner,” Nonna ordered. “I would love to meet my new favorite author.”




Chapter 5


Chloë Robinson looked around at the quiet two-lane road that ran through a remote part of Bella Valley.

She looked at her bug-splattered blue Ford Focus.

She looked at the right front tire, so flat it was resting on the rim.

Damned tire.

Damned deadline.

Lately she blamed everything on her deadline, on being late with her book, on having second-book syndrome. She wouldn’t have driven over the nail if she weren’t distracted by her plot, by being halfway through a book that seemed slow and clunky, weighed down with too many expectations. Her first book had  been written so easily, had been so much fun, and only when it hit the bestseller lists had Chloë realized that if she wanted a career writing books, she’d have to do it again. And again.

Yep. This was definitely the fault of her deadline.

And Eli Di Luca. It was his fault, too.

She sighed.

It was also her own fault. What kind of fool was she to stand in front of her father and proclaim that all she needed to finish this book was a quiet place to write?

She dragged her suitcases out of her trunk, stacked them beside the road, and found the spare, the jack, the tire iron.

Saying she needed a quiet place to write was just an excuse, and a stupid one, too. She didn’t expect him to take her seriously.

But like a pudgy Italian whirlwind, he had come back with the invitation from Eli Di Luca to stay in a guest cottage on his California estate and finish her book.

Papa said Di Luca was a fan.

Papa obviously thought his daughter was a gullible idiot.

She dug the spare out of the trunk and rolled it over onto the dusty shoulder of the road.

One quick trip to the Internet showed her what she already knew—Eli Di Luca was a successful, handsome Italian, exactly the kind of guy her father had been flinging at her.

On the road, a car slowed and stopped.

She tensed, stood, tried to look tall and tough.

A guy, who did not look tall and tough, called, “Looks like you know what you’re doing!”

“I do.” She did. Because eight years ago, when she’d taken driver’s training, her instructor had made her change a tire. She hadn’t done it since. She didn’t know if she could loosen the lug nuts or get the jack to work right. But only a fool would ask a strange man for help....

Not that he was offering. “Do you need me to call someone for you?”

“No, I already called.” Her smile was more a baring of her teeth.

The garage had said they were busy and it would be two hours. The bastards.

She said, “I figured while I was waiting, I might as well give it a try.”

“Power on!” He rolled up his window and drove away.

“Yeah, thanks.” She read the directions in the trunk about how to assemble the jack, and did it . . . on the third try.

She wished she were back in Texas, where some man would stop, swagger over, and tell her to rest her pretty self while he changed her tire. She’d do it, too.

Okay. If she’d had this flat while driving through west Texas, home of tarantulas and dust storms, she would have waited a long time before she even saw a man. But other than Mr. Power On, it wasn’t as if they were coming out of the woodwork in California, either.

Men had their place in the world.

Taking out the garbage.

Opening jars.

Fixing flats.

The irony of having a flat tire here, within two miles of her goal, did not escape her.

What other reason—except being late on her deadline—could explain that kind of bad luck?

The deadline. Second-book syndrome.

And her father.

God help her. She loved him. She really did. He was a great guy. But her mother had warned her: When it came to women, he was a Neanderthal. He thought a woman should be married and producing children, particularly if that woman was his daughter and the children she would bear would be his grandchildren.

He was proud of her. He adored her. But they wanted different goals.

He wanted grandchildren to make up for all the years he’d missed of her life.

She intended to live the life she had worked so hard to make for herself. She did not want a husband he had bribed, begged, or blackmailed to marry her.

She read the directions about how to place the jack, read them three times, knelt in the gravel, and maneuvered it into place. Taking a breath, she started to raise the car.

The way things were going, she’d be lucky if the damned car didn’t slide on this gravel, fall off the  damned jack, and crush her damned hands and at least one damned foot.

Hey! But at least if her fingers were broken, she wouldn’t have to finish the damned book!

That’s the way, Robinson. Look on the bright side.

When her father had given her a plane ticket from Austin to Santa Rosa, she debated telling him no, she wouldn’t go. But she had experience with his match-making schemes. He never gave up, and if she didn’t go to California, somehow Eli Di Luca would find his way to her.

Besides, right now, as Texas simmered under a blistering spring heat, California sounded pretty good. So she’d decided to go . . . but on her own terms.

She’d packed her car and started across country, determined to have an adventure. She’d driven across west Texas, the most godforsaken, desolate stretch of land in the world. She had traversed the deserts of New Mexico and Arizona, gawked at the magnificence of the Grand Canyon, driven through Los Angeles, where the freeway never ended, and onward to the coastline, where she had walked in the sand, played in the ocean, and locked her keys in the car.

That had been embarrassing.

After calling a locksmith and retrieving her keys, she’d stopped in Hollywood at a spa and, um, done something impulsive.

She touched her hair gingerly.

Very impulsive and possibly ill considered.

She’d driven into the Sierra Nevada mountains, through the mighty sequoias and into Yosemite National Park, where she had cried at the epic majesty of that glacial valley. She’d veered into the Central Valley, and found spots as hot and flat and bare as Texas. No tarantulas, though. No sagebrush, either. Just miles and miles of farmland as far as the eye could see. But when she drove into the wine country, the scenery changed. The valleys were narrow and long, the highway crowded. Grapes grew everywhere, beside the road, up on the hillsides. And every five hundred yards was another sign for another winery.

When her GPS instructed her to turn off and take the pass over the mountains and into Bella Valley . . . she’d almost died of terror.
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