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By Sasha Wagstaff


Changing Grooms


Wicked Games


Heaven Scent


Recipe for Love




About the Book


Summer in a luxurious Italian villa should be a taste of heaven, shouldn’t it?
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Talented, passionate and notoriously private, Italian chef Rocco Disanti never talks to journalists. So why, when Cassia Marina has just five months to organise her wedding, has he suddenly granted her magazine an exclusive, all-access interview?





Against Cassia’s better judgement, she hands the wedding planning over to her frosty mother-in-law, and flies out to Italy to spend time with Rocco. But Rocco isn’t exactly looking forward to Cassia’s arrival. Persuaded to do the interview to help publicise his business, he has enough on his plate with his fiery girlfriend, wedding-obsessed sister and fiercely protective grandmother. And now it seems as if someone is trying to sabotage his restaurants too…





Cassia’s summer in Sorrento is shaping up to be a recipe for disaster. But could it also be a recipe for love?




For Daisy, the best little sister. And for all other sisters out there who are hopefully friends for life.
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‘What a catastrophe, sir.’ The young police officer looked ashen. ‘I’ve … I’ve never seen anything like this before.’


Umberto nodded gravely in agreement. ‘It is indeed terrible. The whole family, gone.’ Feeling a shiver, he crossed himself. He had seen a landslide once before, but the damage it had caused hadn’t been nearly as devastating as this. ‘It will take a long time to clear this up; we’re going to need to call in officers from nearby towns, maybe even from Naples. We’ll have to secure the area too.’ He swiftly mapped out a list of tasks for his colleague who, glad of something practical to do, raced off to gather teams of staff together.


Umberto picked his way through the debris and grimly shook his head. The landslide had destroyed some good agricultural land as well as a vast lemon grove, but the most tragic outcome was that an entire family had been wiped out. Their house, a humble abode at most, had been destroyed beneath the avalanche of rocks and mud that had tumbled down the hillside without warning.


Perhaps it was for the best in some ways, Umberto thought to himself. He paused and listened, frowning. No, he must have been mistaken. He stepped over a boulder and stopped. There it was again. A pitiful whining sound, like a small animal. Umberto leapt into action. He knew he should wait for his back-up team, especially since the area wasn’t secure, but he didn’t stop to think. Not caring about his own safety, he tore through the piles of rubble, his fingers bleeding as he frenziedly searched. His muscles ached and sweat poured down his face as he made his way through roof tiles, stones and wood. Then he saw him, a small boy, his face pale, streaked with dust and tears.


Umberto reached in and pulled the boy free, letting out a howl of pain as he tore the ligaments in his shoulder. The boy couldn’t have been more than four or five years old and his dark eyes were full of terror. Scooping him up, Umberto staggered to the edge of the rubble and, as his team arrived, he collapsed, clutching the boy. Handing him over to a colleague, he issued strict instructions about his welfare, before succumbing to the attention of the medics.


As his shoulder was treated, Umberto made a decision. The boy should be whisked away before news of his survival spread, to another region … another country even. What kind of life could he have here in Sorrento, with no family and a name synonymous with scandal, with revenge? No, the best thing for the boy would be a new life, away from here and away from everything his family were known for. And then maybe he could start anew, never knowing anything about his former life.


Wincing with pain as he glanced at what was now the Disanti estate, Umberto hoped to God he was doing the right thing.
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‘Torta alla noce e cioccolato,’ Cassia Marini typed, deep in thought as she relived the moment the luscious cake had touched her lips. Her eyes flickered towards the window, but finding herself in something resembling a post-orgasmic haze, she barely noticed the crowds of commuters. She returned to her column.


‘Torta alla noce e cioccolato is a deliciously rich Sicilian cake with nuts and chocolate,’ Cassia typed, letting out a slow, satisfied breath. ‘It has a luscious buttery pastry base that melts in the mouth and a fluffy, vanilla-drenched sponge layer that oozes flavour. But the real surprise is the …’


Oblivious to the early April sunshine dappling the keys of her laptop, Cassia paused and, forgetting how hideously late she was, she recalled, with indescribable pleasure, the heavenly dessert she’d sampled at a new Italian restaurant in Soho the night before. The sumptuous Sicilian cake had been a triumph, a magnificently self-indulgent crescendo to what had already been an exquisitely satisfying build-up. The restaurant had taken the unusual step of allowing her to reproduce the cake recipe for her column and the heady memory of the glorious dessert created the perfect description in Cassia’s mind.


‘The real surprise is the unctuous, wickedly indulgent chocolate sauce layer sandwiched cheekily between the cake and the pie shell … the rich sauce simply oozes decadence and its scrummy, bittersweet taste combination is utterly, utterly sinful. Trust me, readers; this is a sensual experience not to be missed.’


Firing the piece off to her editor, Gena, Cassia wondered where her boss was. Gena had been missing in action all day. Sweeping from meeting to meeting, barking into her phone and appearing only once that afternoon to grab half a biscotti and a slug of double espresso in place of lunch, Gena had sailed by, dropping mysterious hints about a ‘sensationally exciting’ prospect. Cassia was mildly intrigued but she didn’t have time to hang around and wait for Gena to emerge from another marathon meeting, so she started to pack up.


‘You’re working later than normal tonight.’


Cassia looked up. Pete, the colleague who had been after her job since he’d arrived at Scrumptious magazine six months ago, was throwing his jacket on with ill-disguised hostility.


‘I wanted to finish this piece about that new restaurant,’ Cassia said shortly, standing up. She knew Pete didn’t like her; he made jibes about her family background and he was wary of the friendship she had struck up with Gena.


‘Doesn’t your boyfriend mind you constantly putting work before him?’ Pete asked, his smile not reaching his eyes.


‘Finn works pretty long hours himself,’ Cassia snapped, tired of feeling as though she was on a field of combat. ‘He’s working on a particularly complex case at the moment,’ she added, knowing she sounded vague. Finn worked in a City law firm and he’d been plugging away to secure a major promotion for the last few years, but Cassia was never entirely sure exactly what he did, mostly because he didn’t discuss his work much.


‘Yes, but you’re a girl,’ Pete smirked, tossing the chauvinism across the desk with arrogant disregard. ‘With famous parents to boot.’


Cassia bristled. There it was again. Sometimes, she wished she’d used her mother’s surname at work so that no one could accuse her of hanging on to her father’s coat-tails. But then, her mother was even more famous, so Cassia wasn’t sure it would have helped.


Tugging a small, red box out of her desk drawer, she ignored Pete and checked the contents. Inside the satin were Cartier cufflinks she’d had engraved with Finn’s initials entwined with her own, diamonds nestling in the letters. Not the most thrilling of presents but she knew Finn would adore them and she had saved up for ages to buy them – just like her apartment in Pimlico and everything else she owned.


Pete whistled. ‘Fancy,’ he commented.


Guessing she’d probably lowered his opinion of her even further, Cassia grabbed a dress bag from the filing cabinet and headed to the Ladies, not noticing she’d knocked her notepad to the floor. She had worked extremely hard to get where she was, taking various low-level magazine jobs over the years, keeping the identity of her parents hidden and clawing her way up the career ladder. It was only when she moved to Scrumptious magazine a year ago that Gena had made reference to her background, proudly telling the rest of the staff that their new food editor was the daughter of Marco Marini, the well-known food writer and restaurateur. The fact that Cassia’s mother was the famous TV actress Diana Marini-Blake had caused more gasps around the room and an embarrassed Cassia couldn’t help wishing Gena had kept quiet, particularly when it caused the odd staff member to make jealous remarks. Scrumptious was a relatively new publication, jostling for position with the glossily popular Delicious and Olive, but with stunningly vibrant photography, appetising recipes and a fine line in erotically charged food descriptions, it was the food magazine of the moment – largely thanks to Cassia’s sensual writing style. Described as ‘the sexiest food writer in history’, one smitten interviewer who had picked up on Cassia’s marketability had claimed that she made Nigella Lawson sound ‘prudish and prissy’.


Putting Pete out of her mind as she got changed, Cassia threw on a figure-hugging cream dress that had a demure, scooped neckline and a knee-length pencil skirt. Leaving her long, dark hair coiled up on top of her head but pulling a few tendrils down to soften the look, she outlined her eyes with smoky pencil and added three coats of chocolatey mascara. Surveying her reflection in the mirror, Cassia frowned.


Too curvy, she decided critically, smoothing her hands over her ample hips. And the dress a little … conservative, perhaps? Whilst chic, it was feminine and safe, rather than wildly exciting. But then, Cassia thought, hoping the train to Kent was running late as usual, Finn loved her look. Before she’d met him at university eight years or so ago, Cassia had a vague idea she might have been more adventurous in her dress sense and pretty much everything else. I was wild and impulsive once, she thought with a flicker of surprise. What had put a stop to that? Jules’s abrupt change from loving sister to out-of-control teen for one, she supposed, which had put the brakes on her own crazy behaviour. Just occasionally, Cassia harped back to her exhilaratingly crazy youth longingly but she knew Finn would heartily disapprove. And as for his mother …


About to immerse herself in a cloud of spicy Habanita perfume, Cassia paused, remembering that Finn wasn’t keen on the exotic scent. Opting for a more conservative floral, she hurried out of the toilets and bumped into a smirking Pete. Noticing he was holding her notebook aloft, Cassia’s heart sank.


‘“… the luscious sauce simply oozes decadence,”’ he quoted sarcastically, ‘“and its scrummy, bitter-sweet taste sensation is an erotic experience not to be missed.” It’s practically pornographic, Cassia! You do know the magazine is about food, not sex, don’t you?’


Annoyed to find tears pricking at her eyelids, Cassia tried to snatch her notebook out of his hands. ‘I didn’t realise you got your kicks from jerking off over my private notes, Pete.’ She was on edge about seeing Finn’s family but Cassia knew she couldn’t allow someone like Pete to see how much his bullying got to her. ‘You should have said, I’d have written some sexy food speak especially for you. And for your information, most people can see a connection between sex and food.’


Pete turned scarlet. Noticing how sexy she looked in the classy dress, he was appalled to find his groin bulging. Thrusting Cassia’s notebook in front of it, he tried, with some difficulty, to look unconcerned.


‘Enjoy your weekend, Pete,’ Cassia sighed, stepping into the lift. As the doors closed, she sent Finn a quick text to tell him she was on her way and hurried to the station. The text she received back was from Gena, not Finn. It was marked ‘URGENT’, so she called Gena back immediately, only to get her voicemail. She left a message and stepped on to her train. It was Finn’s thirtieth birthday and Pete’s words about putting her job before her boyfriend had struck home. She intended to give Finn her full attention at the party tonight so if Gena called back, she’d answer the call but just quickly, to find out what was going on. Tonight, it was all about Finn, Cassia decided resolutely.


Wiping her hair away from her sweating brow, Jules wondered if she was ever going to be able to get away from the tedious party. The events company she worked for had organised the glittering ball in aid of a well-known, commercially driven animal charity and its rich, snobby patrons were in full attendance. Headed up by the mayor and his wife, the men wore handmade tuxes accessorised by silk paisley handkerchiefs, and the women sported stiffly coiffed hair and frilly pastel frocks. They wore their dusty heirloom diamonds without any sense of irony whatsoever and they clearly had high expectations for the event.


Jules had hopelessly messed up two events that year and she knew she was on borrowed time but she was guiltily aware that her pathetic love life had been preoccupying her of late. Wearing a sedate black dress and with her shoulder-length blond hair tied back in a neat ponytail, Jules couldn’t wait to get away and drown her sorrows. However, she knew she had to pull out all the stops this time so she carefully checked the handwritten notes the mayor’s wife had given her. So far, so good, Jules thought, looking around. She had followed the request for ‘absolutely no balloons, but plenty of fresh-cut flowers, ribbons and chair swathes in the charity’s signature yellows and greens’ to the letter. The food was ‘top notch’, as Finn and Louisa’s father Henry would say. A starter of poached asparagus with quail’s egg Hollandaise and a trendy micro salad – one of Jules’s personal recipes – had been a triumph and it was shortly to be followed by a rare beef Wellington and a splendid baked Alaska studded with sparklers. Jules glanced at a nearby raffle table. Instead of the usual naff microwave ovens and unwanted bottles of sherry, this lot were offering gorgeous Barbados apartments, pretty platinum bracelets and cases of vintage champagne bearing exclusive labels and absurd price tags.


Jules checked her phone again, irritated to discover that the cheating gym instructor hadn’t contacted her, not even with an apologetic crawling text. Feeling sorry for herself, Jules chewed her fingernails, wondering why she had such a talent for picking unscrupulous, unreliable men. She felt a familiar stab of envy for Cassia, who seemed to lead a charmed life. A fantastic job, an incredible apartment in a sought-after part of London (plus a part-share in the apartment she and Finn lived in), and, of course, Finn Sunderland himself. Not Jules’s type remotely, but Finn, handsome in a russet-blond-with-lovely-blue-eyes kind of a way and clearly a devoted, trustworthy guy, was practically the perfect boyfriend.


Watching a stream of waitresses wearing black pinafores over crisp white shirts spiralling out of a nearby doorway bearing steaming plates, Jules sighed and wished she could find a career that made her heart sing the way that Cassia’s clearly did. She frowned as she noticed several guests recoiling as they eyed their plates.


‘Eeeugh!’ shrieked a lady with hair like a bird’s nest. Her hand fluttered to her chest. ‘How could this have happened?’


Another pushed her chair away from the table in disgust. ‘I’m not eating that!’ she cried indignantly.


The mayor’s wife, a regal and rather scary-looking lady in her late sixties, stood up. ‘Who is responsible for this?’ she demanded in a querulous voice.


‘F-for what?’ Jules asked nervously, stepping forward with a sinking stomach.


The mayor’s wife stabbed a finger at the steaming plate in front of her. ‘This. Beef Wellington. Rare beef Wellington,’ she added, turning her nose up. Noticing Jules’s blank expression, she shot her a withering glance. ‘You’re clearly not the person in charge,’ she huffed, ‘but for your information, this was supposed to be a vegetarian dinner. We are an animal charity, after all.’


Jules turned pale. She hadn’t been told it was a vegetarian dinner; she was absolutely certain … she faltered as she spotted a note in the stack on her clipboard. As clear as day was the word ‘VEGETARIAN’, in capitals, underlined for emphasis. Jules swallowed. How on earth could she have missed that?


‘I’m … I’m just going to find out who might have made such a terrible mistake,’ she stammered, backing out of the room in a panic. She didn’t have a clue what to do; rather like event organising, damage limitation wasn’t her forte. Cringing at her cowardice, Jules tore off her black dress to reveal the tiny pink shift dress covered in sequins she was wearing beneath. Hastily handing her notes to a colleague, she explained the mishap and apologised for her early departure.


‘Family duties,’ Jules cited, half honestly. Grabbing her handbag, she swapped her flats for some killer silver heels and headed outside, pleased to find Louisa sitting on a bench. Louisa was Finn’s younger sister; Jules had met her years ago at a family party that Cassia had dragged her along to and they had become such good friends, they now shared a flat.


‘What’s happened?’ Louisa asked, instantly cutting off a phone call. ‘Have you been fired again?’


‘Not yet,’ Jules said edgily. ‘Vegetarian dinner, rare beef Wellington,’ she added by way of explanation.


Louisa suppressed a sigh and hailed a taxi. She knew Jules hated messing up all the time however blasé she might appear on the surface. ‘Come on, let’s get going. My brother is turning thirty and I’m sure Mother has laid on the party of the century for her favourite child.’ She pulled a face.


Jules climbed into the taxi, showing an awful lot of tanned thigh which had the taxi driver craning for a better look. ‘I expect so. Your mother doesn’t exactly hide her favouritism, does she?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘We’ll probably still beat Cassia there. She works later than anyone I know.’


‘She loves her job.’ Louisa shrugged, checking her blond, elfin hair in her compact mirror. ‘You’d do the same if only you could find something you enjoyed doing. I do the odd late night at the gym now too because they want me to head up more classes.’


Jules fell into a glum silence for a moment. Why did she seem to be the only one who couldn’t figure out what to do with herself? She rolled her shoulders, determined not to be a party pooper.


‘So. Who’s going tonight?’


Louisa re-applied her lipstick. ‘Oh, you know. The usual bunch of chinless wonders Finn mixes with at work. And I do believe my unreliable shit of a younger brother is going to be there too, back from a glorious tournament in America, I think. I expect we’ll have to listen to a blow-by-blow account of each racket swipe.’ She arched a brow. ‘But on the plus side, some hot totty in the shape of some hunky tennis pros?’


Jules pulled herself together and prepared to dazzle. Hunky tennis pros sounded like the perfect antidote to her horrible day and she had always had a bit of a crush on Louisa’s brother Dom, even if he was something of a Lothario. Unreliable shits were her speciality, after all, she thought ruefully.


Finn Sunderland straightened his ice-blue tie in bemusement. His mother had gone totally overboard with the party arrangements; in fact, she had surpassed herself, even by her own scarily high standards. Granted, it was his thirtieth birthday, but he certainly hadn’t anticipated the vast marquee bedecked with fairy lights, the live band playing Pachelbel’s Canon at a discreet volume and no less than three caterers attending to the needs of the guests bunched in groups across the lawn. His parents’ enormous garden was studded with dozens of lit torches to throw light across the various winding pathways. The late evening sunshine was still holding out, allowing some warmth in addition to the patio heaters dotted across the neatly clipped grass. The grass tennis courts he and his brother Dom had spent their childhood pounding were tastefully lit up too; new floodlights streamed brightly across the faded grass and crusty white court markings.


Still, Finn thought as he sipped a glass of Veuve Cliquot with a small, ripe strawberry bobbing in it, the unexpectedly dazzling opulence of the party suited his plans perfectly. Not that his mother had any inkling what he had up his sleeve, but really, her timing was perfect. Finn wasn’t quite sure what her reaction would be but he hoped she’d be pleased. And on reflection, why shouldn’t she be?


Smoothing down his russet-blond hair and quickly checking his watch, he wondered what time Cassia might arrive. This was one night he’d prefer her not to be late. Her job at Scrumptious magazine could be very demanding, which wasn’t ideal since his own role at Lovetts & Rose seemed to be taking up more and more of his time.


Maybe things will change in the future, he thought hopefully. Cassia might be devoted to her career right now, but who knew what impact upcoming events might have?


Finn watched his mother, Grace, circulating amongst the guests, ever the polite host. Having abandoned her usual daytime uniform of tweed skirt and silk blouse, she wore a conservative cocktail dress in pale blue with a frilly collar and a flared skirt. Trim and fit with a helmet of silver-blond hair that wouldn’t move in a force nine gale, Finn couldn’t help feeling a rush of affection for his rather severe-looking mother. A keen gardener who belonged to various charitable committees, Grace could appear shrewish and acerbic at times and although she had never openly admitted it, she clearly didn’t think any woman was good enough for her beloved son.


Finn raised his glass to her as she glanced in his direction, making sure she knew how impressed he was by all her efforts with his birthday party. For all her faults, his mother was unquestionably loyal to her family and soft-hearted if one dug deep enough. Clutching Billy, her beloved Jack Russell to her chest, Grace smiled back happily at Finn, bringing to mind the old adage that people were like the dogs they owned. Like Grace, Billy had a tendency to snap at anyone in the vicinity, whereas his father’s golden retriever Fred was amiably happy with an easy-going temperament, just like his owner.


‘Bit over the top, isn’t it?’ said a voice behind Finn. ‘I mean, I know you’re ancient and all that, but I wasn’t expecting all this glitz and glamour.’


Finn turned and shook his brother Dom’s hand warmly. ‘Me neither.’ He grinned. ‘But I guess there have to be some perks to getting old, right?’


Knocked out in an early round at the US Men’s Clay Court Championship in Houston and sporting an enviable tan that his open-necked, white shirt complemented perfectly, Dom was feeling pleased with himself. Not expected to even be noticed at the high-profile tournament, he had managed to impress some important officials with his showy, courageous play. And despite his early exit, he had conducted himself well, especially for a newcomer, Dom thought with some satisfaction.


A professional tennis player with a rather lacklustre CV to date, he had recently found his stride, especially on grass, and he was expected to do well at Wimbledon in a few months’ time. He had clocked up some notable statistics on the junior circuit, as well as earning himself a few wild cards to big events such as Queens and Wimbledon in the past, and had secured himself a new coach; he was all set for the big time on the full, adult circuit. He loved the attention he was receiving from the media, the tennis circuit and most especially from all the beautiful girls who followed the game with slavish devotion, and he was milking his moment for all he was worth.


‘Happy thirtieth, bro.’ Dom raised his drink to Finn and realised both their glasses were empty. He grabbed two more from a passing waitress, who eyed Dom appreciatively.


‘Gosh, she’s pretty,’ Dom murmured absently. ‘Must get her number later.’


Finn smiled. The baby of the family at twenty-two, Dom emanated charisma, was ferociously ambitious and notoriously badly behaved – the total opposite of himself, in fact. Nonetheless, they were incredibly fond of one another. Knowing Dom was not so much spoilt as neglected, Finn tended to cut him some slack. It was hardly Dom’s fault their mother was so besotted with her firstborn that no one else, including Louisa, got a look in.


Dom handed Finn a present he’d hastily bought in the airport, and drained his champagne like a man who had been trapped in a desert for a month. ‘My coach frowns on drinking,’ he explained with a pained expression. ‘I haven’t been able to convince him it improves my game, but I’m absolutely sure it does.’


Finn tugged a silk tie in a shocking shade of pink out of the wrapping paper. It was more Dom’s style than his own but he dutifully removed his traditional-looking blue tie and replaced it with the pink one.


‘Suits you.’ Dom nodded approvingly, wiggling the tie into place. ‘Wow, I really must congratulate Mother on hiring such gorgeous girls this evening,’ he commented, catching sight of another extremely pretty waitress.


Finn eyed his brother affectionately. He didn’t know whether to admire Dom or give him a kick up the backside for his champagne lifestyle and wayward attitude, but as long as his brother was happy and doing well for himself, he wasn’t going to criticise him. Their mother could do that very well without his help, Finn realised.


Buoyed up by his recent success, Dom was about to launch into a speech about his new coach’s expectations for him at Wimbledon but remembering that it was Finn’s birthday, he made an effort to talk about something else. ‘How are things going with Cassia?’


Finn smiled. ‘Very well, actually. We’ve been together for a long time but I think I’ve finally realised how serious I am about her.’ His blue eyes gazed into the distance for a moment. ‘I reckon she’s the one.’


Dom almost laughed out loud. His brother, known for being cautious in the extreme, had being seeing Cassia for what? Eight years? Only Finn could take nearly a decade to decide his girlfriend was ‘the one’.


Not noticing his brother’s amusement, Finn became earnest. ‘I can see a future with Cassia … marriage, children … the works.’


Dom recoiled comically. ‘Stop it; you’ll mention the dreaded word “commitment” in a minute.’ Noticing his brother’s vexed expression, he added hastily, ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, Cassia is beautiful. And intelligent too. If anything, I don’t understand why it’s taken you so long to see how great she is.’


Dom meant it; Cassia was drop-dead gorgeous and one of the classiest women he’d ever met. The only downside with Cassia, in his opinion, was that she was far too sensible. Once or twice he thought he might have spotted something unpredictable behind her nut-brown eyes but it always disappeared so quickly, Dom had come to the conclusion that he must have simply imagined it. Still, if she made his brother happy, Dom didn’t care how sensible Cassia was, and if he was honest, Finn was pretty uptight himself, so they were probably a perfect match.


‘Ignore me, Finn; I’m pleased for you,’ Dom said, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘It’s just that any mention of commitment brings me out in a rash.’ He gave a mock shudder.


Catching sight of Cassia’s dark head moving among the crowd, Finn smiled at Dom. ‘Maybe you’ll meet the right girl one day, Dom, and then you won’t run a mile when she stays for more than one night.’ He paused and an odd expression crossed his face. ‘Excuse me, Dom; I have something to do … join me in the marquee?’


Marching up to Cassia, Finn wrapped his arms around her neck and kissed her. ‘Finally! Where have you been?’ She smelt gorgeous; she was wearing the understated flowery perfume he liked. Finn smoothed a tendril of dark hair out of her face, thinking again how lucky he was.


Cassia smiled, pleased to see him. ‘Sorry, work stuff as usual.’ She was glad Finn wasn’t holding her lateness against her – unlike Grace who had made her disapproval plain by shooting daggers at her from the marquee as soon as she arrived. ‘Happy birthday, by the way,’ she added, grabbing Finn’s lapels. ‘I’ll give you your present later. Not that kind of present.’ She laughed, seeing him raise his eyebrows. ‘Well, maybe, but I have a proper gift as well.’ She stood back and gave him an approving once-over. ‘Great suit … and is that a new tie?’


Finn toyed with it. ‘Dom bought it. It’s a bit flashy, I know, but he’s my baby brother so I put it on.’ Feeling nervous, he cleared his throat. ‘Listen, I have something to say to you …’ Clutching her hand, he ducked inside the marquee with her, making for the stage. Stopping by the microphone, he tapped it self-consciously. ‘Excuse me, everyone, can I have your attention, please?’


Looking out, Finn saw his mother frowning faintly at him, her cool blue eyes questioning. His father, Henry, a jovial man with a rounded stomach and reddish hair that set off his freckles perfectly, raised his glass of red wine in salute. Dom sidled in with one of the waitresses and his sister Louisa arrived arm in arm with Cassia’s younger sister Jules. Finn took a deep breath; there was no time like the present. Then he realised Cassia’s mother, Diana, might not have arrived yet, but now that he was up on the stage, he was caught up in the moment.


‘Ahem … now that I have you all here, I would like to propose a toast. That is … I’d like to propose.’


There was a collective gasp from the watching crowds, the most audible one emanating from Grace. Oblivious, Finn turned and took Cassia’s hand, not even noticing her gaping at him in disbelief. He had thought long and hard about this and he wasn’t about to be deterred from his carefully thought-out plan. Kneeling down, he drew a small, black ring box out of his pocket.


‘You’d make me the happiest man alive if you would agree to marry me,’ Finn said solemnly, looking up at Cassia. He struggled to remember the lines he had written out laboriously over the past few months and he flipped open the ring box to buy himself some time.


‘We’ve been together a long time, Cassia. We’ve supported each other through … er … through thick and thin and I can’t think of anything more wonderful than settling down with you and, ummm, creating a home … with some children … you know, one day.’ Drawing a mid-sized, round diamond set on top of a slim, platinum band out of the ring box, Finn held it up.


Jules’s mouth fell open and she shot a shocked glance at Louisa. Louisa was staring at Finn and Cassia, but she didn’t look upset about her brother’s proposal. Jules turned back to the stage, trying to get a look at the ring. She felt certain that the diamond Finn had chosen would be classic rather than ostentatiously large and that the band probably had a perfectly worded inscription inside. Jules experienced an unpleasant stab of envy. Bloody Cassia, why did she always, always land on her feet? She seemed to be followed around by aggravating fairies that sprinkled magical glitter wherever she trod.


Louisa frowned at Jules, not entirely sure why she looked so deflated. Finn and Cassia had been dating for donkey’s years; their engagement was hardly a big shock. Louisa stole a glance at her mother, realising she looked even more stunned than Jules, her cheeks red and her mouth twisting as though she had swallowed a wasp.


Up on stage and aware that Grace looked thoroughly appalled by the turn of events, Cassia swallowed. Realising she hadn’t said yes to Finn, she turned to him, squeezing his hand as she speedily got her thoughts together. Despite the amount of time she and Finn had been together, she hadn’t seen this coming but knowing Finn as she did, Cassia was sure he had probably spent months, years even, planning the event, from the carat, cut and clarity of the diamond he was holding up to the sweet and, most likely, scripted speech. Spontaneity wasn’t his thing, even if the moment Finn had chosen had seemed like an impulsive one, but that was one of the things Cassia loved about him. Her decision was made in an instant.


‘The answer is … yes,’ she said. Her heart thumped briefly at the enormity of the moment, but she knew she was doing the right thing.


Finn jumped up and clumsily pushed the diamond on to her finger. ‘Does it fit? It does? That’s amazing … I’m so pleased.’ Whispering in her ear, he asked if she fancied getting married that summer. Having thought about proposing for nearly two years now, Finn couldn’t see the point in a long engagement.


Cassia blinked in surprise. Guessing his suggestion had, like everything else, been pondered long and hard, she supposed he had probably already looked into it. Half-expecting him to produce a shortlist of venues, cake-makers and florists, Cassia nodded. ‘Why not?’ She laughed.


Grace stepped forward, pasting a stiff smile on to her face. ‘Finn, Cassia … what … lovely news. I didn’t have a clue this was going to happen.’ She directed this at Finn who grinned back at her amiably, clearly oblivious of his mother’s distress. Henry clambered on to the stage beside Grace and hugged Cassia. ‘Congratulations, darling. I couldn’t be happier.’ Shaking Finn’s hand heartily, Henry drew his son close. ‘Good boy,’ he boomed. ‘She’s a wonderful girl; you know I have a fearful soft spot for her …’


Cassia smiled, wishing Grace was more excited about the news, and then blushed as Dom jumped up next to her and pulled her in for a cheeky kiss.


In the midst of all the cheering and popping champagne corks, someone in an elegant white dress stumbled in tugging a young Hispanic-looking man after her. More than a little tipsy, Diana Marini-Blake, Cassia and Jules’s mother, was in high spirits and she made her late entrance with panache. She was used to being stared at after years of being photographed and lusted after and she shimmied confidently through the crowds, greeting people and introducing her new boyfriend, Angelo. Belatedly, she realised something exciting had just happened. Cassia was on stage being twirled around by Finn who looked rather dishy in a daring pink tie. And she spotted Jules watching them with a scowl.


Diana was struck by how much Jules reminded her of herself at the same age; it was like watching a movie of her younger self back then. The sneer hid a vulnerable heart and, Diana suspected, deep insecurity about never meeting a man who would take care of her. Diana had felt the same way before she had met Marco all those years ago and she longed to reassure Jules that she would find someone special one day. She made a mental note to speak to her later.


Pushing her recently chopped blond bob out of her eyes, Diana swept to the stage, dragging Angelo behind her. Hearing the gasps of recognition as bystanders realised who she was, she relished the theatrical moment.


‘Darlings,’ she cried grandly. ‘I’m only a teensy bit late … what on earth have I missed?’
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Miles away in Sorrento, Italy, Rocco Disanti threw the sheet off his naked body and stood up. Pulling on a pair of tight, black boxer shorts and leaving his tanned chest bare apart from a simple platinum chain with a cross on it, he glanced over his shoulder at Stefania, whose lithe body was stretched out beneath the cream silk bedsheet, her long blond hair spilling artistically across the pillow. Fast asleep, she somehow still managed to look sleek and together, the complete opposite of how she should look after the sexual marathon they’d just enjoyed.


Rocco drank the remains of a glass of champagne he found on his bedside table and winced as he felt his hangover kicking in. The party last night at the family restaurant in Sorrento had been glitzy and drink-fuelled. Held to celebrate more than seventy years in the restaurant business, the party had also been arranged to mark Rocco’s achievements since his grandfather, Nico, the backbone of the family, had passed away. Rocco felt a pang in his heart. He and Nico had been close; everything he had learnt about cooking and the restaurant business came from their tight bond, from the days he had spent watching spellbound as his grandfather created magic in the kitchen, to his adult years when he had soaked up knowledge about the restaurant business like the proverbial sponge.


Rocco wished fervently that his grandfather was still around to guide him; he missed his gentle decisiveness and his infectious enthusiasm. Even as his health deteriorated and his lungs succumbed to emphysema, Nico had remained upbeat, full of ideas for using the Disanti fortune to turn the business into a glamorous chain. Initially only responsible for running and cooking in the Michelin-starred Sorrento restaurant, Rocco had steadfastly devoted himself to his grandfather’s dream, creating glittering sister restaurants in London and Paris, with plans underway for another high-class eaterie in one of the most prominent casino hotels on the Vegas strip. Rocco still wasn’t sure about Vegas as a location for a Disanti restaurant, especially when the emphasis had always been on a classy ambience and fine dining, but his parents had insisted.


Running a distracted hand over his short, conker-brown hair, Rocco wondered if he had taken on too much. But even as he did so, he realised it didn’t matter either way. What choice did he have? The Disanti cooking gene had bypassed his flamboyant mother, Flavia, and along with Rocco’s father Gino, she was far more interested in promoting and developing the Disanti ‘brand’. They were true celebrities, frequently seen on TV shows and doing endless book tours for the coffee-table books Rocco created. He knocked back a couple of headache pills with some flat champagne. His grandmother Sofia always joked that he was the Italian Gordon Ramsay but, despite his admiration for the chef, Rocco didn’t see it. He was a businessman certainly – he had become the reluctant figurehead of the family because of his cooking skills – but he was also extremely private. He was rarely in the kitchen these days and he hardly ever made appearances on television or conducted interviews, despite constant requests and his grandmother insisting his brooding good looks could boost his already A-list presence. Rocco wasn’t interested; he left the celebrity stuff to his polished and ever-ready parents, relying on his professional reputation to carry him rather than courting the media.


He headed into the vast kitchen he’d had built in the converted barn he occupied at the Disanti family home, realising he was starving. The party had started at midday with speeches and an endless flow of vintage champagne. A veritable feast had followed, proudly hosted by his grandmother Sofia, and the table had heaved with wonderful, succulent dishes. As well as a mouth-watering selection of freshly baked breads and colourful, Mediterranean-style salads, there were plates of ravioli al granchio, crab ravioli in a creamy sauce with cayenne, Parmesan veal cutlets that melted in the mouth, a buttery risotto with quail that ran out in minutes and some courgettes baked with aubergines, a favourite of Nico’s.


After some sweet almond cake, figs drenched in grappa and a warm Milanese trifle that had reduced one guest to tears of awe, more champagne had appeared, along with case after case of good Chianti.


Wishing he hadn’t guzzled so much of the fizzy stuff, Rocco grabbed the ingredients for a simple artichoke omelette. Quickly, he sautéed some artichokes in butter, adding cream and seasoning. He beat some fresh eggs with salt and pepper and cooked them in another pan. When the mixture was almost set, he added the artichokes and expertly folded the omelette in half.


Rocco leant up against the kitchen counter and forked the eggs into his mouth as he stared out of the open balcony windows at the view. The Disanti estate sprawled out in front of him, occupying several thousand feet of prime Sorrento land. Strewn with picturesque orange and lemon groves that gave off the most wonderful aroma in season, the estate was dominated by the main house – a veritable castle by Italian standards – and the famous restaurant. Set to one side, the tall, majestic building sat against a backdrop of citrus groves and the creamy terracotta exterior boasted imposing arched windows, a ground-level terrace and a high-level balcony. Bedecked with statues, the balcony allowed diners to enjoy a breathtaking view of the Bay of Naples with Mount Vesuvius in the distance.


Tearing his eyes away, Rocco remembered something and groaned. Earlier in the evening, buoyed up on champagne and success, he had agreed to a favour for the wife of Gianfranco, a close childhood friend who now lived in England. The details were hazy but Rocco vaguely remembered offering an inside glimpse into himself and his business in exchange for invaluable publicity about his new Vegas restaurant. Rocco knew he must have been drunk to agree to such an idea over the phone; the last thing he needed was intrusion into his life when he was so ridiculously busy. Disanti’s Sorrento had recently been damaged in a freak storm and it needed repairing, something Rocco simply had to get on top of.


Still, a promise was a promise, he thought ruefully, finishing his omelette and washing it down with some ice-cold water. He just hoped whoever turned up – remembering the phone call the night before, he assumed it would be a woman – didn’t get under his feet. Rocco adored women with a passion, he thought of them in the same way he did food, sexually, obsessively and with respect, but he had so many demands in his life at the moment, one more might just tip him over the edge.


He seemed to be surrounded by women who relied on him. His grandmother Sofia was apple-cheeked, motherly and caring but since Nico’s death, she had been oddly anxious about some age-old curse she believed had befallen the family and she leant heavily on Rocco for reassurance. Rocco’s teenage sister Aurelia was a beautiful and much-in-demand model who was also fearfully spoilt. An Italian princess in the making, she was due to get married to Dino, the only man Rocco believed could successfully handle his sister, in the summer. And as for his on-off girlfriend Stefania, Rocco mused, he wasn’t sure he could have found himself a more challenging girlfriend. Slinky, capricious and breathtakingly pretty, she thought nothing of turning up out of the blue from Rome and insisting that he drop everything and focus on her.


‘Rocco, are you there?’


Heading to the balcony, Rocco caught sight of his parents, surrounded by designer luggage.


‘We’re off on our tour,’ Flavia trilled, positioning a wide-brimmed straw hat on her dark hair. Wearing a peacock-blue couture dress with high slingbacks, she didn’t look as though she could possibly have given birth to one child, let alone three. She also didn’t look remotely fazed at being confronted by the sight of her hungover son in nothing but his boxers and she gave him a jaunty wave.


‘See you in a few months,’ she added vaguely. Flavia didn’t want to let on to Rocco just how many dates they had committed to throughout Europe to sign their new cookbook and meet fans, especially since their prolonged absence would mean Rocco dealing with the business single-handedly.


Gino waved a tanned hand as he surrendered a bulging suitcase to a member of the family’s press team. ‘Call us if you need anything!’ he said airily, safe in the knowledge that Rocco wouldn’t dream of doing such a thing, even in an emergency.


‘Have a good trip,’ Rocco replied drily, baffled by their obsession with their celebrity lifestyle. He couldn’t think of anything more irritating. As his parents and their entourage of PAs, make-up artists and hairdressers settled inside gleaming black cars, he watched them with a mixture of fondness and exasperation.


‘What’s going on?’ Stefania asked in a silky voice from the balcony doorway. She had clearly just emerged from the bathroom; her make-up was immaculate and she smelt like freshly picked violets, betraying a recent spritz of perfume.


‘Waving my parents off … eating,’ Rocco replied, gesturing to the empty plate on the table. ‘Would you like me to make you something?’


She shook her head, her mane of hair falling across her eyes. ‘No thanks.’


He nodded, unsurprised. Stefania was slim and toned, she ate healthily and exercised often and while she looked good on it, Rocco wished she would allow him to cook for her once in a while. It was one of the few pleasures he had in life now that the business side of things had taken over.


He looked at her, wondering what it was about her that made him keep coming back for more. She was stunning, but he had been out with plenty of attractive girls in his time, so it couldn’t be that. Stefania was bright; despite only being twenty-five, she owned a company in Rome that did PR for various restaurants and bars, but again, Rocco rarely dated airheads. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why he and Stefania had been seeing one another for the past year, just as he couldn’t pinpoint what it was that was stopping him from making a serious commitment to her.


‘Are you … coming back to bed?’ she said, raising doe eyes to his. Her gaze drifted over him; she admired Rocco’s striking looks, from his olive-green eyes with their sooty lashes and his sexy, brooding mouth to his broad, tanned chest and narrow hips in the exceptionally tight shorts …


Rocco hesitated. He really wanted to go and check the storm damage the restaurant had suffered a few days ago, but as Stefania moved from the doorway, her blond hair grazing her pink nipples, he decided he might just have time to tumble her back into bed after all. He scooped her warm, naked body up against his, all thoughts of family commitments and promises to childhood friends forgotten.


Jules cycled furiously. It was Saturday, the day after the party, and she was attending one of Louisa’s punishing spinning classes at the local gym, the perfect way to let off steam.


‘Stand up on the pedals!’ Louisa shouted, standing astride her bike like a sergeant major, albeit one in a hot-pink leotard with a matching headband. Heading up the class in front of a video of Eric Prydz’s’ ‘Call on Me’, which was both cheesy and strangely motivating, Louisa almost appeared to be getting off on her students’ pain as she threw bossy commands at them.


‘And now … CYCLE! Come on, give it everything you’ve got, girls! Do you want a fat bum or a firm little peach like hers?’ Louisa jerked her head at the video screen behind her and showed them all how it was done, clenching her buttocks tightly.


Gritting her teeth as her calves protested, Jules did as she was told and gave it everything. She didn’t want a fat bum. Cassia was the one in danger of developing one of those, Jules thought to herself. She bit her lip, knowing she was being a bitch. It was just that Finn’s birthday party had been a real low point, a disappointing end to a day that had almost resulted in her being jobless as well as single and shat on. Jules knew that was ridiculous, but she couldn’t help feeling peeved at the way the evening had ended, just because it had made her feel so inadequate.


It had started off well: champagne, delicious canapés and a plethora of male talent in the shape of Finn and Dom’s close-knit circle of hunky friends. A mixture of City types and professional tennis players, complete with bulging wallets, biceps or both, they had flirted and danced and promised exotic dates. But just as Jules had been about to choose one of the gorgeous men to wine and dine her after the party, Finn had done the whole down-on-one-knee thing.


Depressed at the injustice of it all, Jules pushed her thighs to screaming point. It was the story of her life, wasn’t it? For Cassia, the universe provided fabulous jobs, to-die-for flats and a romantic late-summer wedding; for Jules, a dead-end career, a flat she rented with Louisa because she couldn’t afford to buy a house when she kept getting fired, and a veritable queue of cheating bastards who would faint at the thought of proposing.


How could their lives have turned out so differently? Jules wondered. Was it really down to a cruel twist of fate that Cassia seemed so blessed while she seemed to constantly struggle? Jules caught her breath as her past threatened to wind her. Agonising memories often caught her unawares like this, creeping up like shadowy ghosts and curling cold fingers around her. Jules squeezed her eyes tightly shut for a moment, trying to push them away. Suddenly aware that the thumping music had ceased, she slumped over the bike.


‘Wow, good workout!’ Barely out of breath, Louisa bounded over. ‘Feeling better?’


Jules nodded, gingerly dismounting. She was fit but the spinning class always left her feeling sweaty and out of breath. She didn’t need to look in a mirror to know her normally rosy cheeks were probably now unattractively scarlet, but that was the least of her worries.


Louisa could see that Jules was feeling low and she wondered if Jules had lost her job after the vegetarian mix-up at the charity event. ‘Did you speak to your boss?’


Jules pushed sweat-stained locks of blond hair out of her eyes. ‘Jan wanted to sack me, I could tell, but I played the “I’ve just been dumped” card and she took pity on me.’


Realising Jules’s mood was probably more to do with Cassia’s engagement news than anything else, Louisa changed tack. ‘I think you need cheering up,’ she announced, handing Jules a bright pink gym towel. ‘We need to go out on the town and we need to meet some new men. There’s this gorgeous guy I’ve been wanting to—’


‘That’s exactly what I need,’ Jules interrupted, her eyes brightening. ‘A distraction, someone to take my mind off things.’


Louisa nodded, digging out her phone. Sometimes she wished Jules wasn’t so self-absorbed when things in her life went wrong because she could hardly get a word in edgeways. When she was happy, Jules was the best person to be around, but when a relationship hit the skids, she really couldn’t do anything but wallow.


‘Right, well, I know any number of eligible men I could hook you up with …’


‘There is one man I have my eye on, actually,’ Jules said, stopping Louisa from speed-dialling every single man in her iPhone. ‘You’d really be doing me a favour if you could set me up with your brother Dom.’


Louisa laughed then stopped. Dom? Jules had to be kidding; Dom was the last person she should be hooking up with. He was a serial shagger who dated models, tennis groupies and the more attractive female players on the circuit and Louisa couldn’t imagine Dom would be into Jules, who, whilst pretty, was incredibly needy; desperate to settle down and be looked after – hence her unnecessary despair at being single at the tender age of twenty-four. Louisa felt that Jules sent out the wrong vibe with her wild, carefree partying – which was why she tended to end up with losers and cheats.


‘Dom is a player,’ she warned Jules, wondering if her friend was on self-destruct at the moment. ‘And not just when it comes to tennis. He’s a bed-hopper with no morals whatsoever. And he’s barely in the country,’ she added, clutching at anything that might deter Jules. ‘Now that his game has finally picked up, his schedule is gruelling.’


Jules looked offended. ‘Oh well, if you don’t think he’d fancy me in a million years,’ she huffed, feeling even more dejected.


Louisa sighed, knowing there was no reasoning with Jules in this mood. ‘Fine, leave it with me, but don’t blame me when it all goes horribly wrong later on, all right?’ Louisa wondered for the umpteenth time what had happened all those years ago to make Jules seem so resentful and down on herself.


Reluctantly sending a text to Dom, Louisa mentally crossed her fingers and hoped Jules might find whatever it was she was searching for soon.


‘More tea, Henry?’ asked Grace, holding up a teapot shaped like a cottage. Looking the epitome of a ‘proper’ housewife with her silver-blond hair styled neatly and wearing a conservative outfit, she stared coolly at the back of The Sunday Times.


‘Don’t mind if I do, darling,’ Henry replied over the top of his newspaper. ‘Is there any cake?’


Grace gave him a withering stare, knowing the newspaper hid a rotund stomach that was just the wrong side of cuddly. ‘No, there isn’t any cake, Henry,’ she commented rather sharply. ‘And even if Cook had been baking today, I’d be telling her to keep it in the kitchen because you really don’t need any more cake.’


Henry flipped his newspaper over and felt his golden retriever Fred flop down warmly on to his feet. ‘No one needs cake, Gracie. It’s a pleasure, not a necessity.’ Reaching down to rub Fred’s silky ears, he sipped his tea, resolving to go into the village tea shop later to track down a slice of his favourite iced coffee sponge. Or maybe Jules might bring him something homemade and delicious, Henry thought hopefully. He had always found it odd that Cassia’s sister was such a fantastic cook; it didn’t fit with her reputation as the consummate party girl.


Grace fiddled with her bone china cup, the jerky movements revealing her inner tension. ‘What do you think about Finn’s proposal, Henry? I still can’t believe he planned it all without telling me. I mean us.’


‘Romantic bugger,’ Henry returned warmly. His affable grin showed just how delighted he was with the turn of events. ‘He’s been planning it for a very long time, by all accounts. Marvellous, wasn’t it?’


Grace gave him a disdainful glance. Her eldest son’s proposal had been far from ‘marvellous’, in her opinion. Priding herself on always knowing what was going on with her children, Finn’s proposal had taken her breath away and Grace detested being caught unawares. She had known he was serious about Cassia; they’d been together for over eight years and that meant something in Finn’s world because he wasn’t the type to lead a woman on or give them false promises. Grace had always known deep down that her eldest son had chosen his partner for life, even if it had taken him a while to get round to making it formal. But she couldn’t help feeling put out that she hadn’t even suspected Finn was about to propose.


Dom was the opposite, of course, Grace thought distastefully. She had always detested the casual way her youngest son paraded his one-night stands in front of them. But Finn was different, he was sensible and loyal which meant his proposal to Cassia had been sincere and their loosely discussed wedding date in September would happen, without fail. Grace felt a moment of guilt as she acknowledged how much her heart sank every time the engagement flitted into her head. More than anything, she wanted her firstborn to be happy, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling that Cassia wasn’t right for Finn.


‘What the matter, Gracie?’ Henry asked, putting The Sunday Times crossword to one side without letting the sigh he felt on the inside show. Having been married for nearly thirty-five years, he had a sixth sense where his wife was concerned. Outwardly, she appeared calm and unruffled in her green tweed skirt and oyster-coloured silk blouse, but Henry knew better. Sensing her disquiet from the opposite side of the table, experience had taught him it was better to give her his attention now, rather than at a later date when she had pondered whatever was bothering her. Henry’s existence became far more challenging when Grace was troubled and, frankly, he preferred an easy life.


Grace met his eyes, cross that he could read her so well. ‘It’s Cassia,’ she confessed. ‘I just don’t think she’s the best person for Finn.’


‘Really?’ Henry’s hazel eyes widened. ‘I think Cassia’s top notch, I really do. She’s beautiful, intelligent and independent. What’s not to love, darling? I personally think Finn’s made an excellent choice.’


‘Oh, Henry!’ Grace snapped in exasperation. ‘It’s about more than looks and brains, it’s about compatibility.’


Henry nodded in agreement, personally believing Finn and Cassia to be superbly well-matched. He really couldn’t understand why Grace seemed to have it in for Cassia, but it had been that way from day one. Secretly, he wondered if his wife resented Cassia’s career – Grace seemed to think all women should be housewives. About to defend Cassia again, he remembered that he only ever got tartly scolded for his troubles, but truthfully, he was intensely fond of her. Whenever they were alone, he and Cassia would chat about fine wines and food and he thought she was the most fabulous girl. Henry couldn’t help thinking no one would be good enough for Finn in Grace’s eyes; historically, she had always given his girlfriends a tough time.


‘I think Jules would be a better match for Finn, as it happens,’ Grace stated, out of the blue.


‘Jules? Cassia’s sister, Jules?’ Henry stared at his wife incredulously. Jules was sweet and lovely-looking, but surely she was the unreliable type? And she could be a bit catty when the mood took her, he thought, remembering a family party where Jules had been overheard commenting disparagingly on the size of Cassia’s hips.


Grace slowly nodded. ‘Jules is the most amazing cook, isn’t she? And she keeps that flat she shares with Louisa as neat as a pin. Louisa is the messy sort, but there are always fresh flowers and clean towels.’


‘And she doesn’t have a particular career to speak of,’ Henry offered, knowing his old-fashioned wife would approve of such a thing. He also noted the unspoken comparison to Cassia; in spite of her foodie background, she was fairly hopeless in the kitchen and she probably didn’t have time to buy flowers and arrange them in vases. Still, Henry was sure Cassia was the right girl for Finn; regardless of her dedication to her career, she patently adored Finn and as far as Henry was concerned, that was all that mattered.


‘Good point,’ Grace said, raising her eyebrows delicately. Knowing that Finn had always thought of Jules as Louisa’s irritating, man-mad friend and that he wouldn’t think of her as suitable girlfriend material, she let go of the wistful idea of them getting together.


‘At least we have a wedding to look forward to,’ Henry said brightly, trying to pep Grace up. ‘Perhaps Cassia might ask you to help out?’


Making a noise similar to a horse snorting, Grace knocked back her tea as though she was drinking a stiff gin and tonic. ‘I think we both know that won’t happen,’ she said, starting to put the tea things back on to the tray.


Henry flipped his newspaper open again, idly wondering if he could sneak off for a round of golf later on.


On Monday morning before work, Cassia watched Finn emerge from the shower. Grinning at the sight of him bare-chested with nothing but a small, white towel slung around his waist, she began to pin her long, dark hair up in a neat chignon.


Chatting to a contact about a possible wedding venue with his mobile tucked under his chin as he punched his well-muscled arms into a crisp, white shirt, Finn winked at her.


‘That’s right … the end of September. Yes, I’m being serious. Why would I joke about such a thing? Nothing? All right, the cancellations list it is then.’ He rolled his eyes at Cassia as he hung up. ‘Honestly, am I speaking Japanese?’ He grappled with his new Cartier cufflinks, surrendering his wrists to her as she stepped in to help. ‘These are amazing, Cass. Thank you.’


She finished fastening them. ‘You’re welcome. Finn … September for the wedding – that’s what? Just five months away.’


Finn looked unfazed. ‘Tons of people get married with a few weeks’ notice, don’t they? I just don’t see the point in waiting when we’ve been together for so long.’


He straightened his tie, deciding not to mention that his job at the law firm was always quiet at that time of year; he didn’t want to appear unromantic. He had no idea why it was quiet then; he was sure legal issues still needed sorting out after the holiday months, but there it was. He had thought long and hard about when they should get married and he was sure he – they – would be doing the right thing by just getting on with it. Now that they were engaged, Finn honestly couldn’t see any reason to drag it out.


Cassia could see his point. They’d spent the weekend together at Finn’s London flat after his proposal, going for long walks, talking about the party and the engagement. But Finn was preoccupied with his job, a topic which had eventually overshadowed all talk of weddings. Involved in a high-profile case he hoped would provide him with the perfect platform to impress his bosses, Finn had confided his fears about not moving up the career ladder, especially now that they were getting married.


Cassia listened and sympathised, but she couldn’t help thinking Finn might be better off accepting that he wasn’t one of life’s movers and shakers. He was hard-working and exceptionally bright but he wasn’t a high-flyer; promotion would most likely come steadily and precisely, the way everything in Finn’s life seemed to materialise.


Fluffing dark pink blusher on to her cheeks, Cassia tried to get her head around the fact that she was getting married soon. If she hadn’t been so focused at work, she was sure she might have picked up on the signs that Finn was about to propose; conversations had taken a more serious turn recently, with plenty of references to marriage and children sprinkled throughout.


She glanced at him. It was a cliché, but he was her rock. He was handsome and funny and considerate, but more importantly, he was reliable, a quality Cassia had always craved in a man. Having seen most of her parents’ friends divorce and remarry with careless regularity, she had always wanted to be with someone she trusted.


‘Do you think your mother is happy about the news?’ she asked, transfixed for a moment as her engagement ring caught the April sunshine streaming through the window. She wasn’t prone to such girly observations but she had to admit that the ring was extremely pretty. Maybe not quite her taste … she preferred antique styles, but it really was lovely.


Finn shrugged his arms into his well-cut, dove-grey suit jacket as he juggled his phone and briefcase. ‘Of course she is. Why wouldn’t she be?’


Cassia was glad Finn had missed Grace’s hostility after his onstage proposal, but a part of her did wish he wasn’t so blind to his mother’s obvious dislike of her. Every time she mentioned it, Finn dismissed her comments immediately, reassuring her that his mother adored her. He did the same thing now, dropping a distracted kiss on to her forehead. Pausing, he looked down at her, putting his hands on her shoulders. ‘And quite right too; you’re perfect for me and she knows that.’


Cassia said nothing, knowing she would sound petty if she went on about Grace’s disapproval of her too much, but she knew she was right to be wary of Finn’s mother. Her own mother had given her some thoughts on the matter once, telling her that mothers of sons could be perfectly normal and lovely, but that some were a ‘type’.


‘Trust me, Cass,’ Diana had said darkly, ‘there are some for whom there will never be a woman good enough for their beloved male offspring.’ She had gone on to describe such women as blinkered, possessive matriarchs who would never sufficiently warm to the woman who would replace them in their son’s lives. Diana had warned Cassia not to bother trying to impress Grace and that she would be better off accepting that she would never measure up.


Realising her mother was wiser than she had given her credit for, Cassia put her future mother-in-law out of her mind. Her thoughts drifted to Jules. Her sister had looked on enviously when Finn had proposed and Cassia had wanted to reassure her that she would meet someone as great as Finn one day. But it wasn’t just about meeting the right man and Cassia knew that.


Years ago, she and Jules had been close – sisters in the truest sense. They had played together happily, laughed at the same things and argued ferociously before making up, hugging and borrowing toys, books, clothes and make-up from one another. Then, around Cassia’s twentieth birthday, it had all gone spectacularly wrong. Overnight, Jules – at the time a lovable, sensitive sixteen year old – had turned into an aggressive, scornful girl, so full of hate, she could no longer bond with the sibling who had sung her praises since birth.


Desperately hurt at Jules’s sudden rejection of her, Cassia, once a hedonistic party girl who lived to have fun and enjoy life, had adopted a new persona of her own. Looking back, she supposed she became level-headed and cautious in an attempt to provide a contrast to the monster Jules had become as she hurled herself into pleasure-seeking and wreaking havoc. Cassia was as bewildered today as she had been back then by the abrupt personality change.


Cassia followed Finn out of the flat and hurried to the station after him.


‘Did you manage to get hold of Gena?’ Finn asked, buying a newspaper from a stand in the station and tucking it under his arm. ‘I was surprised she didn’t make it to the party.’


‘No, I didn’t, but I left her several messages,’ Cassia said with a frown. She’d forgotten about Gena with the whirlwind of the proposal, but Finn was right, she hadn’t made it to the party. Cassia briefly wondered what was going on but guessed she would find out once she got to work.


Finn kissed her firmly, clutching her hand. ‘We’re doing the right thing, aren’t we? Getting married, I mean.’


Cassia smiled up at him. ‘Of course we are. Doing it in five months’ time is a bit crazy, but I agree, what’s the point in waiting?’ As Finn dashed off to get his train, Cassia paused by a stand full of wedding magazines.


What sort of dress would she wear? What colour flowers would she have? Would Jules agree to be bridesmaid?


She allowed herself a few minutes to indulge in fantasies of towering cakes and romantic venues before heading off to catch her train. She hoped she could juggle her wedding plans with her demanding career, but she couldn’t help feeling a warm glow inside every time she caught sight of the ring on her finger. She was getting married! What could be more exciting?


‘Oh, darlings, how am I going to find the perfect outfit in such a short space of time?’


Sitting in the middle of the Fifth Floor Café at Harvey Nichols’ flagship store in Knightsbridge for maximum exposure, Diana was lunching with her agent, Felicity, and two girlfriends. Shunning the more sumptuous restaurant because she liked the rooftop view and the opportunity to mingle with other thespian types, Diana was regaling her friends with details of her daughter’s engagement, leaving out the fact that she had actually missed the vital moment by arriving hideously late with Angelo.


‘Honestly, who gets married five months after the announcement these days?’ she was saying as their yellow fin tuna niçoise salads arrived. ‘I mean, they’ve been together for yonks, what’s the rush? Oooh, there’s Nigel Havers … cooee, Nigel!’


Felicity sipped her kir royale with an ironic smile. ‘Perhaps they’re in love,’ she commented. ‘I remember a couple once who simply couldn’t wait to dash up the aisle after they got engaged.’


Air-kissing Nigel as he left, Diana waved a dismissive hand but looked sheepish. ‘Me and Marco? Oh, that was so long ago, Fliss!’


She paused, lost in memories. Gosh, she’d forgotten how desperate she and Marco had been to get married, but now she thought about it, it had been mere moments after he’d slipped the vintage-style sapphire ring on to her finger that she’d dashed out and bought a gorgeous silk minidress in the palest shade of champagne. They had taken a cancellation at the nearest register office in London a few weeks later and clutching a bunch of faded pink roses wrapped in sopping tissue paper bought from a florist’s stall en route, Diana had married Marco, just as the press had got wind of the scoop. They had stepped outside to hundreds of flashbulbs going off and they had kissed, his head as dark as hers was blond; an iconic image that had been splashed across every newspaper in the country, the photos dug out and reprinted every time something relating to either of them became newsworthy.


Heartbreakingly, the photographs now reminded Diana of Marco’s death. Since his shock exit from life three years ago, journalists had waxed lyrical about his demise, printing his food columns with plenty of reference to the glamorous actress wife he had left behind.


‘Besides that being a veritable lifetime away, we didn’t actually invite anyone else,’ Diana said abruptly, glossing over how emotional she felt as she thought about Marco. He was dead and even though she still loved him, Diana had resolved to bury her guilt and enjoy herself. It was just that, every so often, thoughts of him almost made her come undone. She grabbed her glass with shaky hands.


‘What does that have to do with anything?’ smiled Rachel Ellis-Jones, Diana’s former voice coach.


Diana made a concentrated effort to pull herself together. She had grieved for Marco for a long time – she had grieved for him when he was still alive, if she was honest with herself. But, she reminded herself, she had moved on. She’d had many boyfriends recently, young ones at that. Angelo, her latest, was young enough to be her … well, her son, at the very least.


She realised Rachel was still waiting for an answer. ‘Well, I think the guest list for Finn and Cassia’s wedding will be enormous and that means everyone has to find outfits, doesn’t it?’ Draining her kir royale in one gulp, she leant forward. ‘My daughter is very lucky, you know. Finn is rather hunky, one of those reddish-blonds with the most fabulous blue eyes. A little dull, perhaps … but not everyone craves excitement, of course.’ She paused, catching sight of the faint, blue veins on the back of her hands. She winced. ‘It’s lovely news, but it does make one feel rather … old.’


‘You’re not old,’ scoffed Maggie Silvin, a make-up artist who’d worked on Diana’s upmarket TV sitcom five years ago. ‘I have to use more make-up on the boys on those dance shows than I do on you – not that I’ve made you up for a while,’ she added pointedly.


Diana sighed. ‘No one wants me any more, Mags. I’m at that funny age where I can’t quite play a grandmother – thank God,’ she shuddered dramatically, ‘but no one believes me as a mother figure either, although I can’t imagine why. I am a mother, after all, but perhaps I’m a teeny bit more glamorous than the average?’


Felicity almost choked on a piece of perfectly cooked tuna. Diana was a darn sight more glamorous than the average mother and she knew it, mainly because she spent a fortune looking after herself. Besides which, she simply refused to grow old gracefully. Felicity happened to know that Diana had shaved several years off her official age a decade ago.


Hesitantly, Felicity put her fork down, wondering if now was the right time to broach the subject she’d been meaning to discuss for a while.


‘So sorry to interrupt, but aren’t you Diana Marini-Blake?’


They all looked up as a pleasant-looking man in his forties approached their table.


Diana inclined her head modestly. She knew it was an unusual choice to place her married name before her maiden one, but it worked, so she had kept it that way for years. She smiled up at the man who was staring back at her in awe. ‘I am she, but you’re far too young to remember me, I’m sure!’


‘Not at all,’ he stammered, going pink. ‘I had the biggest crush on you when you were in Power to the People. They used to rerun the show on one of those Sky channels.’ He pulled a business card out of his pocket. ‘Would it be too much of an imposition to ask for an autograph?’


Scrawling her name artistically across the card, Diana was secretly delighted. She had a lot to thank Sky for – their reruns had relaunched her career a few years back and she had been inundated with offers. Felicity had been dancing a jig for a while but the work had dried up now and Diana couldn’t wait to get back to an attention-grabbing acting job. Thankfully, a fortune amassed when she was at her peak, plus an astonishingly large sum of money and property left to her by Marco, kept Diana in the manner to which she had become more than accustomed. She liked to claim poverty, especially when it suited her, but in truth, she was extremely stable, financially speaking. Diana didn’t need to work but she desperately wanted to.


As the fan left, gratefully clutching her autograph, Diana let out a sigh of contentment. Being recognised was such a pleasure, especially when she’d been out of the limelight for so long.


‘You love it, don’t you?’ Felicity said softly as Maggie and Rachel left the table for a gossipy restroom visit. ‘The attention, the adulation.’ She saw that Diana was about to protest defensively and she held up a hand. ‘Oh, I don’t blame you, Dee, not one bit. But it makes me realise how much you must actually miss acting. I mean, being recognised is one thing but doing what you love, that’s priceless, isn’t it?’


Diana nodded, her eyes downcast. Felicity was right. She loved being famous and she adored signing autographs but acting was her real love. After Marco, acting had been the one thing that made her heart skip a beat.


And now she had neither, Diana thought unhappily.


Felicity put her hand out and covered Diana’s. ‘I know, it’s hard. And that’s why I’m talking to you about this part.’ Drawing a script out of the huge handbag she always carried around with her, she placed it carefully on the table. ‘Don’t say no before you’ve read it, please. It’s a play, not a TV part … due to be put on in the West End in a few months’ time. It’s a character part, a good one. It would be the perfect comeback role for you because it’s so challenging, it will show everyone what you’re made of – that you’re capable of so much more than soft glamour roles.’


‘On stage? A character part?’ Diana looked horrified. Deeply offended, she demanded to know more. ‘Is this all you’re being sent for me now, roles where I get to be ugly?’


‘You could never be ugly,’ Felicity said sincerely. ‘It’s not that kind of part. Please read it and see what you think. Don’t judge it until you’ve read it.’


Diana stood up, knowing she was on the brink of tears. ‘I won’t do it, Fliss,’ she mumbled, gathering up her shopping bags, bags that were full of the anti-ageing products and expensive make-up she used to make herself feel better. ‘I … I … just can’t. I’m sorry … charge the lunch to me and say goodbye to the girls for me, would you?’


Diana hurried out of Harvey Nichols, leaving Felicity holding the rejected script. Outside, Diana called Angelo and demanded that he meet her at her flat. She wasn’t above making a booty call or whatever the term was; all that mattered was soothing her wounded ego and feeling desirable again.


‘Sorry we kept missing each other on the phone, but can you see now why I was so desperate to get hold of you?’


Cassia stared at Gena, unable to believe what she had just heard. The travel part of her role as food editor had always been thin on the ground, much to her consternation – until now. And this … this was an opportunity of a lifetime, something that didn’t come along twice and a trip she would be mad to turn down. But the timing was terrible. Cassia stared at Gena’s head of spirally blond curls.


‘Are you absolutely sure we can’t move this to another time?’ she asked, shell-shocked. Gena had never made an exception for her because they were friends but Cassia hoped to God she might do it this once. It appeared not, however.


Gena shook her head emphatically. ‘No way! He’s doing this as a favour to me – well, to my darling hubby, actually. Rocco and Gianfranco go back a long way, you see, but Rocco is, as you’re probably aware, tediously private. He never agrees to things like this and that’s exactly why we need to get in quick and take him up on his offer. It took all weekend to arrange as it was,’ Gena added, looking tired. ‘Phone calls back and forth, discussions about time spans and God knows what else, which is why we didn’t make it to Finn’s party.’ She refrained from adding that Rocco had agreed to the trip whilst under the influence of vintage champagne and good Chianti.


Cassia bit her lip, feeling anticipation rippling through her stomach. She had to do it; she simply had to. But how could she with a wedding to plan?


Gena frowned as she flipped through several messages on her phone before refocusing her attention on Cassia. ‘This whole thing has been worked out around the opening of his Vegas restaurant in September, Cass, so we have to strike now.’ She leant forward. ‘That’s the deal. You get to live and work alongside one of Italy’s most famous chefs, Rocco Disanti – I mean, who wouldn’t want to do that! He’s one of the sexiest chefs around. Arrogant, granted, and most likely a horrendous tyrant in the kitchen, but who cares? And then there’s the rest of his glamorous family. Those fame-hungry parents, the model sister – who’s a spoilt little princess, by the way, but oddly likeable.’ Gena munched distractedly on a biscotti. ‘And there’s the other one, the genial younger brother who dresses like something out of The Godfather. What’s not to love?’


Cassia tried to push down a surge of excitement. ‘How long would I have to go for?’


‘Six to eight weeks max,’ Gena informed her. ‘The idea is that you would write a roving column about the food, the restaurant and, above all, about Rocco, and you could write lots of articles about the area while you were there too. We have the new online magazine which I think will be a brilliant way for you to provide pieces from Sorrento on a weekly basis and I have some wonderful ideas for some special features …’


Cassia listened with half an ear, her mind working overtime. Could she do it? She wanted to, more than anything. She bit her lip, thinking of her father. An orphan who had arrived in England from southern Italy as a child, he had always wanted to look into his background and find out who his real family were. Cassia felt a pang as she realised he wouldn’t be walking her down the aisle.


‘Well?’ Gena sounded impatient. ‘What do you think?’


Cassia forced herself to concentrate. ‘I really want to do it,’ she admitted, feeling guilty about Finn and about their wedding. ‘Not just because the chance to spend time with Rocco Disanti would be incredible, but because I could find out about my father’s Italian heritage.’ She leant forward. ‘Could I do that, do you think? Look into his background, see if I could find out who his family were?’


‘I don’t see why not. Rocco is exceptionally busy so you’re bound to have some free time but with all the work I have planned for you, you might end up being there for a bit longer if you want to go down that route.’


Cassia mulled the idea over. She couldn’t imagine Finn being thrilled about her disappearing to Italy when they were planning their wedding, but the chance to feel reconnected to her father was irresistible. And Finn knew how much her father meant to her.


‘I’d prefer it if it was only the six or eight weeks and I have no idea if I can get Finn on board …’ Cassia breathed out jerkily, not sure she could commit. It was madness, surely? She couldn’t just jet off to Sorrento like this … could she? Cassia wanted to do it so badly, mostly for her father, although she couldn’t deny that the chance to get to know Rocco Disanti was an opportunity no food writer worth their salt would turn down.


One of Italy’s most successful chefs, Rocco Disanti was as well-known for his moodiness as he was for his exquisite food and high-class restaurants. Notoriously private, Rocco was an enigma, a brooding and, some said, sexy man who rarely conducted interviews with anyone, let alone allowed a journalist to live in his family’s home and spend time in his restaurants. Rocco must be a very loyal friend to Gena’s husband.


‘Nice ice,’ Gena commented, nodding at Cassia’s engagement ring. ‘Very Finn, tasteful and classic.’


Cassia smiled. ‘I know. I think he was nervous, you know. He’d planned the whole thing to the letter and then he ended up dragging me on to the stage and blurting out his speech on impulse.’ Her face fell. ‘I really hope he’s going to be all right about me going to Italy.’


‘Of course he will be. Finn worships the ground you walk on, so even if he’s a bit disappointed at first, I’m sure he’ll come round.’ Gena eyed her friend fondly. Despite her conservative appearance, Cassia was a passionate character and her sensual writing style proved it. Gena was absolutely certain Cassia was the right person to get close to Rocco and, delighted as she was about the engagement, she hoped it wouldn’t stop her from making the trip. The alternative was Pete and besides him not looking as sensational as Cassia did, Gena couldn’t imagine his sarcastic style enticing Rocco to open up about his cooking and his restaurants.


‘Well, what do you think?’ she asked, determined to pin Cassia down. ‘This is all about getting to know Rocco the chef and, hey, if you can find out more about your father at the same time, this has to be the best opportunity for you.’


Cassia smiled, knowing Gena would also benefit enormously from her moving to Italy for a few weeks. It would be a serious scoop for Scrumptious magazine to get up close and personal to a chef who had, until now, been loath to talk to any English magazines.


‘I’ll do it,’ she said decisively, standing up. ‘I don’t know how I’ll do it, but count me in.’


‘Really?’ Gena looked ecstatic. ‘That’s brilliant news! This is going to be great for Scrumptious magazine, and for you too, Cassia; I just know it.’ She gesticulated wildly, something she had picked up from her Italian husband. ‘And you can always discuss weddings with Rocco’s sister Aurelia. She’s about to marry that gorgeous Aussie model she’s been dating for the past few years.’


Cassia arched a brow, not sure Aurelia Disanti would want to discuss her dazzling wedding plans with the likes of her.


‘Well, apart from the fact that the trip clashes spectacularly with everything else in my life, this is great,’ she said, allowing herself to feel happy about it for a moment. ‘Thanks, Gena, I really appreciate the opportunity.’


Leaving the room, Cassia’s mind was buzzing. Not only did she have to convince Finn that going to Sorrento for the next few weeks was the ‘best thing that could have happened’, she had to persuade his family – Grace, in particular – that she could still organise a wedding when she was hundreds of miles away.


Cassia gulped. She couldn’t see her prospective mother-in-law supporting this idea, not one little bit. If Grace had thought she was an unsuitable wife for Finn before now, this latest news was bound to tip her over the edge.
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Rocco bent his dark head over the veal dish and inhaled the delicious aromas. Vitello tonnato was an unusual but famous Italian dish which combined meat and fish. The veal, usually topside tied into a sausage shape, should be tenderly poached for a few hours in a seasoned white wine liquor, before being sliced then covered in a tart mayonnaise containing tuna, capers and gherkins.


‘The veal needs to be sliced more thinly,’ Rocco commented, inspecting the meat with a fork. ‘And the sauce …’ He tasted it again, his brow furrowed. He glanced at his watch discreetly; Stefania was heading back to Rome shortly. ‘The sauce is almost there, Antonio, but it needs more capers. And … a little more fresh parsley, perhaps. We might even add a few anchovies as these capers aren’t as salty as our usual ones. But apart from that …’ He kissed his fingertips. ‘Superb, Antonio. That can go on next week’s menu.’


‘Very good, chef.’ Antonio nodded respectfully, withdrawing the dish with obvious relief. Rocco Disanti was a tough boss to work for because his standards were so exacting, but Antonio had never learnt so much in his life. He loved presenting new dishes for the Disanti’s Sorrento menu, but he also dreaded it because he hated disappointing Rocco, who contrary to popular assumption did not lose his temper in a spectacular display of waving arms and rapid-fire abuse. He was more likely to become cold and distant when displeased, an icy withdrawal that Antonio, along with the rest of the restaurant staff who hung on Rocco’s every word with slavish devotion, tried desperately to avoid. Watching Rocco command his team with an almost sexual power, Antonio sighed and wished he had half Rocco’s charisma.


‘More fresh porcini … remember, the risotto must be meaty, and deliciously earthy,’ Rocco said, moving around the kitchen as his olive-green eyes expertly assessed each work station. ‘And make sure the Parmesan is added at the last minute, please, with just a touch of black pepper.’


Silvana, a plain, earnest twenty year old trainee sous-chef who had relocated from Sicily for the chance to work with Rocco, stared at him as though he was a choice dish she couldn’t wait to devour. She blushed and grabbed a handful of porcini and stirred them into the glossy batch of rice.


Rocco, more concerned with the storm damage to the west wing of the main restaurant, didn’t even notice Silvana’s adoration. Mostly affecting the exterior, the storm had caused roof tiles to come down and there were several patches on the walls needing attention.


‘What about the desserts?’ he asked Antonio distractedly. He glanced around the seating area, transfixed, as ever, by its beauty. The sumptuous art deco furnishings made for a sophisticated yet relaxing atmosphere and the wide, sweeping archways, topped with the magnificent frescoed ceiling, were a constant talking point. The lighting greatly affected the overall interior, with natural sunlight giving the restaurant a golden, dappled feel, while the blue-black evening light and soft lamps positioned high up near the ceiling created a romantic, almost starry effect. The outside tables and the ones positioned by the windows were the most sought-after, affording diners awe-inspiring views of the distant coastline.


Antonio cleared his throat. ‘I was thinking of a blood-orange soufflé,’ he said hesitantly, not sure if Rocco would approve of a dessert that was more traditionally associated with France. ‘And we’ve had several requests for pasticcio agli agrume, the meringue pie with the citrus custard. Also, I wondered if an almond rice pudding might be …’


Listening with one ear to Antonio’s descriptions, Rocco wondered where his family were. His grandmother Sofia was in attendance, dressed in black as she had been since her husband Nico died. She was efficiently prepping the evening staff on that night’s menus as well as updating them on any high-profile clientele who had tables booked. Rocco thanked God she liked rolling her sleeves up and mucking in. Still, he did think her enthusiasm seemed to be waning of late. It would be almost undetectable to someone who didn’t know her as well as he did, but he was sure something was up. Her twinkling green eyes had been lacklustre for the past few months and that wasn’t like her.


But where was Raffaelo? Rocco looked round for his younger brother. A big hairy brute of a man with a genial smile and dazzling manners, Raffaelo was in charge of maintenance and security at the restaurant but he often seemed preoccupied, or even absent, despite there being an awful lot to do in order to get the place back to its best. In addition to the outside damage, the storm had also cracked an internal window which needed replacing immediately.


Rocco had offered to train Raffaelo as a chef but his brother had no interest in food, apart from eating it; he preferred to use his hands for manual labour. Rocco often wondered if Raffaelo resented his own success, but he had never detected so much as a hint of jealousy in his brother’s demeanour.


‘Aurelia!’ Rocco yelled, catching sight of his sister skipping through the restaurant with her arms full of glossy magazines. She halted guiltily, realising she couldn’t escape, and Rocco turned to Antonio. ‘The desserts sound good, but the soufflé …’ He paused and Antonio’s mouth twitched with regret.


‘I like it,’ Rocco said unexpectedly. ‘As long as we use semolina and the Moro blood orange, the one from Sicily. It is both bitter and sweet, which will offset the richness of the soufflé and it will give it an authentic Italian flavour. Very good.’ He dismissed his chef with a polite nod and greeted Aurelia curtly.


‘Where have you been? You promised to help out with the promotion of the Vegas restaurant but I haven’t seen you in here for a fortnight.’


Aurelia’s lip curled childishly. ‘Oh, don’t be mean, Rocco, you know I’ve been busy with my modelling.’


Rocco scoffed and tweaked the magazines in her arms, noting that they were nearly all wedding-related. ‘Your absences have nothing to do with your assignments and we both know that. It’s this wedding of yours that’s stopping you from fulfilling your promise.’ He pulled a face. ‘Perhaps you shouldn’t have fired your wedding planner.’


‘Oh, so now it’s the guilt trip?’ Aurelia protested, hands on hips. Her stance was cocky but her trembling lip made her look younger than her nineteen years. ‘That wedding planner was a disgrace, she couldn’t get a thing right and she kept telling me I couldn’t have my dream wedding. Outrageous! And for your information, my modelling career is very demanding. My latest shoot is in the grounds of the estate … Grandmother agreed to it,’ she added hastily, before Rocco could ask. It was partly true; her grandmother had agreed to the idea in principle, provided Rocco was in favour of it, but Aurelia had conveniently forgotten that part of the deal.


Absolutely ravishing with long, dark curls, deceptively innocent-looking green eyes and a mouth the colour of crumpled pink rose petals, Aurelia, being the only girl in the family, was horribly spoilt. Very much used to getting her own way and her mother’s daughter to a T, she thought nothing of pouting, cajoling or turning on the tears to get her own way. On cue, she widened her eyes angelically.


‘Rocco, my favourite brother, I thought you’d be pleased for me. I’m marrying Dino, the love of my life.’ She twirled a dark curl on her finger and gestured to the magazines. ‘Don’t you understand that I want my wedding in Capri to be the most perfect, beautiful day ever? Don’t you realise that the press will be out in full force to take photos and talk about every last detail, from the designers we’re wearing to the colour scheme we choose?’


Grudgingly realising this was probably true because the media treated his beautiful sister like Italian royalty, Rocco nonetheless felt exasperated. It was all very well her focusing on her wedding but who was going to take care of the publicity for the new establishment? He had scant time on his hands as it was and short of hiring someone else, which would take up even more of his time, he had no idea who he could rely on. No one in the family, it appeared – apart from his grandmother, that is, and he couldn’t very well expect her to do more than she already did at her age.


‘I thought you were getting married here, in Sorrento,’ Rocco said with a frown.


She flapped a hand. ‘Yes, yes, we will marry in the Church of St Francis, with a ceremony in the cloister.’ The famous Chiostro Di San Francesco was often used for musical concerts and art exhibitions. ‘But then we will all travel to Capri for the reception.’


Rocco shook his head in wonder. Only Aurelia would want to marry in one location and then ferry her no doubt enormous guest list to an island for the reception.


‘I have a copy of that English magazine you were talking about the other day,’ Aurelia interjected, taking the opportunity to distract Rocco from her unfulfilled promise. ‘Scrumptious, that was the one, wasn’t it?’ She tugged the magazine out of the collection under her arm and handed it over. ‘There’s a picture on page ten of that journalist who might be coming here.’ Aurelia’s expression was openly despairing. ‘She’s rather frumpy, if you ask me, and a little overweight, too.’


Rolling his eyes at the shallow comment, Rocco flipped the magazine open to page ten. He frowned; far from the dowdy, fat girl Aurelia had just described, Cassia Marini was, in fact, rather gorgeous. Not traditionally pretty or stick-thin like Aurelia, but she was unusual-looking and rather exotic – very Italian, in fact. And far from being fat, she was curvaceous, like a movie star from the fifties.


Rocco shrugged. He didn’t care what this journalist looked like; he was more concerned with how on earth he was going to find the time to chat to her and give her ‘inside access’ or whatever he had drunkenly promised Gianfranco and Gena on the phone.


‘Who is that?’ Stefania asked, appearing out of nowhere and coiling herself round Rocco. Leaning over his shoulder, she inhaled his aftershave, wishing she didn’t have to go back to Rome. She glanced at the magazine without real interest before giving Aurelia a brief smile. The two women had little in common and weren’t exactly friends but they were civil to one another, at least.


‘It’s Cassia Marini,’ Rocco informed Stefania. ‘She’s the food writer I mentioned might be joining us here.’


Stefania assessed the photograph critically, her eyes lingering on Cassia’s shapely hips. ‘She clearly enjoys her food a little too much. How long will she be here for? And how much of your time is she going to take up?’


Rocco flipped the magazine shut impatiently. He made allowances for bitchiness when it came to Aurelia because she was his sister as well as being rather immature, but he detested it when Stefania behaved that way. Hiding a smile at Stefani’s obvious possessiveness, Aurelia took advantage of the moment and slipped away.


‘I couldn’t be less interested in her looks, Stefania,’ Rocco commented with a frown. ‘Walk with me to the kitchen,’ he instructed in a chilly voice. ‘I need to check that all the fresh produce orders have been set up.’


Aware that she had annoyed Rocco in some way, Stefania sulkily hurried to keep up with him. She didn’t like the idea of any woman occupying Rocco’s time, even if she was a journalist; Rocco was hard enough to pin down as it was and Stefania had high hopes of convincing him to open a restaurant in Rome once the massive Vegas eaterie was completed.


‘The journalist will be here for no more than a couple of months,’ Rocco said in a more conciliatory tone. ‘She’s been tasked with getting to know the “real me”, whatever that means. Vegas like their chefs to be very visible, very much part of the brand.’ Rocco shrugged. ‘This is the best way for me to publicise myself as the face of the company. And promote the Vegas restaurant. Scrumptious magazine is linked to an American publication and since the online version has been launched, Americans can’t get enough of it. The food writer will then be present for the opening in Vegas to report back on it.’


‘Why don’t you just let her move into your apartment?’ Stefania threw back, her hands on her hips. ‘You’re clearly excited about her arrival.’


Rocco lost patience. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’


Well-known for her temper, she exploded. ‘Ridiculous? I’m being ridiculous? What, because you’re going to let some … some fat English food writer move in here to spend time with you?’ She grabbed the closest thing and hurled it all over him. There was a shocked gasp around the kitchen as the dish crashed to the floor and broke loudly on the tiled floor. Staff gaped at Rocco, who was now covered in Antonio’s veal and tuna dish, mayonnaise and capers sliding greasily down his Armani suit.


Realising she had gone too far, Stefania flounced out of the kitchen before Rocco could react.


His cheek twitching furiously, Rocco took the cloth a dumbfounded Antonio handed him and wiped his suit down. Too professional to show how livid he was in front of his staff, Rocco licked his finger and gave his sous-chef a tight smile.


‘Definitely needs more capers,’ he asserted, heading towards the door.


Once out of the kitchen, Rocco paused, looking down at his ruined suit angrily. Something really had to be done about Stefania; the question was, what? Did he need to end the relationship before it got any further out of hand? Or was the fact that she was the only woman who had interested him for this long a sign that they had a deep enough bond to last?


Rocco had no idea but he did know Stefania was likely to become even more troublesome once the food writer arrived. Letting out a heavy sigh and wishing he could head off on his motorbike to ease his stress levels, he tore off his sauce-stained suit jacket and ditched it in a nearby bin.


‘There you are!’


Finn wrapped his arms round Cassia, struck as ever by how tiny her waist was. Clutching a cake box, she was wearing a sundress in a shade of nondescript beige but the simplicity of the dress couldn’t completely hide her curves. He smiled. He liked her in neutral shades; bright colours offended him. Finn realised he often forgot how staggeringly beautiful Cassia was; he had seen her almost every day for the past eight years they had been together so he guessed he might not always voice his thoughts. Noticing she seemed anxious, Finn forgot to say how great she looked.


‘Don’t worry about my parents,’ he murmured, jerking his head in the direction of the sitting room. ‘They’re thrilled.’ He kissed her nose. ‘I can’t believe we’ll be married soon. It’s crazy, isn’t it? Mother can’t wait to discuss all the plans tonight.’


Cassia kissed Finn back, a feeling of trepidation stealing over her. She had barely seen Finn over the past week and he had been so obsessed with a case at work, she hadn’t had a chance to discuss the secondment to Italy with him. Wearing a smart suit with a tailored shirt, Finn appeared to be still in work mode now, his phone in his hand and his clear blue eyes focused. Cassia wondered if he ever switched off; he always seemed to be thinking about work. His phone rang day and night and unless they were actually in bed, Finn would invariably answer. She couldn’t criticise him for it, however, because she was just as guilty of absorbing herself completely in her career.
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