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Prologue


With the precision of a surgeon, he sank the screw into the aged cork, curling it around and around; his experience had taught him to go so far and no farther. Then, working meticulously, he eased the cork out of the plain green glass bottle.

Like so many things in life, these matters took planning and attention to detail; anything worth having was worth waiting for.


This was worth waiting for.

Although in this case, he had waited almost too long. . . . He was robust, yes, but not a young man. Still, at last, victory was in his grasp. And the victory, he now knew, would be so much more than he’d ever anticipated.

The wet end of the cork was dyed almost black and when he sniffed it, his nose wrinkled in dismay. This bottle on which he’d spent so much time and money was probably like all the rest he had collected throughout the years—so far past its prime as to be undrinkable. Yet tenderly he poured a few sips into the bottom of the stemmed glass and raised it to the light.

He had hoped to see a rich plum color; instead it was a faded, muddy red.

He swirled the wine in the glass, lifted it to his nose, and sniffed.

Not good. Not good at all. There should be fruit and spice. Instead there was cork taint and vinegar.

Still he persisted, filling his glass, sipping the wine, and rolling it across his tongue.

He shuddered at the taste; his eyes filled with disappointed tears.

Yes, people feared him. Yes, people tiptoed around him. Yes, rumors of treachery swirled around him. But really, he had the heart of an artist, and this . . . this setback almost broke that heart.

Another bottle, so rare as to be legendary, and it was spoiled by age and neglect. With great care, he poured the wine down the drain, watching as the liquid stained the white porcelain a reddish brown.

The phone rang, his second line . . . his secret line. He looked at the caller ID with distaste, but answered it anyway.

“Hey! Listen. There’s news I thought you should hear.” Ah, that voice. Brash, confident, a little too loud, like a cheap wine in a handsome bottle.

Lowering his voice to a whisper, he said, “Tell me.”

“Flores got shot dead.”

“Interesting.” His voice rasped.

“He’s out of the picture.”

“Interesting,” he repeated.

“That’s what happens when you go out of town for your talent.”

“Interesting,” he said again, but what he meant was, Insolent.

“You want me to take over now?”

He played with the cork, crumbling it between his fingers, watching as the old wine and tannins stained his fingers purple and black. And he thought.

He’d never seen his caller. No need. He knew the type, and he knew the details on this specific tool: ambitious, cruel, easily led with money and flattery. Perfect, if not for the prison time—but that was served in a foreign country under an alias, and, should it become necessary, was easily expunged.

At the silence, the tool’s confidence slipped. “I can do it. I promise. I don’t have to move into place. I’m right here on top of the action. You might as well take advantage of that. C’mon. C’mon. Give me a chance.”

There was so much at stake here. His family’s honor, stained as his fingers. And, of course, the promise of wealth that put his current fortune to shame.

He made his decision, and whispered, “Same terms.”

“Yes! Good! I like the terms.”

“Punishment for failure.”

For the first time the tool paused. “Punishment? What kind of punishment?”

“Punishment,” he whispered again.

“Okay. Okay, sure. I’ll do it. No need to worry about punishment. I can do it. When do you want me to start?”

“Now.” He drew the word out, caressing each sound with his husky whisper.

Then he hung up.

He got out a clean glass, pulled out another bottle of wine, and tried again.




Chapter 1

Bella Valley, California

 




As Sarah Di Luca drove along the winding road out of town and back to the home ranch, she heard the whisper of new leaves struggling to be born from the grapevines. The wind that blew through her open window smelled like fresh-turned earth and sunshine on newly mown grass, and the cool air slid around her neck like a luxurious fur. The rows of vivid green vegetation made her smile; another year, another spring, another day. At her age, all of that carried a weight and a joy nothing else could ever replace.

She pulled up to the house, the hundred-ten-year-old homestead that stood on a rise at the far end of  Bella Valley, and climbed out of her Ford Mustang convertible. She’d bought the car new in 1967. The official color was “playboy pink”; her grandsons called it “titty pink.” She laughed, figured boys would be boys, and drove more slowly every year. Reflexes, you know.

Old age was not for sissies.

She and her sisters-in-law said that every time they spoke on the phone. If only it weren’t so true.

She put her purse over one arm, fished her grocery bags out of the passenger seat, and looked up the stairs at the wide, white-painted front porch. The treads were narrow and steep, not up to the current building codes, but when the house was built, there were no codes, only tough immigrants carving out places in the heat of California’s central valleys. This house, with its tall ceilings, narrow windows, ornate trim, and root cellar, had been the epitome of the stylish farmhouse.

Now—Sarah climbed to the porch, dropped her purse and bags before the front door, and sank into the big rocking chair—she looked over the valley that stretched sinuously through the wooded foothills of central California. In the lush bottomlands, robust orchards nestled into the layers of thick soil brought down from the mountains. But up here, on the edges of the valley, jutting black stones, the bones of the earth, broke through and challenged the grapevines planted so precariously in the thin soil. Those tough vines grew the best grapes, and those grapes created the wine that  in the early part of the twentieth century had made the Di Luca name famous.

Then Prohibition arrived, with the revenuers who smashed their wine barrels and destroyed their chance at prosperity.

As Sarah rocked, the floorboard moaned and complained as if it felt the ache in her back and the tremble in her legs.

In 1921, in a desperate venture, the Di Lucas opened the Bella Terra resort, a place for the wealthy from San Francisco, Sacramento, and, in the thirties, from burgeoning Hollywood. There they rested, relaxed, and were pampered. Now the resort stretched like a jewel among the rows of grapes, the cornerstone of the Di Luca family’s wealth and influence.

It made Sarah’s heart swell with pride to see how thoroughly the Di Luca family had sunk their roots into this valley, to know how the famous and affluent flocked to Bella Terra to vacation.

At the same time, she missed the early days when the wine country was rural, quiet, homey.

But that kind of nostalgia was another sign of old age, wasn’t it? Just like this weariness that plagued her after a mere trip to the grocery store.

Trouble was, she couldn’t let the store deliver, and she couldn’t ask one of the kids who worked at the resort to meet her here and carry her groceries in. She’d done that once and her grandsons, all three of them,  had found out within an hour and called to see if she was dying of some dreadful disease.

She was dying, but from old age, and death would take its own sweet time. In fact, these days, eighty wasn’t so old.

She groaned and stretched out her legs.

Of course, it wasn’t so young, either.

But she’d always been an active woman, and she was still in pretty good shape. If only . . . She glared at her shoes, ugly, sturdy things with all the proper supports. Some days, she was in the mood to put on heels and dance.

The bunions had taken care of that.

Still, there was no use complaining. There were people in worse shape, and if she slacked off on going to the grocery store and driving herself to church, her grandsons would soon have her wrapped so tight in protective gauze she’d be good for nothing. With renewed determination, she focused on putting the groceries away before the ice cream and frozen peas melted in the heat.

Pushing herself out of her chair, she gathered her bags, opened the front door, and walked down the dim hall, past the parlor on the left and the bedroom on the right, past the bathroom and the second bedroom, and into the big, old-fashioned kitchen. The appliances were new, state-of-the-art, but when the boys had wanted to do a complete remodel, tear out the counters and the cabinets, change the flowered wallpaper, she’d said no.  Because, of course, they would have wanted her to move to the resort to avoid the mess and fuss.

She visited the resort occasionally: swam in the hotel pool, enjoyed the occasional massage at the spa, visited with the guests. But she knew that a woman of her age couldn’t move out of her house for a month without pining for the peace and quiet of her own company.

The boys said she was isolated.

She told them she was content.

Dropping her purse and her bags on the table, she briefly noted the cellar door was open—odd, she didn’t remember leaving it ajar—and went to the sink. She adjusted the faucet to line up with the center of the sink—she must have been in a real hurry this morning; she usually left it in its proper position—then looked out the window at her yard.

The boys were always fussing about something. They wanted to bring the driveway around to the back door so she didn’t have to tote her groceries so far, but to do that they’d have to pull out the live oak in the backyard.

The wide, long-branched, evergreen oak had been planted in 1902 by the first Mrs. Di Luca the year she married Ippolito Di Luca and moved into the house as his bride.

Like the house, like the valley, like Sarah herself, the tree had survived storms, fires, droughts, years of prosperity, and years of famine to grow old and strong. Its dappled shade had protected generations of Di Lucas  as they played and worked. She wouldn’t have it removed. Not it, nor the rosebushes, now scraggly with age, sent from England in 1940 by young Joseph Di Luca . . . her husband’s cousin. He hadn’t survived that war. Old grief, but still grief. Oh, and not the amaryllis the boys grew in pots every Christmas and then had planted outside . . .

A cool draft wafted across her cheek.

Cold realization struck her.

The cellar door was open.

She turned to look. Yes, it was open, a dark, gaping mouth with a gullet that led to the windowless basement.

Why was the cellar door open?

She had not left it ajar. She knew she hadn’t. She’d raised one son and three active grandsons in this old house, and the entire time, that steep stairway and the cold concrete at the bottom had scared her half to death. One tumble and they would have cracked their little skulls. But she didn’t tell them that. They would have viewed it as a challenge. Instead she told the boys that she kept her wine down there and the bottles needed the dark and the cool temperature to age. They understood. If there was one thing the Di Luca family took seriously, it was wine.

Her wine . . . bottles of wine . . .

Her heart leaped.

She hadn’t left the faucet catawampus, either. She  remembered finishing the dishes, wiping the sink with a damp dish towel, and placing the faucet correctly.

Her blood pressure peaked, a nasty feeling that made her light-headed. With her gaze fixed on that open door, she pushed herself away from the sink.

Someone had been in her house. Might still be in her house.

She looked around. Saw nothing else out of place. Saw no one.

She needed to get out.

Her purse and keys were on the table.

Whoever it was, was gone. Surely they were gone.

She walked briskly, quietly to the table and gathered her stuff.

Amazing how the aches and tiredness vanished under the impetus to get out.

She turned toward the back door, intent on removing herself from the scene. She opened her purse as she walked, fumbled for her cell phone. She glanced down long enough to locate it, heard the cellar door creak. She half turned to see the door swaying.

A man ran toward her, a tire iron in his hand. He swung at her skull.

She flung her arm up.

The bar connected.

Pain, bleak and bitter, exploded through her nerves.

Ramming her from the side, he knocked her into the wall.

Luckily, the plaster beneath the flower-patterned paper was old and it crumbled under the impact of her head. Luckily . . .

 



Sarah woke with the sun shining in her face. For a moment, she couldn’t remember what had happened: why she was on the floor in the kitchen, why she could see through only one eye.

Then she did remember.

An intruder. Get out!

She sat up. Her forearm flopped uselessly at her side. Agony struck her in waves. She wanted to vomit, but she didn’t dare. She was afraid to move. She was afraid to stay. She listened to the house, to the familiar silence, and realized the hot breeze was blowing in her face. Little by little she turned her head to look.

The back door was open.

He was gone.

Slowly, slowly, each inch a new torture, she withered back onto the floor, an old, hurt woman who didn’t want to face what would happen next.

She lay there, eyes closed, fighting the nausea, grappling with the reality of her situation.

If he was still hanging around, she was in trouble. But he could have finished her off while she was unconscious, so probably he’d hit her and left.

She wondered if he had instructions to hurt her, as a warning, or if that had been panic on his part. She hoped it was panic; she hated to think of the state of a  man’s soul when he willingly sabotaged and attacked an old woman.

She hated even worse to think of the man who must have ordered the attack. But then, his soul had been damned years ago.

No matter how much it hurt, she had to get up, get to the phone, call . . . Oh, God, her grandsons were going to have a fit when they heard what had happened.

But she had no choice. There was blood on the floor and she was pretty sure she had a concussion, so gradually she opened her eyes—no, her eye—again.

Huh. By some instinct, she’d managed to hang on to her cell phone. Good job, Sarah.


Squinting at the numbers on the touch screen, she dialed 911 and talked to the dispatcher—a dispatcher who knew her, of course. Almost everybody in Bella Valley did. By the time the conversation was over, Sarah knew she didn’t have to worry about calling the boys. They’d find out through the grapevine. They’d be here in no time.

Instead she went through the painstaking process of making a conference call to her sisters-in-law, one on Far Island and one on the Washington coast.

She didn’t waste time with a greeting. She simply said what needed to be said. “It’s started again.”




Chapter 2


Tradition.

Tradition had governed the Di Luca family for an eternity.

Tradition had governed Bella Valley for one hundred and twenty years.

Until Brooke Petersson moved to Bella Valley, she’d never seen that kind of tradition at work.

Oh, she understood tradition. Until she was eleven, she was an Air Force brat, and if there was one thing the military did well, it was traditions. But family traditions . . . not so much.

Her father, Captain Kenneth Petersson, was a fighter pilot, born in Minnesota, tall, tanned, blond, blue eyed, and broad shouldered, with a mother who made lutefisk and a father who ate it. Brooke had lived with her grandparents while her parents were both deployed to various hot spots in the world, and while she didn’t enjoy that—she was nine; she missed her daddy and mama—she discovered what it meant to be half Swedish. That gave her the sense of having roots, which, since the family moved about once a year, she really didn’t.

But Brooke’s mother, Kathy, was from Oklahoma, straight black hair, striking blue eyes, curvaceous figure, with pale skin that burned unless she was wearing SPF 50. So the next year, when her mother was back from her assignment in the Middle East and the two of them were living on the base in San Antonio, Brooke made a friend who was red-haired and freckled, who sounded like Enya when she sang, and whose parents were from Ireland and spoke with a brogue. The Mc-Brians were Catholic, had six kids and another on the way, and were even poorer than most of the Air Force families. But Brooke ignored their lack of furniture and bare walls and focused on the family, so loud, so vital, so wrapped up in religion and their tales of the Old Country, so unlike her own with its comings and goings and long stretches of loneliness. . . .

So the next time she visited her grandmother in Oklahoma, she asked in a hopeful voice if they were Irish. Her grandmother, a formidable woman who had raised three kids with no help from anybody, turned on Brooke, put her finger in her face, and said, “We’re  not Irish, we’re not Mexican, we’re not French, we’re not any of those nationalities. We’re Americans, and don’t you ever forget it.”

It wasn’t the answer Brooke was looking for, but she wasn’t dumb enough to complain. She shut her mouth and looked for something else to concentrate on—and found it in her parents’ bitter divorce.

That broke every tradition and vow she’d ever imagined.

That had broken her life and her heart.

In Bella Valley, Brooke had quickly learned from the Di Lucas that their kind of family traditions were different. The Di Luca family was American, sure. Ippolito Di Luca had immigrated to California in the late nineteenth century, married an Italian girl whose father owned a swath of land and vineyards in Bella Valley, and every child born to the family since had been born in the United States and spoke English as their native tongue.

But the Di Lucas had hung on to the essence of being Italian. They gestured when they talked. They drank wine. They corresponded with the family in the Old Country. They ate Italian. Northern Italian, to be specific. Not that the Di Lucas never got Chinese takeout or made a turkey for Thanksgiving, but every one of them knew their way around a pot of golden, slowly simmering polenta—and God forbid some well-intentioned fool should mention instant polenta. The Di Lucas flirted. . . . Brooke didn’t understand how flirting could be passed down as an Italian tradition,  but it was. Every one of the Di Luca men and women used charm like a condiment, to bring flavor and pleasure to a relationship.

The Di Luca traditions meant that when they liked someone, they adopted that person into their family. Brooke knew that firsthand; she had been a part of the family almost from her first day in Bella Valley, and no matter what happened in her life, she was still one of them, almost a daughter, completely a friend.

The Di Luca traditions also meant that when someone got hurt, cards, flowers, and phone calls flooded in and the nearest and dearest gathered close.

So when Rafe Di Luca strode through the door into Sarah’s hospital room, Brooke had been expecting him. Waiting for him . . .

But neither knowledge nor foresight could ease the sweet, familiar shock of recognition. That long stride, that stern profile, that carved body displayed so pleasantly in blue denim and black leather . . .

He nodded at his two brothers.

At thirty-four, Eli was the oldest, the tallest, the least likely to shoot off his mouth and get in a fight—and the most likely to win if he did.

At twenty-eight, Noah was three years younger than Rafe, with the Di Luca family head of curly black hair and a pair of green eyes that had turned many women’s heads.

The resemblance between the brothers was strong, but Rafe was the son who looked most like his father— heart-stoppingly handsome—and acted least like him, for the dangers he faced every day were not the fevered imaginings of some scriptwriter, but real and terrifying.

Brooke braced herself for the moment when his heated gaze touched her.

He didn’t seem to notice her sitting in the corner. Didn’t even glance in her direction.

Even so, the room grew smaller, the air warmer and more concentrated, Brooke’s heartbeat slower, stronger, each throb spreading heat and life and pleasure.

So many years had passed since she’d seen him for the first time, on her beginning day of the new school, when he plucked her out of the crowd and summoned her with a jerk of his head, and she giggled like . . . like the prepubescent girl she had been and tagged after him like a love-starved puppy.

Even so many years later, the memory made her wince.

Today, all the Rafe Di Luca charm was bent on his grandmother.

“Raffaello, I have been waiting for you.” A trembling smile broke across Sarah’s face, and she extended her good hand.

Rafe stopped a few feet from the bed and assessed her—the broken arm, the battered face, the IV in her arm—and shook his head with mocking reproval. “Nonna, how many times have I told you not to get in bar fights?”

For the first time since she’d been attacked, Sarah chuckled. “I learned everything I know about getting in trouble from my grandsons.”

He lowered the silver rail and leaned close, put his cheek against hers and closed his eyes. “You scared me half to death,” he murmured.

Sentiment clogged Brooke’s throat.

No matter what she thought of Rafe, she knew his adoration for his grandmother ran deep and true.

As he straightened, he smiled at Sarah. “Now—tell me the truth. Why were you in a bar fight?”

“You should see the other guy.” Sarah smiled back, but no eighty-year-old could have her head bandaged and a cast on her arm without some wear and tear, and the flush of happiness Rafe’s arrival brought quickly faded.

Rafe saw it, of course. He saw everything. Cradling her hand, he turned to his brothers. “What do we know about the perp?”

“Not a damned thing.” Noah bit off his words. “Nonna was unconscious probably a half hour, which gave him plenty of time to get away. We think she arrived right after he broke in—or rather, walked in, since she never locks her doors—”

“Don’t need to,” she said.

Like male versions of the Fates, the three brothers turned in unison and glared at her.

“This proves you do, Nonna,” Rafe said.

She snorted.

Brooke hid a grin.

To Noah, Rafe said, “Go on.”

“We couldn’t see that the perp disturbed anything,” Noah said. “He hid in the cellar, then rushed out, attacked her, and ran away.”

Rafe’s expression became cold interest. “So he was panicked . . . or he was sent there to attack her.”

“Who’s going to attack an elderly woman?” Eli ran the winery. He called himself just a farmer. Yes, maybe. But he had also proved to have the Di Luca way with wines, creating reds that consistently ranked in the top ten percent of the reviews. Neither of the other two Di Luca brothers had the nose, the art, the sensibility, and in the circle of the larger Di Luca family, Eli was venerated.

In this bleak hospital room, of course, he was merely one of the brothers.

“People do all kinds of heinous things for money, for fun.” All too obviously, Rafe knew what he was talking about. “Did you see him, Nonna?”

She shook her head, and winced. “No. Ski mask. But definitely a big man, white, tall, fit, young. Of course, at my age I think everyone’s young.”

“At your height, you think everyone’s tall, too,” Eli said.

“Eliseo, come over here so I can swat you.” But Sarah was smiling again, and when Eli leaned over the other side of the bed, she gave him a mocking sock to the chin.

“Good point, Eli. Was he as tall as me, Nonna?” Rafe asked.

“No.” She sighed. “I’d say six-foot or a little below.”

“Oh, good. That narrows it down to about five thousand guys here in Bella Terra.” Rafe smiled his crooked smile.

Brooke told herself that when he smiled like that, he looked like Novocain was working on one side of his mouth.

But that wasn’t true. Instead, in his jeans and black leather jacket, he resembled a tough, half-amused, world-weary Gerard Butler. She’d seen that expression work magic on women from around the world. She’d felt the impact herself.

She felt it now, and it wasn’t even aimed at her.

“The police said the burglar might be a vagrant,” Noah said.

“Everybody always wants to think it’s a vagrant rather than someone who lives in their nice little town.” Rafe’s cynicism grated on Brooke’s nerves.

And on Sarah’s, for she stirred restlessly, and winced.

He turned to her right away. “Don’t worry, Nonna. We’ll keep you safe. No one’s going to hurt you again.”

At once, Sarah recognized her chance to get her way. “At home. Promise me I can stay at my home.”

The brothers exchanged exasperated, helpless glances.

“Nonna, it would be so much easier if you’d stay at the resort,” Noah said.

“Or with me. You know you love my house.” Eli  had finished his new home on Gunfighter Ridge overlooking the glimmer of Bella Creek. “I’ve got a guest cottage. You can be alone as much as you like.”

“In my own house,” Sarah said stubbornly, but her voice trembled and a single tear slid down the soft wrinkled cheek.

Sarah never cried, and that one tear broke the guys.

“I’ll keep you safe in your house,” Rafe promised.

“I know. I trust you.” She smiled, but her lips trembled. “I’m not afraid for myself. But if something happened to one of my boys, I couldn’t live with myself.”

Real amusement lit Rafe’s face. “I’ll take care of my feeble brothers.”

“Yeah, Nonna, Rafe’ll take care of us.” Eli used sarcasm like a weapon. “Nothing can happen to him. As long as the mugger hits him on the head, Rafe’ll be fine.”

“They have knives. They have guns,” Sarah said fretfully. “Even after all these years, he’s so angry. . . .”

Brooke came slowly to her feet.

The brothers all leaned forward, intent on their grandmother’s face.

“Who, Nonna?” Rafe’s voice was the soft rasp of velvet. “Who are you afraid of?”

“What?” Sarah looked puzzled. “I’m not afraid of anybody. I just want you to be careful.”

The brothers exchanged glances, and nodded.  Brooke could almost see the communication between them—Later.

“I’m going to have to have someone stay with you,” Rafe said firmly.

“Someone’s going to have to stay with her anyway,” Noah said. “That concussion—”

Sarah broke in. “The arm hurts worse than anything.”

“I’ll take care of security for you, Nonna. I need to talk to someone who knows a lot of people, and for that, Brooke will help me. Won’t you, Brooke?” For the first time, he turned his head, the deliberate motion of a predator viewing its prey.

Of course. The man was in the security business. He cased a room as soon as he walked in.

He had always known she was there. He had known she was observing him. And the iciness in his eyes made her want to cower.

But she didn’t. She knew men like him, men who stayed at the resort for rest and relaxation, who carried with them a chill that froze the marrow in her bones. It was her policy to never, ever let them know how much they scared her.

And Rafe scared her more than any of them.

Because no matter how much she hated it, he still made her want him.




Chapter 3


Brooke walked to the bedside and did the one thing the guys were afraid to do—she stroked Sarah’s head, smiled into her eyes. “I’m going to help Rafe find the person who did this, and bring him to justice. You know I can do it, too.”

Sarah relaxed and looked like the Sarah they all knew: kind, happy, optimistic. She smiled back at Brooke. “I know. I have absolute faith in you.” She turned to Rafe. “You, too, dear. All of you boys are so good to me. The best children . . . I don’t deserve you. . . .” Tears welled again.

Brooke turned on the grandsons. “Sarah’s had enough. Why don’t we leave her alone so she can rest?”

It wasn’t really a suggestion, but an order, and the guys weren’t about to argue. They had those looks on their faces, the panicked expressions men got when they recognized the onset of a tearful storm.

They nodded, backed toward the door, and exited in a rush.

Brooke leaned over the bed and pushed the call button. “We’ll ask the nurse for your pain medication.”

With her good hand, Sarah caught Brooke’s arm. “It’s my fault you have to do this. I’m sorry.”

“You mean work with Rafe?” Brooke smiled and shook her head. “What happened, happened a lot of years ago. It’s not important anymore. And anyway, it’s no more your fault for getting hit than it’s mine for becoming the resort concierge. Neither one of us could foresee these kinds of events, could we?”

Sarah’s eyes went out of focus, dreamy and sad. “Not foresee, but I always thought . . . feared . . . it wasn’t over.”

Brooke hit the call button again, harder. “What do you mean? What wasn’t over?”

“The feuds drag on and on, one generation to the next. . . .” Sarah’s sad voice petered out.

“Nonna?” Brooke leaned close to see if she was breathing.

The nurse, Kayla Garcia—she and Brooke had gone to high school together—huffed as she came through the door. “I came as quickly as I could. What’s the problem?”

Brooke straightened. “She’s in a lot of pain, but . . . she was talking and not making sense.”

Kayla, short and plump and kindhearted, shed her irritation. Leaning over Sarah, she used that professional nurse voice to ask, “Mrs. Di Luca, how are you feeling?”

Sarah focused on her face. “Fine. Why?”

“Brooke thinks you’d like your pain meds,” Kayla said.

“I would, yes. I’d like to sleep, but I’m uncomfortable.”

Kayla glanced at the chart. “Then let’s do it.” She added the meds to the IV, glanced toward the closed door, and her eyes shone with the gleam women always got around the Di Luca men. “Was that Rafe Di Luca I saw?”

“Yes. All the brothers are here now.”

“I’m surprised you had room to breathe with all those broad male shoulders in here.”

Brooke grinned. “They are a little overwhelming. But nice guys.”

“As long as they get their own way.” Kayla checked Sarah’s pulse and ran her blood pressure.

“All men are like that,” Sarah said, her voice slurred from the drugs.

Kayla and Brooke laughed, and watched Sarah fall asleep.

Kayla nodded. “Sleep’s the best thing for her.” She looked up at Brooke. “She’s eighty years old, she was  attacked, and she’s got a concussion. She’s going to have moments of confusion. That’s just the way it is.”

“Will she be okay?” Brooke needed the reassurance.

“You mean will she be as sharp as she was before the attack? I don’t know. I wouldn’t know if she was twenty years old—concussions are tricky things. But she’s in good health, has lots of friends, keeps busy. There’s no reason to think anything except that she’s going to be fine.”

“Thank God.” Brooke leaned over Sarah again to brush her hair away from her face. “I don’t know what they’d do without her.” If someone was trying to threaten the Di Lucas, they’d picked the right way to do it.

And the stuff Sarah had said . . . it sounded as if she knew something, as if she’d been threatened before.

But Kayla hadn’t heard the discussion in here, or Sarah’s ramblings. Thank God, because she loved to gossip, and that wasn’t the kind of gossip Brooke wanted to encourage.

Instead Kayla headed right for the possibility of juicy Di Luca brothers rumors. Sighing gustily, she said, “That Rafe. I had such a crush on him when I was a kid. Remember that movie he did? The one with the dragon who was his best friend when he was little and then he grew up and forgot about him?”

“I remember.” Like Brooke could forget. Wandering to the window, she looked out over the cars in the parking lot, over the roofs of the houses, the small businesses on the outskirts of downtown, the larger hotels and shops set around the square. She could see the thin, silver line of the river, and beyond that, the pre–World War II homes of the longtime residents. She could pick out her mother’s house, tucked onto a tiny lot on a short block in an old neighborhood. Beyond that, the plots of land grew grander, and in the midst of each one was a mansion owned by someone who had recently discovered the charms of Bella Terra. And beyond that were the vineyards that created the valley’s affluence.

Bella Terra was a mix of old and new, poverty and prosperity, and Brooke loved it all.

“Rafe was such a handsome boy even then.” Kayla whistled softly, then sensibly said, “Well, look at his parents.”

Brooke did not want to talk about Rafe or his parents or how gorgeous he was. She had experience with nosy reporters and nosy guests; she could have shut Kayla down. But she liked Kayla, and better this than speculation about the attack on Sarah Di Luca, especially when it sounded as if . . . as if it wasn’t a random event.

Kayla chatted on. “You don’t see people who are more beautiful than Gavino Di Luca and Francesca Pastore, and when they got together and made Rafe—I mean, the Di Lucas have always been hot stuff, but he takes it to a whole new level. That tanned skin. Those blue eyes. Those long, black lashes. Whew!” She waved her hands at her face.

“Yeah. Whew.” Brooke picked up her purse.

“I remember when you two used to hang together. You were so close, we all thought you’d get married.”

Ah, the small-town high school, a germ factory of scandal. Prosaically, Brooke said, “I wanted a career. He wanted to go in the military. So we waved good-bye.”

“I knew it! I told the girls you were still friends, but they didn’t believe it.”

Brooke leaped on the opportunity to spread the right kind of rumors. “Every time we see each other, we fall right back into that friendship. Now I’m going to help him set up security for Mrs. Di Luca. You know—because I know everybody in town and can help him figure stuff out.”

“Oh. Good. Makes sense.” Kayla nodded, but she didn’t care about something as dull as friendship when there was Hollywood and glamour to discuss. “I wonder why he quit making movies.”

“I think because he wanted to live with his grandmother.” Brooke eased toward the door.

“Really?” Kayla sounded surprised. “I heard it was because he was always in so much trouble his mother gave up on him.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Kayla was so right.

“Well, you’d know. You know the family and Rafe better than anyone.”

Brooke stopped easing and looked Kayla right in the face. “I know the resort. That’s all. That’s my job.”

“Sure.” Kayla didn’t believe her, but she didn’t press the matter. Instead, in a reflective voice she said, “About six months ago, I showed that dragon movie to my kids and cried so hard the DH went out and bought me ice cream. That’s a lot of talent Rafe abandoned for some dangerous job fighting bad guys. I mean, the combat job—that’s really real.”

Brooke walked toward the entrance again. “I’ll tell the Di Luca boys what you said about Mrs. Di Luca. I’m sure they’ll appreciate the news.”




Chapter 4


The three brothers spilled out of Nonna’s room into the bright, green, glaring hospital corridor. As the door swung closed behind them, they drew simultaneous breaths of relief. Then Eli and Noah turned on Rafe.

“Where have you been, man?” Eli asked.

“Nonna’s been fretting about you,” Noah said.

They both punched Rafe in the arms, Eli on the left and Noah on the right.

“Hey!” Rafe rubbed his biceps. They were bruised for sure—but he figured he deserved it.

Besides, next thing Eli got his arm around Rafe’s neck and gave him a noogie, while Noah kissed him on both cheeks, Mafia-style. Rafe fought, of course—it  was required. But he didn’t fight very hard, and when Eli released him, they were all grinning.

So were the nurses at the desk.

Knowing how fast rumors spread in this town, Rafe kept his voice low. “I was in Kyrgyzstan. No quick way out. Anyway, I had to get someone to take my place first or that woman was going to get—” He took a breath. “Well. I got here as fast as I could.”

“I thought you were done taking that kind of security job.” Eli was the oldest by three years, from Gavino Di Luca’s first marriage to a Chilean beauty queen and actress who, when she found out about Gavino’s affair with Rafe’s mother, had first tried to kill Gavino with a kitchen knife—the publicity had been great for Gavino’s movie career—and then, five years later, when she got out of prison, kidnapped her son from Nonna’s house. For years, no one had known where he was. . . .

Eli never spoke of those missing years. Never.

“Friend of mine from the military called,” Rafe said briefly. “His daughter’s an Air Force helicopter pilot. She went down close to the Chinese border. Rebels. Religious zealots. The Chinese. They were all after her. I do favors when I can.”

His two brothers nodded; then the three of them stepped out of the way as Kayla Garcia brushed past them, scowling, and entered Nonna’s room.

As the door swung open, Rafe caught a glimpse of Brooke leaning over the bed, talking to Nonna, brushing her hair back.

All Rafe’s life, Nonna had been his bulwark, the one thing that he could depend on to be there, to support him, to love him. Now someone had attacked her.

Seeing Nonna resting in the bed, seeing Brooke beside her . . . they were everything he’d ever cared about.

If only he didn’t feel so guilty for being gone . . . and for never really being here when he was here.

The door swung closed, cutting off his view, and the now sober Di Luca boys headed for the empty waiting room at the end of the corridor.

They stopped and stared at the old-fashioned coffee machine in dismay.

Eli sighed. “There’s better coffee in the cafeteria.”

“Can’t leave. I need to wait for Brooke.” When Rafe had entered Nonna’s room, he had noted Brooke sitting quietly in the corner. He had noted she looked tired. He had noted she wore a pair of jeans, a white button-up shirt, and faded pink tennis shoes. But he hadn’t really looked at her. His grandmother had commanded his attention. His grandmother deserved his comfort and his kindness.

But now he moved on to other priorities: finding Nonna’s attacker, and then . . . then spending time with Brooke, listening to her voice, breathing the same air, wishing that things could be different, and knowing that was impossible.

Because all those years ago she’d told him she wouldn’t have a man who made danger his business.  She wouldn’t travel the world with him. She wouldn’t wait and worry about him as she had about her parents.

She knew what she did and didn’t want. He had accepted that years ago . . . and yet, every time he saw her, he knew—she was the only one for him.

She had put down roots in Bella Valley, and those roots grew deep.

“How bad was Nonna?” he asked his brothers. When he’d gotten the news, up there in the Kokshaal-Too Mountains, he had been incredulous. During all his travels around the world, Nonna’s home, this valley, had glowed in his mind like a warm coal of reassurance.

“We thought we were going to lose her.” Noah’s hand shook as he picked up the pot and poured a cup of coffee, then another, then another and handed them around.

Now some bastard had ripped his grandmother’s security away from her, and at the same time stolen Rafe’s comforting delusion of Nonna’s immortality and a home that waited for him forever.

Rafe was going to make that bastard sorry he had ever been born. He clutched the cup, taking comfort from its warmth. “What haven’t you told me about the attack?”

“Nothing, damn it. Not a damned thing.” Eli took a sip and shuddered at the flavor.

“We don’t get that much violence here.” Noah was  the director of Bella Terra Resort, in touch with city and state officials. “Drunk tourists, of course, some drugs and shoplifting, but not this kind of random stuff, and the cops haven’t got the personnel and equipment to deal with it.”

“Get me the police report.” Then, remembering these were his brothers and not someone who worked for him, Rafe said, “Please, can you get me the police report?”

Eli pulled out his smartphone, punched a few buttons, and said, “I’ve forwarded it. Will you review it right away?”

“No.” Most definitely no. “I want to make my own observations untainted by what anyone else has decided.”

“Bryan DuPey was the one who said it was a vagrant,” Noah said, “and he’s the chief of police.”

“Dopey is the chief of police?” Rafe couldn’t believe it.

Eli laughed at the reminder of their high school taunts. “Yeah, but we pronounce it DuPey now.”

“Why? He was always an idiot.” Rafe dismissed DuPey without a second thought.

“Yeah, but he loves Nonna’s cookies,” Noah said. “He really tried, Rafe, but the thief, or whatever he was, didn’t do anything to the house. They even tried fingerprinting and didn’t get anywhere.”

“So the perp wore gloves. That’s not your usual drug addict, ‘I’ve got to get enough cash for my next  fix’ thief.” Rafe looked at his brothers, who were both slouched against the wall and grimacing about the coffee.

He took a sip and reflected that it wasn’t so bad. Bitter and grainy, but at least it was hot.

But what did he know? Kyrgyzstan didn’t boast a lot of Starbucks.

“What if Bryan is right? What if it was just a vagrant?” Noah sounded relaxed, and looked as if he’d been worried every minute of the last two days.

“Then Nonna wouldn’t be troubled about us.” Rafe remembered what she’d said: They have knives. They have guns. Even after all these years, he’s so angry. “Who’s so angry? The Marinos?”

“They’re wild men, but even they draw the line at beating up old ladies,” Noah said. “Joseph Bianchin is a mean old bully, but he’s the last of his line, and I don’t know why he’d start a gang now.”

“Then who’s she talking about?” Rafe insisted.




Chapter 5


“Nonna’s got a concussion. She’s . . . been rambling.” Eli threw his unfinished coffee in the garbage.

Rafe’s chest grew tight. “She is going to be okay, right?”

“Yeah. Sure.” But Eli didn’t look at him.

And Rafe knew about concussions. He’d seen enough of them in combat; he probably knew as much as the doctors. Touchy things. He didn’t even know why he was asking except that he desperately needed reassurance. Desperately needed to know his grandmother would be back in her place on the home ranch, there to welcome him when he came home. “Have  there been any other attacks like this one? Any attacks in Bella Valley or Sonoma or Napa?” he asked.

Both Rafe’s brothers shook their heads.

“All right.” So it was probably a targeted attack. “What details does Nonna give about the attack?”

“She isn’t talking much about what happened this week.” Noah sat on one of the plastic chairs. “But she’s crystal clear about what happened fifty-nine years ago.”

“What happened fifty-nine years ago?” Rafe asked.

“She got married.” Noah stretched out his legs.

“Got pregnant on her wedding night. Worse luck,” Rafe said.

“Nine months later produced our father.” Eli had that look on his face, the one he got when he tasted bad wine.

“Any other disasters you know of?” Rafe asked.

His two brothers shook their heads.

Noah said what they were all thinking. “Isn’t that enough?”

Gavino Di Luca was Nonna’s only son, and at fifty-eight still too handsome for his own good.

The questions had to be asked, so Rafe asked them. “Where is the old man? Why isn’t he here?”

“He’s filming in Thailand. He was on the phone all the time until she was out of danger, but he can’t come home because of the schedule.” Noah’s cynicism felt like shards of glass. “Also, he’s got a new—”

“Wife?” Rafe snapped.

“Girlfriend,” Noah said.

With a cynicism to match Noah’s, Rafe said, “Let me guess. She’s twenty.”

“No, this is an older woman. She’s twenty-seven.” Noah smiled without humor. “He puts the dys in dysfunctional.”

“Don’t we all,” Rafe muttered.

“Exactly.” Noah spoke firmly—Rafe’s younger brother didn’t lack for confidence. “The fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree. We’re the proof of that.”

“Speak for yourself,” Eli said. “I keep my affairs private and I never get in over my head.”

“You’re the sensible one, all right,” Noah allowed. By that he meant Rafe was not.

So Rafe changed the subject. “Has the Di Luca family thought about donating one of those fancy ‘make everything’ coffeemakers to the hospital?”

“It has to go through the hospital board first,” Eli said ominously.

“So?” Rafe wasn’t following.

“One of the Marinos heads the hospital board, and Joseph Bianchin’s involved, so . . .” Eli shrugged.

The rivalry between the three families had originated long ago, and the three families had stubbornly carried it to America and through more than a century.

“Why isn’t Joseph Bianchin dead yet?” Rafe asked.

“If life was fair, he would be, but the old fart is still puttering along in his mansion, yelling at the kids when they steal his oranges.” Noah had been one of  those kids, and Nonna had received a nasty phone call about that.

“And the Marinos?” Rafe already knew the answer to that.

“They’re still stealing Bianchin’s oranges.” Eli shook his head, half in admiration and half in disgust. “They’re stealing our grapes. They’re having parties that only break up when the cops arrive. They’re drag racing on the county roads. And that’s just the parents.”

Rafe laughed, but Noah said, “It’s like having our own California Italian rednecks right next door.”

“At least they’re consistent,” Rafe said.

The Bianchins and the Di Lucas had been respectable families when they’d come across from the Old Country.

Not the Marinos. They had been tossed out by the Italian authorities. They still had a chip on their shoulders about that, and about the fact they’d made their money during Prohibition making moonshine, running the cathouses, and owning dive bars.

They still owned the bars. The other stuff had gone by the wayside. At least, as far as Rafe knew, it had.
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