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Chapter 1


For Penelope Alonso Caldwell, the distance between Portland, Oregon, and Bella Terra, California, was five hundred miles and nine years.


She hadn’t expected to remember the way. As she and her mother left Bella Terra, Penelope had been crying so hard.… Her eyes had been swollen; every breath had hurt; her eighteen-year-old self had thought she would die of agony.


But she must have soaked it all in: the scent of pine, the asphalt slashed by sun and shadow, the sudden descent into the valley, where grapevines stretched in unending rows, where boutique wineries nestled in groves of trees, where here and there an old-fashioned farmhouse sat sometimes ramshackle and abandoned, and sometimes… sometimes it was tended lovingly by the descendants of the very family that had built it.


The highway plunged from the mountains to the flats created by the wanderings of the Bella River and took a turn to the south.


Then she knew she was close to her destination. She knew by the strength of the sunshine against her knuckles on the steering wheel, by the breeze against the arm she rested through the car’s open window, by the intoxicating scents of sunshine on fresh-turned earth, of ripening peaches and wine-scented oak barrels. Here in Bella Terra, spring hung on the cusp of summer, and the air smelled like broad green leaves, like freshly mown grass, like breathless first love and young hope dashed.


What a fool she’d been.


So why did this place smell like home?


It did not. Could not. She would not let it.


Penelope had been raised in Los Angeles and Portland, and she’d lived most of her adult life in Cincinnati. Hot pavement defined the smell of home, so she concentrated on the odor of asphalt baking beneath the California sun, and watched for her destination.


She’d been afraid she wouldn’t recognize the Sweet Dreams Hotel, but there it was on the right, twenty-five rooms of ramshackle inn glowing with the same violent turquoise paint that had graced it nine years ago.


She turned into the parking lot and noted the changes: The doors had been replaced; a new sign pointed the way to the office; the trim had been changed from vibrant peach to staid white, as if that change made any difference to the overall tackiness of the place.


The Beaver Inn was next door, a rough-and-tumble bar that used to be the hangout for the farmworkers in the valley, a place where fights were a nightly occurrence and everyone carried knives. Nothing about it said the bar was anything different today: A variety of fluorescent beer signs blinked in the windows, the smudged door had a high, diamond-shaped window, and a flatbed truck was pulled into the shade with the hood open and two guys armed with wrenches staring disgustedly into the engine compartment.


Right now, with her finances iffy, she could afford this place.


She parked her mother’s aging yellow Volvo C70 in front of the motel office and walked in.


A large man with massive shoulders and no neck sat reading something on an e-reader.


He looked like a football player. He looked like a familiar football player.


She delved into the depths of her memory for his name. Primo Marino.


When she’d lived here, he’d been the town’s pride and joy, a running back for UCLA and one of the NFL’s most dazzling candidates for the draft. Apparently his bright career had ended here, working behind the counter at his family’s dilapidated motor inn.


She wondered what had happened to dash his bright future… but mostly she hoped he didn’t remember her.


From the bored way he surveyed her, she would guess he didn’t.


“I’d like a room for a week,” she said.


“A week?” He looked her up and down, then glanced around at the worn office and raised his eyebrows. “Really? A week?”


“Yes. I’ve got business in Bella Terra and I need a room for a week.” He scrutinized her with more interest, as if she were an anomaly in this place—she was wearing flip-flops and jeans and a T-shirt that said, LORD OF THE ONION RINGS, so she wasn’t overdressed. But maybe she was overclean.


As intently as he viewed her, she feared some of his brain synapses would start to fire. So she handed him her credit card.


Money always claimed people’s attention.


He held the silver plastic between two massive fingers and studied it, his brow wrinkled. “Don’t you want to see the room first?”


“Is this still Arianna Marino’s property?”


“Yeah. Aunt Arianna. You know her?” He handed Penelope a clipboard with a form to fill out.


She took it gratefully and wrote down her name, home address, and her car’s license plate number. “The motel gets good ratings on Yelp, and she’s cited as the reason.” Which was true. It was also true Penelope knew her, and intended to stay out of her way. “As long as the room is clean, I’ll be happy.” And it would be. She’d stayed here with her mother that whole long, lovely summer, and she knew that with Arianna Marino in charge, the place might be shabby, but it would be spotless. And quiet. And there would be no renting of the next room for an hour.


Arianna Marino was a force to be reckoned with.


Not to mention that Penelope found a measure of comfort in the memory of that time with her mother, and these days Penelope took comfort where she could.


“Okay,” Primo said. “I need a photo ID before I run this credit card.”


She passed her Oregon driver’s license over the counter.


“Penelope Caldwell,” he read aloud, then compared the two and held the license up to compare the photo with her face. “Looks good.”


She sighed in relief. Her last name had changed, but her first name was fairly uncommon. If Primo was going to remember, he would have when he looked at her license. He really wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box.


“No one else in your party?” He looked at her car, searching for another guest.


“I’m alone.” An understatement.


“Okay, I’ll put you in number fourteen. It’s far enough away from the bar to be quiet, but not so far you couldn’t yell for help if you got into trouble.”


She didn’t like that comment. “What kind of trouble would I get into?”


“Sometimes the guys at the bar misunderstand about a single woman at the motel, especially after a hard night of drinking. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe.” Primo shrugged his massive shoulders. “I do security. Aunt Arianna says it keeps me off the streets.”


Penelope relaxed. “I’m sure you do a good job, too.” She couldn’t imagine any man going up against a behemoth like Primo.


“I’ve had a few guys who thought they could take me,” he said.


“What happened?”


“They lived.”


She laughed.


He didn’t.


He handed her a key card. “The ice machine’s in here. We had to move it inside when the drunks started peeing in it. But you can always get ice—we keep the office manned at all times. No cooking in your room.” He spread a map out on the counter, then got an envelope and stuffed a bunch of slips of paper inside. “Present one of these tokens at any of these fine eateries in town”—his big finger moved from one mark to another—“and they’ll give you breakfast, a value of up to ten dollars.”


Since the room was sixty-two fifty a day, she thought that was a pretty good deal. “Thank you.”


“You can always ask us for recommendations—wineries, restaurants, activities. The Marinos have lived here for over a hundred years. We know the valley inside and out. We won’t steer you wrong.” He pointed toward his right. “Number fourteen is that way. Park in front. Welcome to Bella Terra.” In a none-too-subtle invitation to buzz off, he picked up his e-reader, flipped it on, and stared at the screen.


He was probably “reading” the swimsuit edition of Sports Illustrated.


“Thank you,” she said again, and backed out the door, immeasurably cheered to have the first hurdle of her visit to Bella Terra successfully leaped.


She might just pull this off after all.


Primo waited until Penelope had moved her car into the parking space in front of her room. Putting aside his e-reader and the open file of Dante’s Inferno, he picked up the chipped pink princess phone—Aunt Arianna didn’t believe in replacing perfectly working equipment, even if it was fifty years out of date—and placed the call. “Aunt Arianna, you aren’t going to believe who just pulled into the motel and booked a room.”





Chapter 2


At the Di Luca family home, the pounding of hammers and the sound of nails being wrenched from old wood echoed through the open front door screen and down the hall to the kitchen. There Sarah Di Luca placed a King Ranch casserole into the three-hundred-fifty-degree oven. The chicken dish was loaded with fat and sodium, cheese, sour cream, and canned cream soups, but the boys—her grandsons, Eli, Rafe, and Noah—loved it, and working as they were in the heat, they’d burn off the calories.


Her bodyguard, Bao Le, stuck close most of the time, but right now Bao had gone to check on the security guards who patrolled the perimeter of the Di Luca property.


Her granddaughters-in-law, Brooke and Chloë, had left to pick up a flat of strawberries for shortcake.


So Sarah was alone in the kitchen, and these days that was a rare thing.


Wiping her hands on her apron, Sarah listened as, with well-controlled violence, the boys—she never thought of them as her grandsons—tore apart her front steps. But she heard no voices, no banter, and they worked with an unceasing urgency, as if the stairs that had stood with the house for a hundred and twenty years needed to be demolished now.


The boys said the steps were too steep for her. Which wasn’t true. She’d lived sixty years in this house, since she’d come here as Anthony Di Luca’s bride, and she’d never once fallen down those stairs.


But ever since she’d been attacked here in her home, the boys had been anxious, solicitous, and bossy. That didn’t surprise her; in her life she’d learned a lot of things about men, and number one was, when they were scared for someone they loved, they didn’t say they were scared. They didn’t express affection. They didn’t give solicitous cards or boxes of candy.


Darn it.


Instead, they fixed things. Things like the stairs. Her security system. They had even provided her with a nurse and a bodyguard. Putting things to rights made men feel better. Made them feel in control.


Which was great for them, but she could stand only so much of their fixing before she wanted to knock their stubborn heads together. Because they hadn’t solved anything. Instead… now they were angry at each other. Furious.


She hated that.


It wasn’t as if they had never fought before. They’d grown up together (mostly) in her house (mostly) and had always made Sarah’s life interesting. But when they were boys, their fights had resulted in scrapes and bruises and the occasional black eye. This time… this time they nursed a corrosive fury that, if not resolved, could dissolve the sense of family and affection they felt for one another.


Taking three bottles of water from the refrigerator, she walked down the hall, past the second bedroom and the bathroom and the dining room, past her bedroom and the front room. She bumped her hip against the screen door. It swung open, and she walked out onto the high front porch.


The house was old, built at the turn of the twentieth century by Ippolito Di Luca for his bride. At the time, the farmhouse had been the height of style and comfort, with two bedrooms, a spacious kitchen, and even an indoor toilet. By modern standards, it was tiny and worn, but every time Sarah stepped out onto her porch, she knew she had the best view in the world.


Her home sat perched high on the south end of long, narrow Bella Valley, and from here the vista spread out in a glorious, constantly changing array of browns and greens and golds. With a glance, she could see the lush bottomlands and the silver trickle of the Bella River that had, through thousands of years, carved the basin.


Outside of the town of Bella Terra, swaths of orchards rustled with leaves that protected the burgeoning fruit from California’s sun, and long stripes of grapevines rose from the valley and crested the neighboring hills. Beyond that, the mountains cradled the valley in rocky arms, protecting it from the harshest ocean storms and the blustery winds that swept down the Sierras.


Throughout Sarah’s eighty years, she’d watched as Bella Terra grew from a tiny country town to a bustling urban area; right now, she could almost hear summer’s influx of tourists buzzing like bees as they set out from the hive to tour the vineyards and sip their finest wines.


Much of the land she could see was Di Luca land. The family was a kind of nobility here, first among the Italian families to realize the potential of the soil and take it as their own. Sarah supposed it wasn’t a gracious thing to exult in the Di Luca possessions. But she did. She loved it all: their acres of grapes, their illustrious winery, their luxurious resort.… More than all of it put together, though, she loved her grandsons.


She stood staring down at Rafe and Eli, at the tops of their heads, hair matted with sweat and exertion. Rafe attacked her steps with a pry bar. Eli, hampered by one cast on his arm and another on his foot, tossed the splintered wood into a pile.


Noah was nowhere in sight.


She viewed the two oldest sternly. “Where’s Noah? Did he leave?”


Rafe and Eli scowled, lowered their tools, and reached up to her for their water.


She held the bottles out of their reach. “Well?”


Eli wiped his forehead on the arm of his blue denim shirt. “We buried him under the hydrangea.”


Sarah wouldn’t have minded the sarcasm… but beneath his mockery lay that wealth of anger. “Where is he?” she insisted.


Rafe raised his voice and called, “Hey, Noah! Come out; Nonna thinks we’ve killed you.”


Using the tall hole where the stairs used to be, Noah ducked out from beneath the porch. He grinned up at her, a half-cocked grin she recognized from his childhood. Whenever he looked like that, it meant he was in trouble and hoped to charm his way out.


She didn’t think he could charm his way out of this.


“I’m okay. But I need to get you some mouse killer for under the porch. When one ran across my foot, I jumped so hard I about knocked myself out.” He rubbed his head.


His brothers laughed, and Rafe smacked him on the place he rubbed.


Noah socked Rafe in the belly, and for good measure smacked Eli on his fit arm.


For a moment, things were almost normal.


Then the laughter died and Eli and Rafe stepped away from Noah as if he sported a suspicious rash.


“Drink some water,” Sarah said hastily. “I don’t want you boys getting dehydrated.” She handed out the bottles, and though she was upset with her grandsons… pride swelled in her.


Even covered with dirt and sweaty with exertion, they were long limbed and healthy, filling out their T-shirts and jeans in a way that made young women watch with profound appreciation.


Of course, how could these boys be anything but attractive? Their father was a movie star, as charismatic as the full moon and with just about as much parenting sense. Gavino, her only son, careless, unfaithful, selfish—and her greatest failure. But he’d produced sons, and these boys were everything for which a grandmother could hope.


Eliseo—Eli—was the oldest, thirty-four, with the Di Luca family’s dark hair and his beauty-queen mother’s big brown eyes. He was tall and lanky, muscled by long hours working in the vineyards. At the same time, he had the rare and exquisite sensibilities of a man who produced wines that tasted of green grass and spring, of red ripe berries and summer, of warm spice and autumn. He was a genius with the grapes, and for that, he was venerated, adored, and feted.


Luckily for him, he’d recently met the love of his life, and Chloë had cut him down to size and made him human again.


Raffaelo—Rafe—was thirty-one, with dark hair and electric blue eyes. His mother, one of the world’s foremost Italian movie stars, and his father had created a young man so handsome that before the age of ten, he’d been a star himself. But he’d hated the phony emotions that his parents portrayed so convincingly, and as an adult he’d become a real hero. He’d joined the military, then created his own security firm and done everything he could to protect Sarah and everyone he loved from harm.


But he had almost lost the woman he loved. He’d almost lost Brooke. That had broken his false pride, given him new perspective, and now he treasured his wife in a way that made Sarah proud.


If only… if only she understood what madness drove Noah.


Genoah—Noah—at twenty-eight was the youngest of Gavino’s boys. His dark hair was his father’s. His guileless green eyes… Sarah didn’t know whom he’d inherited his eyes from. She didn’t know his mother. She’d never met his mother. As far as she knew, no one had ever met Noah’s mother—except Gavino, of course. Sarah had never doubted Noah was Gavino’s child; he possessed the arrogant Di Luca bone structure as well as the Di Luca allure.


When Gavino brought Noah home and placed the red-faced, squalling baby in Sarah’s arms, Gavino had no longer sported his usual bland, uncaring, movie-star charm. He had been angry, embarrassed, and defiant, and he had refused to say how he came by the child—and that was unlike the Gavino she knew, who enjoyed hugely public marriages and affairs with a parade of gorgeous women.


Yet for all that Sarah wanted to unravel the mystery of Noah’s parentage, to raise the child without interference from his parents was easy. Noah had been the golden child, raised in Nonna’s home, a loving, happy, laughing boy. She and her beloved Anthony had been his parents, and she loved Noah so much, her second-chance child, the one she hoped to raise to be a good man.


She had never expressed her hopes to him; looking back, she was sure she had never burdened him with her expectations.


But ten years ago, after Noah graduated from high school, he’d taken a year off to travel the world, and when he came home… she no longer recognized him as the boy she had known. Something dreadful had happened, and no matter how carefully she questioned, he refused to talk. He shrugged and smiled and told her he was fine, and went to college, and excelled in his studies.


Of course, Rafe and Eli were oblivious.


They were such guys, Noah’s older siblings. When Sarah mourned the changes in Noah’s behavior, they patted her shoulder and told her their little brother had become a man. They’d believed it was cool that Noah’s personality had changed, that he’d suddenly become reckless, riding his motorcycle up steep mountain slopes in Colorado, breaking bones in international karate tournaments, handling every kind of firearm with ease… as if his life depended on it.…


Eli and Rafe had been oblivious, as all men were, to emotions and nuances, and the fact that Noah behaved like someone who feared nothing, not even death… and he could no longer quite meet anyone’s eyes. For a decade, she had feared for her youngest grandson.


It had taken this crisis to peel back the truth. Not the whole truth, though, merely a single layer of truth. When Sarah’s nurse had been murdered, Noah had said in a burst of ill-considered grief and passion, “I’m right in the middle of this. These people… they’re ruthless, and they are going to find Massimo’s pink diamonds any way they can.”


Too late, he had reined himself in.


Now Rafe and Eli, Brooke and Chloë—and Sarah—wanted to know it all. Needed to know it all. They had worked out that there could be priceless stolen diamonds hidden in the family’s oldest, missing bottle of wine, but who were these people he spoke of?


Yet Noah refused to talk. He shook his head and said he’d take care of it, and nothing they had said had changed his mind.


Eli and Rafe were furious that they’d been deceived, that their brother knew something he wouldn’t divulge, while if they’d been willing to simply open their eyes, they would have known, as Sarah did, that something horrific had happened ten years ago, something that changed Noah, hurt him, made him afraid.…


Sarah’s unbidden tears splashed on the dusty white-painted railing.


She hastily wiped them away.


How had everything gone so bad so quickly?





Chapter 3


Noah didn’t need the furious glares of his brothers to know the truth.


He was the biggest shit in the world.


Nonna was crying. He’d made Nonna cry.


And they were going to have to do something about it.


Noah vaulted onto the porch first, then Rafe; then they both helped Eli heave himself and his casts up and over.


Nonna watched them, tears welling in her big brown eyes, splashing down her wrinkled, tanned cheeks, painful sobs racking her shoulders.


Noah felt sick with guilt.


Maybe the other guys did, too, because without discussion or discord, they put their arms around her, surrounding her with love. Her boys. She called them her boys, and they owed her more than they had given her lately.


Eli was the oldest, so he said, “Nonna, it’s okay. We’ll get this mess figured out somehow.”


That didn’t help at all. Instead, she put her head on his chest and cried harder.


Nonna wasn’t a woman given to outbursts of emotion. She was strong, had been strong all her life. But there had been too much turmoil lately.


She’d been attacked by a robber in her own home.


She’d been hospitalized with a concussion and a broken arm.


She’d come home with Bao, her bodyguard, and Olivia, her nurse, and the three of them had formed a tight and loving circle… or so it had seemed.


She’d been betrayed. His sweet, loving grandmother had been deceived by someone she trusted.


In between her sobs, Nonna said, “Poor, stupid, dishonest Olivia. It’s… my fault… she’s dead.”


“What?” Rafe shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe he’d heard her correctly. “How is it your fault?”


“I knew it was either Bao or… or Olivia who searched my room. I’m the one who… who set the trap. When she fled…” Nonna took a long, quivering breath. Her crying calmed. She lifted her tearstained face. “In those last minutes of her life, that poor girl must have been so afraid. When I think of her, shot in the back of the head, execution-style.”


Eli, Rafe, and Noah exchanged glances.


They should never have told Nonna how she’d been killed. They should have known that knowledge would haunt her.


“So much trouble has come to Bella Terra. So much pain. So much suffering. So many victims,” Sarah lamented. “And for what? A bottle of wine. A few diamonds. They’re only things.”


Eli, Rafe, and Noah had come here today to rebuild Sarah’s stairs—but actually, they were here so she wouldn’t be left alone to grieve.


She had lost a little of the faith and trust that made her who she was. They could not bear that.


“Nonna, Olivia was in league with thieves and murderers. She drugged you. You could have died.” Eli hugged her more tightly against him.


“She drugged Bao. You had no protection. My God, you could have been kidnapped. You could have been killed.” Noah’s hand convulsed on Nonna’s shoulder.


His fault. All of this was his fault.


Since the year he was nineteen, Noah Di Luca had known he towed death along behind him with an unbreakable chain—and he had forged that chain himself.


His family called him the carefree one, the one who had escaped unscathed from the angst that drove his brothers through hell. That was fine; he took care to maintain that lighthearted facade.


Because he wasn’t like his brothers, tortured by an unkind fate. He and he alone had screwed up his life.


Once he had faced that fact, he made choices. Some had been easy, some difficult.


He played hard: raced his motorcycle, skied the black slopes, flew a glider.


He worked hard, maintaining tight control over the family-owned Bella Terra resort, constantly improving the service, the setting, the restaurant.


He loved deeply. But only his grandmother, his brother even his fickle, thoughtless father.


Noah’s crime was old, but like Jacob Marley’s chains, he’d dragged it behind him into the present.


He wanted to say something, do something that would make it all better. But the last time he’d opened his mouth, he’d said too much. For the first time in ten years, a smidgen of the truth had come bursting out of him. If he had told them the entire truth… their deaths would be on his hands. It was too dangerous to confide in his family.


Now he remained resolutely silent, totally ineffectual, doing nothing more than standing close, with his hand on Nonna’s shoulder.


She sniffled. “Do any of you boys have a handkerchief?”


“No. Here.” Rafe offered Nonna the hem of his T-shirt. “Olivia got tangled up with the wrong people, and she paid the price.”


“Of her life!” Nonna’s eyes flashed, and she used the hem of her apron to wipe her cheeks.


“A very wise woman once told me that life ain’t fair,” Eli said.


“Once?” Rafe said.


When they were growing up and they complained about getting picked last in baseball or a teacher who didn’t like them, “Life ain’t fair,” had been Nonna’s response.


Noah had come to think that was the truest piece of wisdom she had taught them.


From the open screen door, Bao Le spoke. “Olivia’s death is my fault.” Slowly she opened the door, and with the fluid ease of a martial artist, she moved out to join them. Petite and slender, the daughter of Vietnamese immigrants, she was one of Rafe’s most trusted employees. Although Noah would have said it wasn’t possible, with Olivia’s betrayal Bao’s protection of Nonna had escalated. Bao had always been intense; now her large brown eyes glowed with fervor. Three times a day and, as far as he knew, five times a night, she left the house and stalked the grounds, checking with the other guards, looking for any sign an intruder had crept through their net of security. “It’s my fault,” she repeated. “She had a clean background check, but I should have seen the truth.” She offered Nonna a box of tissues.


“No, Bao.” Nonna broke away from her grandsons. She took a tissue and wiped her nose. “I should have questioned Olivia more. Instead, I thought I should respect her privacy. She never told me about herself.”


The ultimate damnation. Nonna had a way of listening, as if she was really interested, and everyone talked to her. They confessed everything in their pasts, happiness or sorrow or guilt or self-satisfaction. Sooner or later, Nonna knew all of everyone’s hopes, ambitions… and sins.


Nonna hugged Bao.


Bao stood stiff and unresponsive. Finally she gave in, bowed her head, and put it on Nonna’s shoulder. For just a second. Then she sprang back to attention, as if afraid that even a moment’s daydreaming would once more result in disaster. “Someone offered her money,” Bao said, “either before she came to Bella Terra or after she came to work in your house, and she took the bribe. I don’t understand why you cry for her, Mrs. Di Luca. She was the worst kind of person, one who betrays all that is good and honorable in this world.”


“You’re right, dear. And yet I cry.” Sarah smiled at Bao, but that smile wavered.


Bao scowled. “I will check your casserole.” She went in and slammed the door behind her.


“She’s angry that she failed you,” Rafe said.


“I know. Yet I failed, too. I should have seen that Olivia could betray us.” Nonna dabbed at her red nose.


As much as it pained Noah to see his grandmother cry, he felt an even deeper sorrow. Sooner or later, she would know Noah’s secrets and sins, and when she did, she would ache for him as she ached for Olivia.


For like Olivia, he would be dead.





Chapter 4


“We were all fools.” Eli collapsed back into the porch swing. With his good hand, he lifted his broken foot onto the seat and grimaced as if it ached from the heat and the work. “How could we not have investigated why someone so desperately wanted that bottle of wine?”


So true. They had simply assumed someone—Joseph Bianchin, a longtime enemy of the Di Lucas—had wanted the bottle for the prestige of owning the last bottle created by famed winemaker Massimo Bruno.


Rafe leaned against the porch railing and in a pontifical, mocking tone, he said, “I have a brother… who’s an authority on wine… and he told me that any bottle of wine made by Massimo Bruno during Prohibition had the potential to be worth many thousands of dollars.”


Eli, the aforementioned brother, turned sideways, rested his casted arm on the back of the swing, and said, “Well, it has. It is! And once Nonna told us Joseph Bianchin wanted the bottle, I figured that was the whole”—he gestured—“mystery. He was behind the attack on Nonna. Nasty old bastard.”


Everyone on the porch nodded.


Nonna said, “He tried to kill your grandfather on our wedding day. That makes him more than a nasty old bastard. That makes him a—”


Noah’s arm shot out, and he hugged her to him hard. “Nonna, speaking as one of your grandsons, I gotta tell you—you can’t say stuff like that. It makes us duck and run while we wait for the lightning to strike.”


She chuckled drily against his shirt and hugged him around the waist. “All right, dear, but I’ve heard all the words. I’ve even used them in Scrabble with Annie and June.”


Annie and June were Nonna’s sisters-in-law and best friends, Noah’s great-aunts, women who lived at the Di Luca family’s resorts on California’s romantic Far Island and on the wild Washington coast. “But you haven’t seen them in a year,” Noah objected.


Nonna dismissed his objection with a wave. “Oh, please. We play online.”


“Foolish me. Of course you do.” Because Nonna would use every means at hand to keep in touch with those she loved.


“I still believe Bianchin was behind it all,” Nonna said.


“It was definitely him who started the trouble. Noah’s done one thing right.” Rafe looked at Noah. “He chased Joseph Bianchin out of town.”


Noah inclined his head. “I wish he was back in town. I want to know what he knows, now that we figured out what was in that bottle—”


“We figured it out?” Eli smirked.


“Okay, you.” Security guy that Rafe was, he liked to be the one who figured stuff out.


“Me and Chloë,” Eli said.


“She was the real brains behind the whole pink-diamond discovery, wasn’t she?” Rafe asked.


Eli stretched and grinned. “What do you think? She’s a writer. She plots mysteries for a living.”


Noah watched his brothers, amused by Rafe’s chagrin, by Eli’s newlywed complacency.


Rafe must have seen, for he turned on him and snapped, “Noah! Did you know something about Olivia?”


“What? No! Why?” He’d spent so many years practicing a casual expression—had he looked guilty? Or were Rafe and Eli suspicious of his every expression now?


“You were interested in her,” Rafe said. “Then you weren’t. Did you suspect her?”


Noah relaxed infinitesimally. “I was interested in her. She was interested in me. We shared a few kisses, but she wanted more than I was willing to give.”


“You mean like marriage?” Eli asked.


“Yup.”


“And you won’t marry,” Nonna said.


He looked away, discomfited by her steady gaze. “No. I won’t marry.”


Nonna lowered herself into the red-painted rocking chair, moving slowly, painfully, like an old lady.


She wasn’t an old lady. She was eighty, but until this ordeal had started Noah and his brothers had bragged about her, how active she was, how astute, how cool she was, a fan of Australian football, a proud, sharp-voiced liberal, a volunteer at the food kitchen, and when she dispensed advice about business or finances or personal matters, the Di Luca boys listened.


For God’s sake, she drove a 1967 titty pink Ford Mustang convertible with original upholstery. And she drove it fast.


Now she looked tired and red eyed, and as if she ached with sorrow.


Noah spoke hastily, waving the mystery of Olivia like a shiny toy to distract her. “Anyway, Olivia tried to put pressure on me, then suddenly… boom! She shrugged me off. I suppose she wanted money—my money. I suppose when they contacted her, she decided she didn’t need me.”


“They?” Rafe’s blue eyes lit with triumph, and he pounced. “Why they? Why not him? For a job like this, I always suspect a man.”


“Okay. Him.” Noah let his very real annoyance sound in his voice. “You know the ropes in a job like this. In my business, as head of the family’s resort, the real pains in the ass are women, especially in large groups. I swear to God, I am never letting another romance writers’ conference in my hotel.”


Rafe and Eli exchanged glances.


“When you had your little reveal, you said, ‘I’m in the middle of it. These people are ruthless, and they are going to find massimo’s pink diamonds any way they can.’ ” Eli pointed his cast at Noah. “So what the hell am I supposed to believe? What you say now? Or what you said then?”


“I’m a congenital liar.” Noah shrugged.


“You little shit,” Rafe said in a low voice. “Tell us.”


“Look, I got suspicious about all that fuss about a bottle of wine, so I looked up information about Massimo. I figured stuff out, got too involved in the process, and when I said I was in the middle of it, I meant I was in the middle of looking into the case. I didn’t realize everyone was going to take me so literally.” Noah checked his brothers for their reaction.


They weren’t buying it.


Tempers sizzled. The emotional temperature on the front porch rose. If Nonna hadn’t been there, Eli and Rafe would have reverted to childhood, sat on Noah, and punched him until he gave up the information—or lost consciousness.


He would have lost consciousness before he told them the truth.


Thank God, the low-throated roar of a powerful motor sounded in the distance.


Heads turned.


“The girls are back!” Nonna said, and smiled.


She loved her new granddaughters-in-law.


She loved seeing Eli and Rafe married at last.


Noah had hoped those two marriages would satisfy her, but obviously she still had hopes for him. And in the normal run of things, he would be married, with a string of kids.


Hey. No regrets. He’d made himself a good life.


Eli stood and limped over to join Rafe at the rail. Both men watched the long, winding drive to the Di Luca farmhouse with an intensity that all too plainly expressed their anxiety. They knew they had to let the women go to town. They couldn’t confine Brooke and Chloë for their safety. But with the violence that had happened in Bella Terra, they feared every moment Brooke and Chloë were out of their sight.


Nonna joined them at the rail and watched the cognac metallic Porsche Panamera 4S with palpable lust. “I have to talk to Chloë about letting me drive that bad boy,” she said.


Noah grinned.


Eli wore the pained expression of a man whose wife had bought herself a treat, a grossly expensive sports car, for finishing her second book.


“I can’t believe you haven’t already driven it, Nonna,” Noah said. “Aren’t you the one who urged her to buy it?”


“I didn’t urge her to,” Nonna said primly. “When she saw my Mustang, she said I inspired her.”


With a sigh, Eli put his arm around Nonna. “Thanks, Nonna. I owe you for a lot of gray hairs.”


“It’s payback,” Nonna said tartly.


With a wave at the porch, Brooke unfolded her tall frame from the passenger seat. She had her Nordic father’s fair skin and her Irish/Native American mother’s glossy dark hair, and she blew a kiss to Rafe as she walked around the car. “Everything’s fine, honey,” she called.


Leaning into the driver’s seat, she helped Chloë out.


Chloë was the exact opposite of Brooke. She was shortish, too thin, sported white-blond hair with pomegranate red streaks over one temple… and she hadn’t finished her part of the recent fight for the Di Luca bottle of wine in good health. The break in her breastbone had needed further repair, and her surgeon had recommended a light, abbreviated body cast until healing was confirmed. Her dislocated shoulder and the necklace of bruises that had not quite faded from around her throat made her seem even more fragile.


At the sight of her slow, painful motions, Eli clutched the horizontal rail so tightly his knuckles turned white. But he sounded calm and confident as he called, “Hi, Chloë. How was the drive?”


Chloë looked up at him and grinned. “Great drive. Great car. Want to come down and help with the groceries?”


Eli hit the ground so fast the casts on his foot and arm might have been imaginary.


Rafe followed, looking grim and trying to smile at the same time.


His brothers wanted their wives to feel safe, and at the same time, they feared for them so much.


Noah shook his head. He couldn’t stand to watch; his big brothers, Eli and Rafe, stripped of confidence by the love of a woman.


But Noah had never loved a woman as much as his brothers loved their wives.


He enjoyed women, of course. He enjoyed everything about them: their scents, their smiles, the curves of their bodies, the way they moaned as they moved beneath him in bed. Or on top of him. The first time, the last time… it was all good.


But once he realized death would follow him at every turn, he also realized he could never settle down, marry, have children. He could never grow old with that one special woman he had imagined he would someday find. Because a man who loved a woman, knowing that in his untimely dying he would cruelly desert her, knowing that his disgrace would haunt her and their children forever… he deserved to burn in hell.


So his relationships were fun, joyous, short-term, and trivial. He fell a little in love with each woman. He thought they all fell a little in love with him. But his lovers knew the score, and they were never surprised when he smiled and kissed them good-bye.


He had broken his own rule only once.


Now, as he watched his brothers, he envied them fiercely. They had what he would never have.


Eli, always solemn, always mature, laughed and tried to wrap Chloë in his sweaty, dirty arms while she edged away, screaming, “No! No! You’re yucky!”


But she didn’t scamper very fast, and when he caught her, she didn’t seem worried about his yuck.


Rafe willingly made a fool of himself by flexing his muscles while Brooke made cooing noises and ran her fingertips over his pecs.


Nonna laughed aloud.


And an image rose unbidden in Noah’s brain. Penelope Alonso, her heavy, long black hair hanging in a braid down her back, her exotic brown eyes peeking from beneath the sweep of long, thick, dark lashes, her full lips smiling as she watched him make a fool of himself… for her…


He told himself it wasn’t surprising he had broken his rule for Penelope. He had been almost twenty, and still grieving over his broken future and the inevitable loss of his own life.


More important, she had been everything he’d ever wanted: tough, proud, joyous, ambitious, hardworking, smart, and brash. He supposed she hadn’t been technically beautiful: a little short, very curvy, a quarter white, a quarter Hispanic, and half something else—she didn’t know who her father was. Not that she’d cared. Nor had Noah. Because he’d seen her, and he’d loved her, and she’d loved him back.


At the end of that summer, he’d realized what a bastard he’d been to start a relationship with her, and he’d sent her away.


Noah promptly put the image out of his mind.


He saw no point in remembering her. In a moment of weakness three years ago, he’d looked her up on the Internet and come across photos of her wedding.


He was glad she’d moved on. Because no woman deserved a man who kept secrets, a man doomed to die for his misdeeds.


Thank God Penelope Alonso was the only woman who had ever tempted him, and thank God she had moved forever beyond his reach.…





Chapter 5


Penelope arrived at Joseph Bianchin’s estate at precisely nine a.m. Thursday morning—late enough that she couldn’t possibly be rude, but early enough to catch Bianchin before he left to run errands, or go to work, or go golfing, whatever eighty-one-year-old extremely wealthy men did with their time.


But no matter how many times she rang the electronic buzzer placed outside the closed gates, no one answered.


Stone lions glared down at her from atop limestone pillars, their claws raised and threatening, while she stood like a beggar, her hands gripping the cold metal bars blocking the wide driveway. She stared across the wide swath of grass at Joseph Bianchin’s house, stared so hard her eyes hurt.


House?


No, it wasn’t a house. It was a mansion, built in the style of a formal Italian villa. Its pale yellow stucco walls rose two stories to a flat roof. Along the top, a balustrade ran like a series of stone teeth, and in the forward left corner a narrow watchtower rose, surveying the countryside with cold authority.


Penelope was an interior designer; architectural classes had been a requirement for her degree, but she so loved the craft she’d taken extra credits. So she knew her stuff. She knew the building before her was perfectly designed, perfectly proportioned, a monument to good taste. But its perfection repelled rather than attracted… or maybe it was simply that she had stood here for ten minutes, fruitlessly pushing the electronic buzzer and getting no response, and so she hated the place.


She supposed she shouldn’t have expected Joseph Bianchin to open the door to her so easily. She’d thoroughly investigated him, reading every biography she found online and following up every rumor.


The verdict was unanimous: The man was like the house that stood before her: arrogant, cold, friendless, and uncaring. His wealth had been handed to him by his family and he had ruthlessly increased it by fair means and foul.


The dense shade of the live oak trees that dotted the lawn increased the gloom that hung over the place, and although at a distance she could see a single, tall, thin, aging Asian gardener who clipped the spent blooms off the rhododendrons, she had to admit the house had an air of abandonment.


Joseph Bianchin wasn’t home. From the looks of things, he had been away for a while.


But in her life, she’d been rejected so many times… and to have come so far, to be standing at this gate and have to leave without saying what she’d come to say…


A dreadful thought brought her up short.


Oh, God. What if he was dead? She’d packed and loaded the car and made the drive from Oregon without allowing herself to think too much about what she meant to do. Because if she really thought about it, she was afraid she would chicken out.


But she knew the facts. Joseph Bianchin was eighty-one years old. He could have died yesterday, or the day before, or while she visited her mother’s grave and tried to express her frustration and unhappiness in a manner both respectful and firm. Because somewhere, she knew, her mother was listening.


Pulling out her phone, Penelope checked the local obituaries.


No. There was no death notice for Joseph Bianchin. He might not be here. But he was alive somewhere.


She sighed with relief, then brushed at her wet eyes. She shouldn’t be surprised that her mind had jumped in that fatal direction. For far too long, she’d been surrounded by death in all its forms.


It was hard to be alone.


Squaring her shoulders, she made a new plan.


The thing was… all those years ago, when she left Bella Terra, she hadn’t truly understood how she had come to be there in the first place. Now she knew.


Now she wondered whether she could ever forgive her mother. For anything. For everything.


Bella Terra wasn’t huge. About forty thousand people—and in the wine-growing season, a whole lot of tourists—so Penelope would be able to find someone who could tell her where Joseph Bianchin was hiding.


As she turned away, she cast a last wistful, resentful glance toward the house—and saw a flash at the upstairs window.


She turned back and stared.


Was someone watching her?


But nothing stirred, not even the leaves on the live oak trees.


Maybe it had been the reflection of a bird’s white wing.


Maybe she had imagined it.


Maybe Joseph Bianchin was skulking in his house and refusing to speak to her.


But that made no sense at all. He had no idea who she was—why wouldn’t he at least answer his intercom, if only to tell her to go away?


Resolutely, she turned away, made her way to her car, and drove into Bella Terra.





Chapter 6


“Who was that girl at the gate?”


Joseph Bianchin sat in his leather club chair in the master bedroom and glared resentfully up at his kidnapper, that cruel, damned blond giantess—his jailer.


He didn’t dare call her a giantess to her face. He called her that only in his mind, because like it or not, he was afraid of her.


She called herself Liesbeth Smit. When they were both standing, she was tall enough to look him in the eyes, and although he’d lost two inches of height since he turned seventy-five, he was still six feet tall. Liesbeth played up her athletic figure, her long blond hair, and beautiful green eyes as part of her carefully cultivated Nordic aspect.


After his confrontation with that little upstart Noah Di Luca, Joseph had decided it was best to revisit the European sights he’d enjoyed before. In Amsterdam, he met Liesbeth, but she wasn’t Nordic; he would swear to that. He didn’t for a minute believe her true hair color was blond. As old as she was, it was probably gray. Or white. But hell, he didn’t even believe her eyes were blue. Or that her name was Liesbeth Smit. Nothing about her was real. Nothing.


He did believe she was athletic. When he’d gotten suspicious of her intentions—he’d thought she was a chance-met whore, then realized she had stalked him—and he refused to go with her to her hotel, she had taken him down as if he were a weak old man.


He was not. He was in excellent health.


“Who is she?” Liesbeth stood over him, asking questions. Always asking questions, interrogating him as if she had the right.


He hated her. He resented her for overpowering him. “I don’t know.”


“She rang the bell for ten minutes.”


“I don’t know her.”


“She wanted to see you badly.”


Liesbeth was a woman, younger than him, but not young. He didn’t know her exact age, but he guessed she was at least sixty-five. Yet she controlled him with the use of some goddamn fancy karate moves that made him buckle from the pain. He was pretty sure she used pressure points. He needed to learn them ASAP.


“She probably wanted a job as a maid.” He didn’t give a crap who the girl at the gate was. She couldn’t help him out of this mess, so she was useless to him.


“She was dressed awfully nice for wanting a job as a maid.”


When Joseph had met Liesbeth, her English had made him think she was from London. As soon as the private plane he’d hired had landed in the States, her accent changed, became purely American English.


He didn’t know how she did it, but it was spooky to watch her move from one environment to another and adapt so smoothly that everyone in the vicinity thought she was a native.


“Khakis and a button-down shirt?” He raked Liesbeth with his gaze. “You’ve got low standards.”


Unfazed by his condemnation of her denim capris and tight T-shirt, Liesbeth asked, “Is she your current lover?”


“No. I told you. I’ve never seen her before.” Although there was something vaguely familiar about her.…


He stared into space, trying to remember. Whom did she look like? A business associate? One of the damned Di Lucas? Or some movie star he’d seen on the Internet?


Liesbeth studied him, knew every nuance of his expressions. “You do know her.”


“Let me use the phone, and I’ll call around and see what I can find out.”


“If I did that, and you called the wrong person, I’d just have to kill you.” She smiled kindly and without an ounce of compassion.


And he believed her. “Look. The trouble with being our age is, there aren’t that many different kinds of faces. Everyone looks like someone I’ve already met.”


Liesbeth waggled her head as if admitting he had a point.


“I don’t understand what you want with me. Why me?” he asked, not for the first time. “I’ve offered you money. And yet you refuse and continue to keep me prisoner here. What was your reason for kidnapping me?”


“You’re the one who put that ad on the Internet and made it necessary for me to move on this job before I was ready.” Her green eyes gleamed like an icy glacial stream. “So you might as well provide us room and board while we take care of the matter, and keeping you here—well, it’s easy to ensure that you don’t get your hands on our little prize.”


It’s not your little prize. But according to her, it was.


He simply didn’t give a crap what she thought.


Liesbeth glanced up a split second before one of her young male cohorts wandered in. “What do you want, Hendrik?”


In his singsong Dutch accent, Hendrik said, “This is a very nice bedroom. I think I should take it.”


Joseph growled like a lone wolf who had been challenged. “And do what with it? Spit on the floor?” As far as Joseph could tell, Hendrik was Liesbeth’s enforcer: big, ugly, and mean. He seemed to have no sophistication, no manners at all, and the lustful way he eyed Joseph’s possessions made Joseph want to slap him. Hard.


“I would sleep here, of course.” Hendrik strolled over to Joseph’s seventeenth-century baroque Italian antique bed and caressed the wood with covetous fingers. “You must imagine yourself to be a king, lolling around in such a valuable piece of furniture.”


“I do not loll,” Joseph said coldly. His designer had created this room as a reverent homage to Joseph’s importance in the world, with a fireplace, a sitting area, and that bed, raised on a dais and enfolded with velvet bed curtains. To be here, insulted and disdained, cut off from the world, his privacy stolen by gangsters who wanted a place to stay and the bottle of wine he so deservedly coveted—it was almost more than he could bear.


“Enough, Hendrik,” Liesbeth said. “What do you want?”


“To find out what you want on your pizza.” Hendrik grinned like a half-wit and rubbed his stomach in a crude imitation of hunger.


Joseph snapped in bitter irritation. “I don’t want pizza again. My God, how often can you eat that crap?”


Hendrik’s grin widened. “Why shouldn’t I, old man? And in fact, why shouldn’t you? You’re Italian. Don’t all Italians like pizza?”


The cold rage of helplessness burned in Joseph’s gut. “No wonder you work for her.” He pointed a shaking finger at Liesbeth. “You are so stupid.”


Big, bulky, mean, and so fast Joseph never saw him move, Hendrik lunged.


Liesbeth punched her elbow hard in his chest, and the move made a sound like thumping a ripe watermelon. “No, Hendrik. We need him.”


Hendrik lunged again, trying to get around her, snapping like a junkyard dog.


She stiff-armed him, knocking him against the wall. One of Joseph’s finest pieces of art, an original Klimt art nouveau painting, rattled and turned sideways on its hook.


Joseph gasped in horror, and snapped, “Be careful, you careless fool.”


Liesbeth stilled.


Joseph had been an only child, one of the privileged Bianchins of Bella Valley, and he said whatever he wanted whenever he wanted, and never worried who was hurt.


But now, as Hendrik pushed off from the wall and stood staring at him, chin thrust forward, hands in loosely balled fists, looking like a bull about to charge and gore him, it occurred to Joseph that he was the fool. Perhaps this time he should have held his tongue.


Liesbeth stepped back. “He’s an old man,” she said. “Don’t hurt him too much.”


Hendrik’s eyes narrowed. He straightened. He grinned into Joseph’s face.


For the first time Joseph saw a cunning intelligence there.


Turning slowly, Hendrik faced the wall. He cocked his head at the same angle as the painting.


An icy, incredulous thought trickled into Joseph’s mind. He fumbled to place his gnarled hands on the arms of his chair, to lift himself from his seat, to stop Hendrik before he dared to…


Hendrik’s big fist rose.


“No!” Joseph’s left palm, sweaty with anxiety, slipped off the leather. “No!”


Hendrik slammed his knuckles through the canvas, splitting the art from top to bottom, destroying its value, stealing it from Joseph with a single blow. Then he tore it from the wall and smashed it to the floor.


While Joseph sat gasping, holding his chest, Hendrik turned to face him. Blood dripped from his split knuckles, but he still wore that offensive grin, and in a genial tone he said, “I’ll order Canadian bacon with pineapple, and a thick crust. Hope you like it, old man. It’s my favorite.” He swaggered out of the room, his big feet clomping in his black leather boots.


Liesbeth watched him leave, anxiety and love clear on her face.


Something about the two of them tugged at Joseph’s mind, a thought struggling to escape. It burst from his brain and into words. “He’s your son!”


She laughed, laughed long and hard and spitefully, until Joseph shriveled in embarrassment. “No, he’s my nephew.” She waved a hand toward the interior of the house, where three men and two women lounged with their feet on Joseph’s furniture, eating and dropping crumbs wherever they wished, drinking and putting their cans down on his polished wood tables, scratching themselves and laughing—at him. “They are all cousins or nephews or nieces.”


“Your gang is all family?”


“Of course. Who else could I trust?”


“They’re thugs!”


“Don’t be silly.” She airily waved Joseph’s insult away. “We are not thugs. We contract for a job and we do it well. Each of us has a specialty. Each of us is highly trained.”


Information. Information could help him. “Who hired you for this job?”


Her smile faded. “This is personal.”


“Personal? What do you mean? Why do you care about a bottle of wine?”


“You know perfectly well why. Don’t pretend you don’t.” Her smile was back. “I care for the same reason you care.”


He didn’t want to discuss what he knew or why he cared. They weren’t partners. By all that was holy, the bottle was his. “So you have a gang, and each of you has a specialty. What are you trained in?”
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