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An arranged marriage. A smoldering romance. A betrayal that could tear them apart…

To save her mother from ruin and pay for her brother’s medical care, beautiful college grad Adelina Belfiore must do the one thing she was sworn to do…

Get married.

Her wealthy and manipulative grandparents have arranged for her to wed.

A whirlwind romance, a wedding in Italy, and everyone gets what they want.

It’s all just business.

After all, Adelina swore she’d never fall in love.

Until she met billionaire heir, Rocco Marini.

And discovered some promises were made to be broken…


Content Warning: Some content may be sensitive to readers: domestic violence, child abuse, sexual assault, neglect, and human trafficking. Your experiences may differ from this work of fiction. This warning is here, on the blurb and the author’s website, so you can make an informed choice. The author’s intentions were never to minimize the trauma. Thank you.


For Alan and Rosco. You both fill my days with joy.

For the couple that lives a love story and are the first on the dance floor.

“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched—they must be felt with the heart.”—Anonymous.
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Eight years earlier

The Belfiore estate sat on the Croton Reservoir in the Lower Hudson Valley, New York. Its Georgian-styled stone mansion appeared lit, with holiday wreaths hung in uniform rows of arched windows. From the top of the hill, the view was nothing short of breathtaking—a modern castle out of a fairytale.

Night came, bringing an icy chill. Mama and I shivered on the front stone steps. I wanted to ask if we could leave, but then one of the double doors opened.

“Hurry, Adelina,” Mama whispered, pressing my back to walk faster as if the open door had a time limit. I got my first alarm when it shut and Mama sobbed—Mama never cried. She’d taught me that tears were a luxury we couldn’t afford. My small hands reached out clumsily to wipe her cheeks, but I hesitated. Blood still stained the grooves of my nails.

Lightly tapping on the housekeeper’s shoulder, who walked ahead of us, I asked for a bathroom. She looked down her nose at me and pointed to a closed door around the marble stairs. “Come straight down the hall after you’re done.”

I thanked her and then went in. The decorative towels were all lined in a perfect row on the brass bar, within reach of the marble basin. The water ran pure, and blood left my hands, but I wasn’t sinless. A flashback of Judge Colby in a heap with me standing above him, gripping the folding chair, came to mind.

He was my father, but I never called him anything other than Judge Colby. It had been my way to taunt him when he did things against the law—and there were many. I’d hoped it would appeal to a part of him that cared about something other than himself, but it never happened.

I paused at the sink and glanced into the mirror above—something I usually avoided because misery reflected more powerfully than vanity. And if I gazed too long, it would bring on feelings of pity, which would surely break me. To go on, I had to be strong. But even Mama cracked. So I looked.

Purple bruises covered my face, and my lips were cut and swollen. But they didn’t hurt much. Most of my bruising hadn’t been the punishing kind, but for self-protection. I would pick fights with bullies and stepped in front of Mama when Judge Colby tried to harm her. For most of my fourteen years, I’d managed to protect her. But even ugliness wouldn’t stop an evil man. He broke Mama, forcing her to do what he wanted, and then turned to me. Except I fought back. And now he’s in jail. Worth it.

Reaching the grand sitting room without stopping to gaze at the framed pictures and artwork was an achievement. Art was the magic dust that usually took me away, but tonight there wasn’t anywhere to go. Mama and I reached our end.

We walked in on what appeared to be the living room, a stately room with tasteful floral pattern upholstery and highly polished mahogany wood furnishings. My eyes wanted to indulge in the luxuries I’d only seen on film, but I was drawn to another scene before me, and there came my second alarm. Mama knelt before an older man, who glared down at her from a leather chair. It looked expensive, and he did, too. He was Mr. Belfiore, my grandfather. His grey hair was oiled and parted, and he had a neatly trimmed beard. His button-down shirt and pressed slacks were the opposite of our creased clothes that we’d slept in during our ten-hour bus ride and an hour walk to get here, to Mama’s childhood home.

“You’re dead, Lorelei. You can’t come back to life again.”

“Please, Father,” Mama cried. She pushed her hair back to show the large handprints on her throat. And for a second, Mr. Belfiore’s face softened, but then twisted into a scowl just as quickly. My face burned at witnessing Mama begging, but indignities had been a part of our daily life.

The tap of heels on marble had us all turning to the archway where a woman came in. She appeared tall, with black hair clipped and coiffured in curls. Her mauve wool dress had delicate, smooth drapes of tailored fabric. Mrs. Belfiore was what I’d imagined from Mama’s stories—beautiful, like a queen. She crossed her arms as her focus slid over us and zeroed in on Mama, and she tsked, “You had another child?” Her tone had more admonishment in it than surprise. They didn’t know about me?

“Yes, Mother. I did.” Mama bobbed her head, then curled her chin under. I imagined how I looked standing there under their scrutiny. A living stain in their immaculate space.

Mrs. Belfiore’s eyes narrowed. “She’s wearing a hat inside. You didn’t teach her manners?” Her mocking tone didn’t move me to act. Instead, I stared down at Mama. She gave me a nod, and I pulled off my hat, holding back the impulse to run my hand over my shaved scalp. A few sores had scabbed over but were still visible, and the pinch in Mrs. Belfiore’s expression made it clear she’d seen them. Mama reached up and touched my back, and I straightened my spine, adjusting my oversized hooded sweatshirt and flare jeans.

Mrs. Belfiore came closer and peered at me. “She’s a scarecrow in rags. Is she diseased—”

“No,” Mama interrupted her. “Her scalp’s too dry. She’s clean. I…I named her Adelina Tessa after Nana. I…I miss her. I miss you, Mother.” Mama sniffled and swiped her eyes.

I stared at Mrs. Belfiore. Her face had faint lines on her forehead and at the corners of her eyes, she looked so much like me, but with fuller cheekbones and big, wide-set, dark blue eyes. Tears filled hers, and she covered her mouth.

Comforting came as a reflex, even for me, who didn’t get it often. My arms lifted and reached for her, but she gasped and jerked back out of reach.

The sting dug into my chest, and I dropped my head and stuck my hands in my armpits. My gaze became unfocused as I realized there was nothing here for me. But Mrs. Belfiore kept on speaking to Mama.

“Is this how we raised you, Lorelei?” She shook her head and went to stand behind Mr. Belfiore’s chair. Her hand brushed his shoulder, and he reached up and touched hers.

“Where is the boy?” Mr. Belfiore asked in a hoarse voice.

“The state took Jacob ten years ago,” Mama murmured. I sniffled and brought out a cloth to dab my nose. My brother. The one I lost. Mama said Jacob had failed to thrive so the state had taken custody of him. The last time we’d seen him, he’d been dirty and bloated, perched on a broken wheelchair in an overcrowded center in New Square.

I’d squeezed a plush bear into his hands as he stared at nothing, drooling.

Mama’s shoulders shook. “I’m not here for me; I’m here for my daughter, Adelina. Please, take her. She’s smart and quiet. She can cook, clean…”

He didn’t look at her, but glared at me. “We have housekeepers. We don’t know her or need her. Why are you leaving your mother to beg?”

I cleared my throat. “Because you’re right. I’m not someone you know or care about.”

Mama took my hand tight, reminding me to be respectful. The only reason I’d come with her was to save her. My stepping in front of her hadn’t stopped the beatings. Still, I stole, begged, and worked right by her side. It had been me who’d called 911 to save us. And because of that, my prayers for her were answered. She only needs my blessing to take it. I took a deep breath and told her what she needed to hear. “It’s fine, Mama. I can make it. You need them. Look in on Jacob when you can, and I will, too.”

Mr. Belfiore stood and came to stand in front of me. “You look like a boy with that shaved head.” He picked up my hands and turned them over. “They’re rough as sandpaper, calloused,” he said as he dropped them. “A hard wind would knock you over. You’re beat up, dirty, and in rags. What will you do?” He peered at me, seeming genuinely curious.

I straightened up and squared my shoulders. This man might think he can intimidate me, but I’ve lived with evil. It was my life for the last fourteen years, man. “I’ll survive, sir.”

If I had no other choice, I could survive.

I wanted to believe it, even though, deep down, I didn’t think it was possible. But sharing my fears was as meaningless as coming here. I wasn’t a part of their life.

His lips parted, and he looked over at his wife, and they seemed to talk to each other without speaking. Finally, Mrs. Belfiore said, “We need to speak with Lorelei privately.”

Mama stumbled to her feet and took a hold of my arm. “Thank you, Mother and Father.”

The housekeeper stepped forward and Mama said to me, “Follow Patricia. I’ll come get you in a minute.” But her voice wasn’t solid or sure. After all, she’d been dead to them for sixteen years. Pain coursed through me, more so for the emptiness in my life ahead. She needed to come back here. To her home. Even if it can never be my home.

“Okay. See you soon,” I said with a lift to my voice, grinning before following the housekeeper to a glass-enclosed patio in the back with a fireplace and a view of the reservoir. The night had grown fuller, darker, with heavy clouds. We were sure it would snow soon—there’d been a scent in the wind. The road to reach the highway was miles away; it would take me all night to get to it. I waited until I was sure she was gone, then slid the patio door closed behind me. I put my hat back on and stuffed my hands into my pockets. I knew our lives were, once again, about to change significantly. And that I may not see my mama for a long time after tonight. If ever.

My thoughts went in circles about Judge Colby, Mama’s banishment from her home, my grandparents, and especially Grandmother’s words. “We have housekeepers. We don’t know her or need her.” Even though I’m blood, I can still be discarded. Lesson learned. And yet, a part of me wanted their acceptance. Their validation.

I didn’t venture far, but I did meet a stranger on the beach who was kind to me. His name was Luca Marini, and he said he saw a strength in me that would grow into resilience and a hopeful future. I thought he was a sweet, old man who I’d never see again. I liked that moment of joy, though, of feeling momentarily hopeful, but it didn’t quite fix my distrust of men, but maybe I could become even stronger through all the rejection in my life.

“Resilience will be your superpower, Adelina,” Mr. Marini said, and I liked the sound of that.

Then Mama came short of the bench I’d been on and called over, “Adelina. Come. Now.” Her tone was sharp, but her arms were open.

I hurried over, and she pulled me to walk next to her back inside. We followed the housekeeper up a two-tiered staircase to a massive bedroom with a canopy bed. Excitement bubbled inside me as I gazed at the polished oak desk, matching vanities, and bookcases. There were hundreds of books and a fireplace with seats to sit on.

I twirled in a circle. “Wow, Mama, this place is so beautiful.”

“Yeah, it’s about as real as a doll house,” she murmured, touching her mouth.

My brows lowered. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing. I’m just tired.” She trembled, touching the red marks on her neck.

I went over and hugged her again. We had gone from a pay-by-the-hour motel to a mansion. What came next?

My mind filled with thoughts, and even though we were given a soft bed, I knew it wasn’t good.

[image: ]


Mama was gone when I woke up. She’d left a message on top of my book.
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Alarm bells went off and my stomach lurched, even though it was empty. I quickly changed, and had only reached the bottom of the staircase when I was escorted to the door by the housekeeper.

“Where’s Mama?”

She dipped her head and said, “Follow me.”

I stumbled after her outside to a limousine parked out front. The driver opened the door, and Mr. Belfiore was already seated.

“Get in, Adelina,” he said in a stern voice, pulling out my seatbelt.

I didn’t take it and folded my arms. “Is Mama coming?”

“She flew to Italy to be with my mother. We all thought it best not to do goodbyes. Whether you see her again will depend on you.” A finality in his tone made the hairs on the back of my neck raise.

I clenched my jaw. Mama’s so fragile. “I need to know you won’t put her on the streets.”

He snorted. “Let me clear up some lies you obviously have been told. Lorelei’s decisions put her there. She disgraced our family by marrying your father, and refusing to marry the man she was promised to. We lost a fortune because of that and have no heir. She threw her life away, not us. But she’s safe.”

I never understood why Mama never left Judge Colby, yet he was in massive debt with his addiction and gambling. And he blamed me and Mama for it every chance he got.

Mr. Belfiore pressed a button, and I finally buckled into the seat. A few moments later, the limo moved from the driveway to the main road.

He cleared his throat. “I knew this would be Lorelei’s outcome. She was spoiled and reckless. She chose your lowlife bum of a father over her family…She told us in great detail what happened to him last night.”

Sweat broke across my body. The police told us they had more questions, but we left town. What if they charge me? Or find out how he tried to sell me?

My stomach lurched. “What…what will you do about that information?”

“If you take my offer, I could make it go away,” he replied in an even tone.

I squinted. It sounded too good to be true. “How?”

“I can hire good lawyers, and send you off to boarding school and later college to get an education.”

I flicked my eyes at him and bit my smile. I loved school, especially art class. A steady place to live instead of another motel didn’t sound bad.

“But nothing is given without a cost,” he said. “You’ll need to pay me back, and I will collect.”

I squinted at him. “What do you mean, sir?”

He raised his chin. “You’re the only kin left with my blood. Lorelei failed me by not having children to pass on my Belfiore lineage. That leaves you, Adelina. You can help restore our reputation as leaders of a rich and powerful legacy.”

It was odd to hear I had a legacy when we scraped just to get by and Jacob was in state custody. However, it seemed Mr. Belfiore needed something and was willing to bargain. “What do you want?”

“I’ll arrange your marriage. You’ll have sons I can pass on our family trust and rebuild our Belfiore name and wealth. That’s what I need from you. That’s our pact.”

That seemed like too much to ask of me at fourteen when I didn’t even know what my new life would be like. But I could say no. “What happens if I refuse?”

“You’ll be on your own, never to darken our door. I mean it. Don’t ever return. I’ll need the answer before the end of this ride—”

“I agree to your terms,” I said without hesitation. “But I have some, too. You’ll help my mother rebuild her life, and you’ll provide my brother Jacob with a private care facility.”

My brother Jacob was in state custody because we didn’t have a stable home and he needed medical care we couldn’t afford. If Mr. Belfiore could fly Mama to Italy and buy good lawyers, then he could help my brother.

“You’ll learn never to reveal your cards. Now I know what’s important to you, and that means your mother and your brother’s fates are in your hands. You fail, they fail. Do you understand me?” His tone was sharp.

My skin prickled and my heart pounded in my chest. “Yes, I do, Mr. Belfiore.” Not Grandfather, as I am fairly certain this man will never want that from me.

“Good, now look out the window.”

We were at the train station. Without a doubt, Mr. Belfiore would have left me here. Instead, he used his phone and created a new life for me. And on that day, I resolved to live a life of duty without love.
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Eight Years Later

“You’ve done a good job, Adelina, but I expect your dorm to be empty tomorrow. We won’t have time after the ceremony.” Mrs. Belfiore’s voice had an accent I could never place, but her delivery was often accentuated with authority. Everything in her world was in a place and on a schedule, including me. She paused, shifting her eyes in my direction, and I delivered what was expected, an exuberant smile and a voice fused with gratitude and humility. “I will. Thank you, Mrs. Belfiore.” I’d known my grandmother for eight years now, but I’d never called her anything but Mrs. Belfiore. She’s never been a grandma to me.

My dorm room was spotless as was I, dressed in the dark blue crepe knit polo dress with low heeled pumps she sent ahead for me to wear during her visit. Her demands for perfection had become my own. It was my job to demonstrate the Belfiore family principles—respect, honor, and obedience—they instilled in me over the past eight years. And every visit, though rare, gave me the chance to do so, and were often timed with the semester bill. I did my part: I got top grades, rose to president of the alumni society as Mrs. Belfiore had done. Most of all, I reaffirmed my commitment to honor my agreement to put our family first.

Most of the students at Mount Crest College thought me a mystery. After all, I had first arrived with little hair and softening bruises at the sister boarding academy years ago. Everything revolved around social status, and no one could place me. I had been offered and readily taken the Belfiore name, which came with a history of wealthy and powerful policy makers that shaped our country. They were senators, attorney generals, and ambassadors. There was even a Belfiore building on campus. However, we’d become the poor rich—money in mostly name. We were still millionaires, but not wealthy, thanks to my parents. However, that would change soon. Graduation day was tomorrow, and my arranged marriage would come next.

I didn’t want my new husband to be young or handsome. Mama had been too entranced with my father’s looks, and he used her adoration to control her. Instead, I hoped for a sensible and responsible man, who would fulfill my debt to my grandparents. We’d have children and restore my family’s wealth and status, and all my sacrifices would be rewarded. Then, my life would become my own, and I’d devote it to my beloved art.

In my dreams, I’d be an illustrator, bringing life to the imagination. Drawing a better life had been my only escape from the one I had when I was younger. When my life fell apart, I’d draw a different one that was much better. Now, art was where I lived my dreams, my passions, my love. Inside the paintings, I was good enough.

I came out of my musings to find Mrs. Belfiore’s eyes on me. She stared quietly and hard. I’d changed so much in eight years from the thin, little homeless girl. I had become a mirror of image of her. Tall like her at five-eight height and with a natural arch above my blue eyes that had thick lashes. My cheekbones were no longer gaunt, but fuller. It had been the one thing that kept her attention and saved me. She even commented that she feared I’d look like a Colby but was “pleasantly surprised the Belfiore genes had won out”. Her and my grandfather’s prejudices against Judge Colby, my father, still remained. He was often referred to as an abusive gambling addict, and his actions were a reminder of my connection to his disgrace.

“The president told me you raised twenty-three thousand dollars this semester for the college,” Mrs. Belfiore said to me. “Now that’s something to be proud of. You have our knack for raising money.”

I beamed with pride. “Thank you.”

Alumni fundraising had taken over all my free time, but any acknowledgment as being a Belfiore made my heart fuller. Mrs. Belfiore herself raised millions for the college over the years.

Mama entered the room, came over, and squeezed my shoulders.

“My beautiful daughter’s graduating Summa Cum Laude, Phi Beta Kappa.” She had told just about everyone we passed. I achieved a grade point average above 3.8 and the highest honors and membership into the most prestigious honors society for Liberal Arts. Yet, even eight years later, my senses went to care mode, scanning her. No bruises, maintaining weight. A beautiful rinse of red curls fell down to her shoulders. Her suit was well-tailored with hose and heels. The diamond ring on her finger from her second marriage had been enormous, but of course, Mrs. Belfiore corrected it into a “tasteful band.”

My attention followed Mrs. Belfiore as she stepped in front of a box on the bed and glared. I sighed. Jacob’s artwork and mine were rolled and banded, but not in the travel tubes. Mentioning Jacob always sent Mama into despair since her new husband refused to allow Jacob to live with them. However, nothing would make me leave his artwork behind, even if bringing attention to it would upset her.

I pressed a tag to the lid. Mrs. Belfiore and I locked gazes, with her finally breaking our standoff by giving her assistant, Patricia, the tubes. She quickly took them out of the room to their Mercedes SUV.

“Reginald’s disappointed he couldn’t come,” Mrs. Belfiore said, recovering. “Can you believe Lana’s high school graduation is on the same day?”

Lana was the daughter of my grandfather’s brother, Lawrence. They were the Belfiores of the Upper West Side of Manhattan, whom I had met a scarce number of times. Unlike me, my cousin Lana Belfiore traveled more than she attended high school. And if the rumors were true, Uncle Lawrence had to donate to the school to “support” Lana graduating with her class.

“He’s very proud of you,” Mama added. “He even had the press announce your graduation.”

My smile remained, but pain ached my chest. “Please let him know how thankful I am. It’s fine he can’t attend tomorrow. I understand.”

Announcements were something the college offered, and not out of the ordinary. But I didn’t care about any of them, only for my grandfather to be proud of me. Maybe one day.

He kept his word though. The private facility he placed my brother Jacob in was more of a luxurious nursing home. He had a new wheelchair and clean, pressed clothes. He was good at sign language and did FaceTime with me twice a month.

Patricia and the movers finally took out the last box. I excused myself and hurried to the bathroom and vomited. Just nerves. I’ll be okay. After brushing my teeth and combing my hair, I went back to the room. Mrs. Belfiore and Mama were at the door, ready to leave.

“We have the graduates’ dinner soon,” Mrs. Belfiore announced.

The graduates’ dinner was a tradition of the college, held at a private mansion with mostly trustees and beneficiaries. Mrs. Belfiore was a senior member and would be honored.

“Make sure you have no creases on your dress and powder on your face to not shine in the pictures.”

“I will, thank you, Mrs. Belfiore.” I shook her hand.

Mama hugged me and whispered in my ear, “It’s so good to see you.”

My heart ached. Every year I hoped it would be the one where we would have a chance to spend time together and grow close again. But every year my mother moved farther away. I had been so young—impressionable—when I was cut off from her and placed in a cold, strange boarding school. In the beginning, I had begged my grandparents to let me speak to her so often that they stopped taking my calls. It had been almost a year before they allowed us to talk again. We had both changed by then.

Mama had married Attorney General Glenn Talbot and moved to Greenwich, Connecticut. All my visits there were short, and she was always absorbed in supporting his work.

So, I lived my life simply. Always alone. Always resilient. Because what other choice was there?
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Instead of staying in my room, I headed to my best friend Cassidy’s, weaving through the obstacle of boxes, suitcases, shower caddies left in the hall. Her door still had the Warhol painting of Einstein sticking out his tongue poster taped to it.

I turned the handle. Locked? “Hey, open up,” I shouted.

“Adelina,” her voice rang out. “Coming.”

The door swung open, and she posed with the back of her hand on her forehead. “Don’t say goodbye. I hate goodbyes.”

“Then I won’t say it my love,” I said in a theatrical tone, clasping her hands.

Cassidy laughed, and I joined her.

“Grand-Ma-Ma off in her chariot?” she asked in a snobbish tone, closing the door.

“Yep. To nitpick the people trapped at the dinner with her,” I half-joked.

She tutted. “That’s why my parents are skipping it.”

Mrs. Belfiore’s reputation was well known, but so was her position as head of the board of trustees. No one dared to challenge her.

Cassidy’s books, computer, bookcases, and clothes were everywhere, just like any other day. “What the hell, Cass? Why haven’t you packed?” I gestured at the mess.

She plopped down on her bed and stretched her arms above her head. “Your stuff is here, too.” She pointed at the two tubes of my favorite paintings she kept—just in case Mrs. Belfiore misplaced them in the bin.

I picked up the children’s book I had illustrated, and she made me sign, “The Bumble Bee Ball.” It was a freelance illustration gig I had done for a writer online. I leafed through the images of the bees dressed in their finest clothes as they flew through the gate at Honeyville Springs.

“I still think that this is so you,” she murmured as I handed it back to her.

I thought so, too, but I had other important things ahead and it would have to stay as a hobby. “You sure you can keep them for a while?”

“Of course. They’ll travel with me down the road.” She gave me a thumbs up.

Cassidy wasn’t just going down the road; she had been accepted into Harvard Law. She managed to party and oversleep, but still made top grades. Her brilliance and photographic memory helped out.

I went to her dresser and pulled out a college T-shirt and jogging pants, just like she had on.

She tsked. “Honestly, you’re an adult now. Your granny playing dress up is weird. Tell her to respect your boundaries.”

Cassidy talked big, but she—and most of the students I attended school with—were in the same boat as me. Decisions were made for them since birth. Her parents were top entertainment managers in L.A., who expected her to inherit the company, so she had more leeway. But not much.

“When you tell your parents you want to be an actress, you can talk.” I bent down and she unhooked the clasp at the back of the dress, then I put on the clothes. I rolled my neck and took the hairband Cassidy held out, pulling my hair up into a messy bun like hers.

“You’re gorgeous. I hate you,” she mused.

I grinned at her. “I hate you, too, Gorgeous.”

Her expression turned impish as she picked up her phone. “Check this out.”

I took it from her. It was a naked guy posed by a mirror, watching himself make a muscle.

I threw her phone on her bed. “Oh, come on.”

Cassidy laughed and stretched her hand over to collect it. “I met him on Match. He’s not bad, but he describes himself as an ‘alpha male.’”

We cringed and she reached down the side of her bed and pulled out a small box. “You have a new package from your mysterious boyfriend ‘M.’” She cocked her brow.

I chewed on my lip. My “M” was Mr. Luca Marini, and my only secret from Cassidy. Because even though I trusted her, I feared she might let it slip out and it would get back to my family.

I opened the box and held up Huxley’s Brave New World.

Cassidy scrunched up her face in disgust at the book. “Be still my heart.”

He’d written a bank account number on the inside cover, just like he’d done with the others he’d sent before. I always turned down his money gifts.

“You sure this mysterious M’s not your…husband?” she whispered behind her hand.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

She grimaced. “But someone like him could be. God, I really hate this for you. I’m serious. Just tell them you changed your mind. At least they should’ve let you date.”

I shrugged. “I’m over it.”

The type of man my grandparents promised me to wanted a virgin. How they would know for sure was debatable, but why risk it? Dating would only lead to temptation, so I didn’t.

“Just put your foot down,” she said. “You’re a grown woman now.”

Cassidy spoke like we’d all been taught. Every woman at our women’s college talked about empowerment. I admired their strength and self-esteem, but I hadn’t forgotten what brought me here. She was my favorite person, and I loved her like a sister, but she was spoiled. She never went hungry or went a season without the latest designer heels or bags. I knew what it was like to have my heroin-addicted father sell our food for his fix. To be hit when he lost a bet. To sleep in paid-by-the-hour motels. Or to leave school early to work jobs where the manager didn’t check my age. My grandparents may suck, but at least I’ve got clean clothes and a roof over my head. Jacob and Mama are safe.

My mind attempted to pep-talk me, but Cassidy hugged my shoulder. “I’ll drop it, Lina. But I’m here to support you.”

“I’d rather not talk about it anymore,” I mumbled.

She hugged me, and I finally gave in and hugged her back.

“Good, now what about this mess?” I asked, changing the subject. We both groaned, staring at all her stuff.

“How did I end up with all this crap?” she huffed. “I’ll do one dresser.” She stood and bounced on her feet, then opened a drawer, pulling out a French beret. “Oui, oui. I still hate that you couldn’t go abroad with me.”

A lump lodged in my throat as I remembered how my grandparents had taken away the opportunity, even though I’d earned an art scholarship and saved up the money. I could only dream as Cassidy sent daily photos of all the museums, shops, and events she went to. Her parents had invited me to go abroad with them for the summer holiday, but that too had been turned down. Yes, my grandparents helped, but I never got to try anything. I’m only twenty-two. It can still happen.

Cassidy came over and put the beret on my head. “You look marvelous, darling. Now write your mysterious M while I try to pack.”

My mysterious M. If she only knew. On the night that changed my life, I’d met an older man sitting on the beach at the bottom of the hill. And for some odd reason, we talked about books.

“What’re you reading?”

I puzzled and glanced down. The paperback I’d had with me was sticking out of my pocket. “Mother’s Night by Kurt Vonn…” When I didn’t know how to pronounce something, I spoke the part I was sure of.

“Vonnegut,” he said, frowning. “That’s a dark satire. Too mature for a young girl. It’s also serves as a warning to be careful pretending.”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

“Okay?” He laughed. “What else do you read?”

Reading wasn’t my only love; drawing came first. Still, I’d given him a list of my latest reads and even stayed to memorize the place so I could paint it one day. That was what I told myself, but truthfully, I had nowhere to go. We kept talking.

“The Belfiores are my neighbor,” he told me. “I live in the house next door and we share this area. You were in the house but snuck away to think.”

“I didn’t sneak, I….” I lost what to say. He saw more than I expected.

“It’s okay if you did,” he said. “Sometimes impulses lead to making hasty decisions. And even in the bad situations, there’s someone else that has it worse and may need you.”

Mr. Marini gave me his card so I could send him messages about books. A strange thing perhaps for a lonely fourteen-year-old girl. But his kindness made it hard to throw it away. And we corresponded on occasion ever since. I took out my phone and sent him a text message.

Adelina: Thank you very much for the book. I can’t accept your other gift (you know that) This may be one of our last messages.

Too dramatic? I tried to calm the nausea in my stomach. Mr. Marini had been a real uncle, a confidant. When I had questions about my studies, he always had an answer. He also had been the one older person who made my life fun. His thoughtful care packages with movies and tickets to sporting events had made my life bearable. Of course, once I was around my grandparents they would watch me like a hawk. Who knows what my new husband would be like? He could be jealous.

M: Mia dolce Adelina! Lovely to hear from you. I’m glad you like the book. But what’s this about you never writing again?

Adelina: You know I’m graduating.

M: Summa Cum Laude, Phi Beta Kappa. Everyone back here has heard. I even saw your photo on the Westchester County site. I’m so proud of you, like you’re my granddaughter.

I smiled and typed back.

Adelina: Thank you so much. Your advice about my studies was a godsend, and all the extra surprises made these years not so bad. I’m going to miss it. And well, I believe I may be married soon.

My shoulders slumped as I gripped the phone tighter. Had I shared too much?

M: Yes. So I’ve heard. I’m happy for you. It’s good to start a family.

A pang went through my chest. For some reason, I hadn’t expected Mr. Marini to say that, but he was old enough to be my grandfather. He probably had no adversity to arranged marriages and may have been in one himself.

“Now that we’re graduating, can you tell me who M is?” Cassidy asked.

I chewed my lip.

“I promise I’ll never tell a soul.” She made the sign of the cross and kissed the tip of her finger.

I took a deep breath. It won’t matter soon, anyway. “He’s a Marini, and that’s all I’m willing to say.”

Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. “The Marinis?” Her eyes widened when I didn’t correct her. “Oh, my God, you’re serious. You know that I know the Marinis from my pre-law courses on New York history. They were huge in bootlegging and were a reason for the laws during prohibition, which I believe the Belfiores were also involved with.”

I’d traced some of my family tree at a time. The Belfiores had their hands in government corruption.

“Some mafia suspicions,” Cassie continued and raised a brow. “But they left the life of crime and built a substantial shipping company. Which one are you talking to? Lorenzo? Gabriele? Luca?”

I kept my face blank.

“Rocco?” she shrieked.

“Who?” I acted surprised. But I knew Rocco. I met him that fateful night too. He came running up to get his grandfather….

“Grandpa, we mustn’t be late.” He was taller than me, older—I guessed college age. He was wearing the wool coat with a striped scarf that posh kids wore when I went to Mass. I could see the waves in his thick, black hair, even in the lamps. His eyes were a startling blue color, lighter than mine. His brows furrowed as he gaped. “Is this girl lost or something? She looks hurt. Should we get someone?”

My heartbeat quickened as he gazed over me. I remembered my battered face and my worn-out hoodie and oversized jeans I’d put on over my leggings.

I lowered my head and moved to walk off. “Goodbye, Mr. Marini.”

“You don’t need to leave, Adelina. My rude grandson, Rocco, is still learning his manners.”

“No, I’m…I’m fine,” I mumbled.

“You’re not,” Rocco said in a harsh tone. “You look terrible. Is your shelter in town? Do you need a ride—”

“Rocco, leave her alone,” Mr. Marini hissed. But Rocco didn’t. He took out his wallet and pulled out a wad of money, holding it out for me to take. “A Merry Christmas bonus.”

I winced and stepped back, the pain hitting me like a blow to the gut.

My skin burned and my insides shrunk remembering how I felt being offered money. Sure, I needed it, but he gave it so flippantly. Like I’d become a beggar you could throw charity at to feel better about yourself. Mr. Marini scolded him and tried to come to my defense, but in the end I had the last word.

“I’m fine, Mr. Marini, and I don’t need your money. You should go. You mustn’t be late, Grand Pa-Pa.” I mimicked Rocco’s voice.

Mr. Marini laughed, and Rocco scoffed. “You’re not funny.”

“Oh, but I am, rich boy,” I hissed.

Rocco had been hot when I first met him all those years ago at the beach, even if he had been rude and condescending. It hadn’t mattered as I’d doubted I’d ever see him again anyway. But now, he had somehow become outrageously gorgeous.

“You know which Marini I mean,” Cassidy said and smirked as she picked up her tablet. She started typing, but I already knew whose name she searched. Rocco Marini. Every woman who had exposure to any media had seen Rocco’s photo, as he was always included among the hottest celebrity heirs around. Mr. Marini shared an occasional update on his grandson, but I never asked for more. And the times I stayed at my grandparents, he wasn’t at his grandfather’s house next door. However, I knew he lived in New York City.

Cassidy turned the screen to me to see his images. Hollywood was known for its beautiful people, and Rocco had it in spades. He’d gone from being a business mogul to a producer of independent films and documentaries. And recently, he had been more in front of the cameras than behind them.

“Just look at the gorgeous women he has with him wherever he goes,” Cassidy said.

I was puzzled. When Mr. Marini talked about Rocco, he was worried he spent too much time by himself. Yet, he was often pictured with a pretty woman on his arm. However, no one was certain on who he dated since he’d somehow managed to keep his relationships private. The few that were known to the public didn’t seem to last.

“It looks like he has a type, though,” I murmured, but honestly it didn’t concern me. It was only his grandfather I cared about, and truthfully, Rocco seemed just as spoiled as Cassidy.

“A type? Yes, sophisticated women who will blend into his well-traveled, decadent life. That’s his type,” Cassidy answered. She let out a low whistle. “Damn, this guy has been some places and he’s going somewhere.” She wagged her brows, and I hit her lightly, laughing. She pointed out a few clubs on each coast, and some images from his eatery documentary in Europe and Asia.

“So, he’s traveled abroad, but not everywhere,” I pointed out. “He hasn’t been to outer space.”

She clicked on the second page, and a photo came up of Rocco in a space suit, floating in outer space.

My mouth dropped open. “No way.” I gripped the tablet and peered at the image. It can’t be real?

Cassidy laughed harder. “It’s a bad-fake, Lina, but with his big bucks, he can do whatever he wants. Gah.”

I laughed at her. Cassidy rarely fangirled anyone, but she wasn’t wrong. Social media often hyped-up people to get more clicks. Sure, Rocco was known for his business and films, but his family owned an empire. And the only reason he was photographed was because he was good-looking and wealthy.

I wrinkled my nose. “With all that money the Marini’s have. They could end world hunger.” It was something that annoyed me, but I never said it to Mr. Marini. It seemed rude since he was my friend.

She pointed to an outreach program he worked on, “Rocco’s trying. He played a big part in creating The World Is Your Family project.”

I stared at Rocco’s picture hugging a child at a care center. This smile was different from the others on the generated search. It captured a joy that seemed genuine. Okay. He looks dreamy.

Cassidy touched my arm to get my attention again, laughing.

I squinted at her. “What?”

“What?” she said mockingly. “You, that’s what. You’re attracted to him.”

I rolled my eyes and smirked. “You got all that from me looking at his picture?”

She jutted her chin grinning. “Yeah, I did. Ha. Finally. Someone broke your ice armor. Damn, I hope he comes to Harvard as an alumni guest speaker. I’ll be in the front row, dropping my bag, and he’ll rush over and pick it up.” She batted her eyes.

I chuckled and crossed my arms. She wasn’t wrong about my icy armor. That was something I was quite proud of, and much of that pride stemmed from Mr. Marini’s words. “Resilience will be your superpower, Adelina.” I’ve tried, dear man. “You’re missing your calling as a filmmaker, Cass.”

“Just you wait, Lina. I’ll be Mrs. Marini, or First Lady Cassidy Marini.”

“How do you know he’s going into politics?” I asked and scrunched up my face.

“He spoke to Congress on hunger, so it’s not far-fetched. Just like we both know I’ll be at a firm doing celebrity law in L.A. one day.” She dropped her gaze.

I hugged her shoulder.

Cassidy would return to her mansion in the hills, just like I’d seen in all her pictures. She and Rocco had the wealth and the freedom I could only wish for. If I had the money, I’d establish an institute for abuse survivors and hire Jacob to give lessons in art therapy. He was good at getting other people at his care center to come out of their shell after all he’d been through. Of course, I’d also travel around the world, using the languages I learned, and create art. But that wasn’t in my cards. I would help my family. Not go back on my word like Judge Colby.

“Aren’t you even the least bit curious about what it would be like to date a gorgeous guy like Rocco?” Cassidy cut into my thoughts.

I wrinkled my nose. “So I can be filmed, hounded, vilified, and judged at every turn? No thanks.”

Cassidy closed the tablet and gave me an incredulous look. “Lady, that’s everybody’s life nowadays.”

True. But Rocco Marini was the charismatic type who courted the public eye. Sure, it had something to do with his work, but he still reveled in it. The type of handsome man who could toy with hearts, just like my father. Judge Colby had love-bombed my mother and always had a romantic poem or a nice gift for her after he strayed. I witnessed the many times he lied and cheated or blamed her for all the problems he had in life when things didn’t go his way. To my dad, she never looked good, cooked well, fucked him right. She loved him dearly, and he destroyed her physically and mentally. That won’t be me. I’ll be a good wife, but I will never love my husband.

The only thing that would make me leave would be if he hurt me. Nothing made me prouder than hitting Judge Colby—that was the sin in my heart, as absolution only comes when you have penance. Sometimes, I wondered if karma would collect for my lack of remorse. It hadn’t yet.

Not even Cassidy knew much about my violent past, and I wanted to keep it that way. The arranged marriage wasn’t ideal, but I had a chance to finally build a life.

Even if I’ll never have the freedom I so desire.
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“Adelina Belfiore….” My name and honors were announced at our ceremony on the lawn in front of Williamson Hall. A rush of excitement filled my veins as I left my lawn chair to reach the small stage. A scatter of claps and a scream by Cassidy erupted. I shook our president’s hand and accepted the degree. Glancing over the crowd, Mama clapped from her seat at the end of the fourth row. While Mrs. Belfiore sat in the top honors section with the trustees, and the nearest to her shook her hand for a job well done.

I placed my degree in my lap to cheer Cassidy as she did a twirl on the stage. My heart swelled, thinking of all we had been through together. She stuck to me the second I walked into Saint Agnes boarding school and had never left throughout the four years at Mount Crest College. She was sure I was going to be her best friend, and I loved her audaciousness. I thought about our runs in the mornings, late-night food raids, and movie breaks during our exams. She made my life fun and joyful. That, along with the lectures and research, enriched my life. This place had become my home. I’ll miss it. I’ll miss her.

The announcements and speaker’s address went by quickly. Nerves danced in my stomach, knowing I would leave at the end. Then the time came. The college president announced, “Congratulations, new graduates.”

I rushed over to Cassidy, who was a few rows in front of me. She burst into tears and threw her arms around my neck. “I’m going to miss you so much, Lina. I better hear from you or I’m sending a search party.”

I squeezed her waist and swallowed hard.

Mama came over and hugged me. “I couldn’t be prouder. See? It all worked out.”

I let go and introduced her to my professors. Soon, Cassidy came over with her mom and dad. They were very bohemian chic; her mom wore a vibrant printed sundress, while her dad wore a printed T-shirt under his designer linen suit.

“We have a present for you.” Mrs. Cosgrove handed me an envelope, which Mama quickly tucked into her purse. “I’ll hold on to it for you.”

I kept my smile.

“So nice to see you again, Mrs. Talbot,” Mrs. Cosgrove said cheerily.

“Where’s Glenn?” Mr. Cosgrove asked.

“He had an important tournament,” Mama said, ignoring his pause when she didn’t elaborate. Her husband Glenn was an ornament on a tree—a shiny decoration I’d forgotten about most times. Too bad my graduation fell on his golf day.

“I’m so proud of our daughters.” Mrs. Cosgrove squeezed my hand. “Adelina’s such a talented artist. That Bumble Bee Ball book she illustrated was outstanding—”

“It was a hobby, Mrs. Cosgrove,” Mama interrupted her. “Adelina has much more important plans ahead of her. Excuse us.”

Their smiles wilted. Cassidy gave me a quick hug before Mama moved us on. Mrs. Belfiore was ahead with the college president, but she steered us behind the massive sycamore tree on the lawn. “We’ll tell my mother that we left to re-check your dorm room.” Her tone was brisk. She pinched her throat.

“Are you okay, Mama?” I repeated when she didn’t answer the first time.

“I am. Please, stop asking me that,” she snapped. The tips of her fingers rubbed her forehead. “Sorry, Adelina.”

I lifted my shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

Her eyes darted around. “We’re going to my parents’ house and won’t have much time alone. You need to stay calm and keep your face as expressionless as possible. But this may be the only time I get to tell you what’s going to happen…Mother’s in a good mood, and when she’s happy, everyone needs to be. They have a way of making things more difficult if they know you’re affected. I…I can’t protect you.”

I smirked. “Seriously, Mama, stop worrying. I’m fine; I can handle it.”

She frowned. “I was once as naïve as you are, but I can’t let you go in cold. Your future husband will be at my parents’ home either tonight or tomorrow. I already told them it’s fast, but they reminded me of my failure with your father.”

I ran my hands down the goosebumps that broke out on my skin. “I expected that.”

She nodded and licked her lips. “I thought so, but I want you to be smarter about this than I was. His name is William Ashford, but he prefers Willy. He’s a partner in a top brokerage firm in Manhattan, and will soon to be running for governor. He’s got the connections and financial backing. He’s…a young forty-one.”

I hadn’t expected my grandparents to choose a man my age, but did they have to pick one nineteen years older? “Okay. A young forty-one doesn’t sound too bad—”

“He lives with his widowed mother in Nantucket. That’s where you’ll be staying until the election in two years. She’ll claim to move into the mother-in-law’s suite and give you the house, but that’s a test. She wants a woman to do whatever she asks.”

I scoffed. “So, Willy’s a mama’s boy. I need to make friends with her, and I will.”

She shook her head. “She’s the type who thinks no one’s good enough. You’ll be miserable.” She lowered her head. “You don’t deserve this. I wish I could tell them no, but I don’t want you out there…alone.” Her eyes watered, and my heart ached. That was what had Mama on edge. If I ruined the arranged marriage, they’d throw me out of the family like they had done to her. But they needed the money, and if it didn’t work out for them, it wouldn’t for the rest of us.

I couldn’t expect Mama to give up her new life for me, but Jacob depended on them even more. Yarwood Springs cost them twenty thousand dollars a month. He had multiple sclerosis and seizures that made it so he often needed frequent medical care. Will they take him away from his home? Absurd. However, my grandparents left Mama to suffer for sixteen years….

I wrapped my arms around her tightly. “I’ll be okay. I’m ready for the marriage.”

She sobbed into my shoulder. “I miss you so much every day.”

I rubbed her back, taking the pain. Now’s not the time to fall apart. She cried, and I endured. Nothing she told me came as a surprise.

Mama calmed, and we went to the bathroom to fix her makeup.

We walked outside and Mama told me, “A man who loves his mother may be good. I…I got some input. He has no history of violence.”

I forced a grin. That’s his redeeming feature? “Thank you, Mama.”

We rejoined Mrs. Belfiore, and the college photographer took a few pictures of us for the college media. After, I rushed to turn in my cap and gown, then headed to her Mercedes SUV.

Once we were all inside and driving off campus, Mama turned to Mrs. Belfiore. “The ceremony was so beautiful, and the speeches were inspiring. Your classmates seemed so close. Also, it was great seeing Cassidy and her parents.”

“The Cosgroves are turbulent,” Mrs. Belfiore said. “That’s why Cassidy didn’t know how to behave. She spoke too loudly and giggled like a child. She reminded me of you, Lorelei.”

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Mama let out a light laugh. “Yes, but she has time. I’m sure she’ll be fine at Harvard Law, isn’t that right, Adelina?”

“Yes, she’s going there,” I said with a rise in my tone. “Cassidy’s popular and friendly, but also academically earnest. She’s an outstanding student.”

“She only graduated Magna Cum Laude,” Mrs. Belfiore chirped. “But she’s a legacy.”

I bit my cheek. A few of her professors had announced that they never awarded top grades, and she only missed Summa Cum Laude by a minuscule amount of points. Not that my grandmother would listen.

“I’m sure your husband is missing you in Connecticut,” Mrs. Belfiore told Mama. “Perhaps you should go back now.”

“We agreed I’d be there to meet Adelina’s potential in-laws.”

“You told her?” Mrs. Belfiore asked, her tone abrupt. “Your father wanted to discuss it with her first. It’s Adelina’s graduation, her personal achievement. Couldn’t you have waited?”

My mouth went dry. I hadn’t expected her acknowledgement or concern.

“I’m sorry, I suppose I was too excited to hold back the news,” Mama said in a cheery tone. “I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

My lips spread into a plastic grin. “I already suspected it, anyway. Mr. Belfiore always keeps his word.”

Mrs. Belfiore reached over and patted my hand. “He does. You can count on it.”
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We arrived late at my grandparents’ home. But at least we had made it within the window of time Cindy had set for me to chat with Jacob. He wanted to congratulate me on my graduation.

I connected the computer and waited for him to appear. Our eyes were the same shade of deep blue, and his hair was styled like mine when I was fourteen, in a crewcut. His wheelchair was a newer one than last time.

I grinned and signed, “Hey, Jacob. What happened to your old chair?”

He signed back, “It broke.”

“It was damaged during a trip,” Cindy answered. “They didn’t properly store it.”

“I’m sorry, Jacob,” I signed and said to him.

Jacob made the sign that meant, “No worries.” Then he signed, “You finally graduated?”

I nodded while smiling. “I graduated.” My hand trembled as I showed off the degree.

“In art, like me?” he signed.

“Global studies,” I told him.

“Should have been art,” he signed back.

“Jacob,” I drawled out and signed, “You’re the artist.” I stared at him again; he was sweating and a little dark around his eyes. “Are you sleeping?”

Cindy wiped his chin. “Not as well. The doctor wants to try a new medication.”

I bobbed my head. “I hope you feel better. I have your paintings and will keep them with me.”

“You should send me some of yours,” Jacob spelled out. “So I can tell you how to improve it.”

He giggled, and I joined in laughing.

“We have to go,” Cindy announced. “Sorry, this call wasn’t scheduled and I—”

“I understand, Cindy,” I told her. “Thank you for doing it.”

“I love you, Lina,” Jacob signed and my eyes stung.

I signed and said, “I love you, too,” and expanded my hands to include the world, and in that world we were together, instead of always apart.

He raised his frozen hand, and I waved goodbye before the screen went dark.

I turned off the lights and let the tears roll down my cheek.
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I woke early the next morning and already had a message from Mr. Marini.

M: When should I feed the birds?

I wrote back.

Adelina: 11 a.m. Run. Rest at beach.

I left for the run a few hours later. Once out the patio door, I stretched, then headed down to the bottom of the hill. Mr. Marini wasn’t there, but I hoped he’d show up on my way back.

There was a paved path that ran along the reservoir. The mist over the water rose as the light and dawn spread over the sky. The smell of the river intermixed with flowers and plants that bloomed with the spring. It was the one thing I most enjoyed when I visited, as it allowed time to myself and gave me peace.

Stopping to catch my breath and enjoy the view, registered footfalls behind me. My heartbeat quickened, and I turned, ready to move out of the way of whatever was approaching. But what showed up had me frozen as a pair of long, tanned, muscular legs slowed to stop in front of me.

The man wore dark shorts and a fitted T-shirt that hugged his defined chest and abs. His arms were solid and sinewy. I lifted my eyes higher over his broad shoulders to his face —whoa. He had one of those rare, beautiful faces, chiseled by God’s hands. Undeniably gorgeous. From his smug expression on his full lips, he seemed pleased with the powerful effect his looks had on us meager mortals. His blue eyes burrowed in just like they’d done eight years ago. There was a spark of recognition in them as he remembered me. Rocco Marini.

A flicker of delight blossomed and spread through me at a pace as fast as my pulse. He’d caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected to see him or had time to mask my expressions.

“This isn’t the spot where you feed the birds,” his voice was deep with a hint of amusement. But hearing him say what Mr. Marini had texted me broke his spell, and I thankfully came to my senses.

Recovering, I stepped back. “What do you know about it, rich boy?”

Rocco let out a chuckle. “You remember me?” He folded his arms, and I couldn’t help but look at how they flexed. Shit. “I apologize for the way I treated you back then. It was rude.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “It was a long time ago.” He had been impolite, but looking back on it, it was also kind of funny. He had barged into the conversation between his grandfather and me, demanding he come in for dinner. Bygones. Water under the bridge.

His smile wilted. “After you left that night, I asked my grandpa to do something.”

I grimaced, remembering that awful night. I’d been a poor, beat-down kid. Cold and hungry. Everything I hated, but that had been eight years ago. In my head, I’d become a new person that didn’t need pity. I worked hard in college, and no one ever brought up my past. However, in only a few seconds, Rocco had brought it all back. “I’m over it, but thank you, Mr. Marini.”

“Rocco,” he said. “You can call me Rocco, Adelina.”

I instantly hated how much I liked hearing his deep voice say my name. But what did he mean, I could call him Rocco? Like I’d ever see him again?

I shifted my legs and glanced around. “Is your grandfather here? I thought he’d come feed the birds today.”

“He told me to come in his place. He’s not at the house, by the way.”

I held my elbow across my chest to try and stop my chest from rising and falling. And to prevent him from seeing my nipples tighten through my shirt. “Oh, I didn’t know.”

It irked me that Mr. Marini had told Rocco he talked to me. But my family still didn’t know about it, so Rocco must have kept it a secret.

“Grandpa meant no harm. He thinks very highly of you. He often tells us about you.”

“Oh? Hmmm. That’s nice,” I murmured, bobbing my head and touching my warm neck.

“He thought I’d like to see you again. He was right.”

Thud. Thud. Thud. My heart pounded. I wanted to ask why he’d want to see me, but I didn’t. I looked at him again and Rocco stared intensely at me. What should I say? I had no idea. But gaping at him wasn’t it. I rocked on my heels and was about to go when he said, “Congratulations on graduating. You were top of your class?”

My cheeks warmed. “I did all right. It’s not like going to space.”

He squinted. “Space?”

“Well, I’m sure it won’t be too hard to find the picture of you out in outer space.” I did a quick search on my phone and showed him the image.

He chuckled. “Searching for me online, eh?”

My shoulders lifted. “It’s a joke picture of rich show-offs.”

He frowned and I chuckled.

He lifted his chin. “Showing my life isn’t showing off. My accomplishments give me a rush.”

“You chase rushes?” I asked and inwardly cringed. Did my question sound like I was flirting?

He cocked an eyebrow like he was surprised. The dazzling smile that spread on his full lips assured me it had sounded exactly like that. “I don’t all the time, but life’s short. Best to enjoy it.”

His response was a bit morose for a guy who seemed to have it all.

I glimpsed him. Still breathtaking, I mean, Christ…and I need to stop gawking. I shouldn’t be thinking about him that way anyway. I stiffened and squared my shoulders. “I’ve got to go. Goodbye, uhm, Mr. Marini.”

“It’s Rocco, Bella,” he drawled in Italian, beautiful.

I narrowed my eyes and put a hand on my hip. Is he for real? I had no idea why Rocco Marini would waste his time flirting with me. “You think if you call me beautiful, I’ll swoon?”

“I can do many things that will make you swoon, Adelina.”

I glared at him. “Don’t talk dirty to me.”

He chuckled and put his hands on his narrow waist. “That’s dirty? This isn’t the fifteen hundreds.”

It might as well be. I’m about to meet my husband and shouldn’t be talking to Rocco alone. My eyes shifted around. “Bye.” I turned away and jogged a few steps.

“Nice seeing you again, Bella-fiore.” He drew out my surname, Belfiore, which meant beautiful as a flower.

Like Lot’s wife in that story, I made the mistake of turning back. His eyes bore into mine with a lustful grip that sent my pulse racing. My body heated and tightened. Get a grip, Adelina.

Rocco winked, then jogged away from me, leaving me to suffer with a view of his toned backside. Even that was sexy. Sexy? Sex. No. Get your head on straight. He probably winks and flirts with every woman he meets. Who cares that he remembered me from so long ago? Mind you, I could understand his pity. I looked miserable that night, there was no doubt about that.

Mr. Marini had probably already told him I’ll marry soon. He used his good looks to toy with me and see his grandpa’s charity case. Rocco literally had the world at his feet and was well out of my league. Mr. Willy Ashford was my future, and I may even become a governor’s wife. And soon enough, I’d be well tucked away in Nantucket in a brand-new pastel shirt and chinos. Or so I’d seen when I did an online search for him. He wore the same combination of clothes, even at his office Christmas parties.

I mused and jogged back to the house. When I reached the top of the patio, my grandfather stood by the door, eyeing me strictly, and any joy I’d gained from my run quickly dissipated. He was skilled at causing that.

“Hurry up and change. Your husband will be here soon.”
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“Don’t put on eyeliner or blush. A man likes a young lady to look innocent.” Mama gave her motherly wisdom, and I fought hard not to roll my eyes as she paced around her old bedroom. It had been so long since Mama had had any significant input in my life that I almost wanted to ask her to stop.

I brushed my brows and applied lip moisturizer before picking up my dress flats and carrying them to the door. We had already used up our time; there was none left to prepare or think—not even about running into Rocco Marini, not that I could share it with Mama. She never had a kind word to say about men nowadays, and was always suspicious they’d try to bring harm to her. She’d also remind me of my agreement with my grandparents. Not that I’m interested. Soon I’d laugh about Rocco’s “flirting” with Cassidy when my marriage prep finished, and I could get time alone to call her. Nantucket wasn’t that far away from Massachusetts. Maybe she could visit?

There was also something else to worry about. My family wouldn’t allow me to spend any time with men. I wondered if that was a mistake. Had it left me awkward as a school kid? Would my new husband find me lacking because I wasn’t sophisticated?

Mama placed a hand on my back, leading me toward the door. “Let’s go.”

We went downstairs and had almost reached Mr. Belfiore’s study when he stepped out with a middle-aged woman in a pantsuit. She came forward with a smile. “You must be Adelina. Wow, you’re stunning.” She clasped both of my hands. “I’m Brenda Esposito; I’m your marriage liaison and mediator. So happy to finally meet you. We need you to sign a few papers. Okay?”

Mr. Belfiore’s face was blank, and I glanced at Mama.

“It’s standard, Adelina,” she said.

There were already a couple of men in suits seated at a mahogany table inside the office. “Lawyers,” Mr. Belfiore mumbled as all the information we would need, or he would ever share about them.

“This is the license,” Brenda said in a sing-song voice. “You sign here and here.” She pointed at the papers. “It’s your marriage license. I’m a notary. Once Mr. Ashford signs, I can file it. However, the wedding ceremony will need to take place to finalize the marriage, but this is the legal part of the process.”

My pulse quickened as I shifted my gaze over the papers. I hadn’t expected the marriage to be so impersonal. Mama touched my back to let me know it would be okay, and I signed my name on the forms, including a non-disclosure agreement.

The lawyers presented another form along with the Belfiores’ family trust, which had my name and eight hundred thousand dollars in it as well as a list of things my grandparents had paid off for me. It had deducted my private school, college tuition, and an itemized list of all my care, including the mediators’ fees and my wedding. It still had money left, but from what I could decipher, it wasn’t something I could easily take away. I’d have to get authorization to do so until I turned forty or had a son. My head swam, dizzying with the impact of knowing how much of my life would still not be mine. Still, I signed. Then, Mr. Belfiore led us out of the room while Brenda met with him and the lawyers.

We joined my grandmother in the living room, and sat down on the newly upholstered, floral couches that faced an empty one, and waited. Not long after, Mr. Belfiore and Brenda joined us, and then the doorbell rang.

My heartbeat pounded as the sound of heels on marble grew louder and the Ashfords appeared. William was pastel-shirted and chinoed, while his mom was in a vintage Chanel pink suit with tights and heels. Mr. Ashford’s tanned face didn’t hide all the wrinkles present. His bleached bright smile shone as he moved a slow gaze over me approvingly, then held out his hand for me to shake. “Wow. You look even lovelier in person, Adelina.”

My lips curved. “Thank you, Mr. Ashford.”

Mr. Ashford’s head turned, and his brows went up as he watched his mother take a seat on the couch without acknowledgement.

He let out a light chuckle. “I’m Willy, and that’s my mother, the boss.” He gave me a wink.

I grinned. I know the feeling. His smile broadened.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Ashford,” I said politely.

She lifted her chin and clutched her purse strap tight. “Can we get on with it?”

Brenda laughed loudly. “You’re so funny, Mrs. Ashford.” She motioned for one of the lawyers from the other room to take a seat. “This is our attorney, Kevin. He’s here to answer any legal questions you may have about what we discuss today. I’d like to confirm that everyone in here signed non-disclosure agreements, which both parties agreed to. So you can talk freely as nothing you say can leave this room without legal action.”

We all confirmed. I sat next to Mama while Mr. Ashford sat beside his mother.

She continued, “We’ve been in a discussion that we hoped we could work through together as a family since you will all soon become a family.”

Mrs. Ashford cleared her throat loudly. “Well, there’s some news that has recently come to our attention that we can’t ignore—”

“I believe we could look past it,” Mr. Ashford interrupted.

She gave him a cool stare. “I can’t. Now, I have no doubt Adelina is a lovely lady, but our private investigator informed us that she attacked her father when she was fourteen.”

My face heated, and I stared at Mama, whose eyes widened in surprise. Just hearing that brought it all back—me standing over Judge Colby….

My face swollen from his punches, with drops of blood oozing from my cut lip. But I won’t drop the folding chair. I crouch and tighten my grip, waiting for his next move.

He’s in a heap on the filthy orange carpet in the pay-by-the-hour motel room.

Fast wet breaths and coughs come from his lips.

His syringe and aluminum foil are ready for his next fix. He didn’t hide them anymore.

Mama tugging on my sore arm. “Let it go, Adelina.”

I see her face, red and bruised. Her clothes are torn off, but she grabs a sweater to cover my ripped shirt and cheap bra with the broken clasp.

He’s been waiting to cross that line.

The sound of sirens grow closer. Still, I swing the chair down on him.

Swing. “Never.”

Swing. “Asshole.”

Swing. “Just die.”

Pride swelled inside me as I remembered. I don’t care. I fought back.

“That was a long time ago, and in self-defense, because he was violent to us,” Mama said. “Since then, Adelina’s graduated with honors. She’s done a lot of volunteering at college and was a top fundraiser for every organization she became involved in.”

I’d volunteered and fundraised to help people who were in similar situations like my mom and I had been in, living with Judge Colby, who would always make our lives hell with his drugs and stealing.

“That’s something we have in common, Adelina,” Mr. Ashford said in a light tone. “My mother and I were both impressed.”

“We were,” Mrs. Ashford said, and huffed. “I’m fair-minded, and I understand challenging…family dynamics, but I’m uncomfortable about having a woman who’s forceful in our home. You must understand, my Willy’s a sensitive man—he would never hurt a fly. He’s going to be governor one day, and he needs to marry a woman with less of a troubled past. That’s why we’ve decided that Lana would be a better match for him.”

Staring at Mrs. Belfiore, she looked as shocked as me. This news had been most unexpected. Lana Belfiore, my cousin, had only just graduated from high school yesterday.

“Then why did you come today?” Mrs. Belfiore asked in a curt tone.

Mrs. Ashford jutted her chin. “We’re polite and in civil company. We planned a luncheon, and I always love coming out to Westchester County whenever I leave Nantucket.”

“I also wanted to tell you all in person that I’m very sorry,” Willy said solemnly. His eyes glazed over, and I realized then that, even at his age, he wasn’t free to do whatever he wanted.

“We’d hoped you’d changed your mind, but we see you haven’t,” Mr. Belfiore said in an even tone. “But we had also invited my brother Lawrence, his girlfriend Sybil, and Lana to our lunch. I’m sure they’ll be delighted with the news.” His voice was monotone, his expression blank.

Chime. The doorbell rang, followed by loud chattering before I could say anything.

“Why did I have to come?” a young girl’s voice echoed loudly inside the house. “It’s not like I had to. You already decided.”

“Lana, be quiet,” a woman scolded.

Brenda laughed nervously. “Lana’s so playful. Well, I guess we should move into the dining room?” She raised her penciled brows.

“Yes, I believe that’s best.” Mrs. Belfiore stood and walked with Ms. Ashford. Willy stayed back and mouthed “sorry” to me before he left the room.

“What’s going on, Father?” Mama asked him, her arms crossed.

Mr. Belfiore averted his eyes. “I don’t know how he found out. That case was sealed because she was a minor—”

“Yes, that’s what you promised me,” Mama snapped.

He glared at her. “I’ve no control over whatever connections Ashford has at his disposal. Matches aren’t guaranteed; you should know that by now. Willy was fine with it; his mother was the one who had a problem. We spoke yesterday, and she said she’d sleep on it.”

Mama grimaced and continued to argue, but I tuned them out. No matter what Mama said, the discussion was over.

“Drop it, Lorelei. We’re not alone, and I’ll not tolerate a scene,” Mr. Belfiore hissed and straightened his tie. “You both can have lunch in the sunroom; I’ll excuse your absences.”

“I’m not hungry,” I told him.

He smirked at me. “Then busy yourself with something else. I’m sure you wouldn’t enjoy sitting there with the husband you lost while he makes plans with your cousin.”

I stood. “No, I wouldn’t.”

Mama scoffed. “Since this change, Adelina should stay with me in Connecticut—”

“No. Adelina stays here,” Mr. Belfiore said in an authoritative tone. “You should join Glenn at his golf tournament. We agreed to the graduation and the wedding preparation, but that’s changed, as you can see. I’m upset, too, Lorelei. I missed Adelina’s graduation trying to smooth things over. But your anger around here will only exhaust your mother. You can call her when you return.”

Mama snorted. “You promised me that Mr. Ashford would marry Adelina, but instead of doing something about that, you’re hosting them and kicking me out?”

“Because of you, my brother Lawrence is the head of our family,” he said in a sharp tone. “I have a duty to be cordial now. You see, Lorelei, I put my family first.”

Mama’s face flushed and she lowered her head. “Yeah, well…she’s an adult now. If she wants to come back with me, she can, instead of staying here after being humiliated. What do you want to do, Adelina?”

Mama was emotional because she wanted the best for me. However, I also knew she’d send me back after a day.

I squeezed her hand. “I’m staying here. Let’s have lunch.”

Circumstances had changed and causing a scene wouldn’t make things better. Besides, with Mr. Belfiore’s brother waiting for him back in the dining room, he didn’t have time to micromanage us. We watched him hurry off without another word.

We were silent over our lunch, with Mama spending more of the time on her phone. When we finished, she finally said, “It’ll be fine. My father never has only one option. Okay?”

I nodded. “I’m sure. Besides, his mother was very bossy.”

Mama scoffed. “Wasn’t she just awful? But he’s worse, spineless.” Her brows knitted. “My parents didn’t show it, but they’re upset. Just stay out of their way…you can enjoy yourself. There are stables down the road if you want to ride. I’m sure mother could be talked into taking you into Manhattan for shopping if you want to, or you can go in with a driver.”

Mama tried to lighten the conversation by talking about things we both knew wouldn’t happen. Somehow, everything had fallen apart, and now, because I defended myself instead of being sold off and probably harmed worse, I’d ruined my prospects. My “challenging family dynamics” were known and looked down upon. Would they ever even find a match? And how does this affect Jacob? I knew my grandparents were counting on the money from our match.

So what will we do?
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Mama left for Connecticut soon after, and I’d been moved to another bedroom in the East Wing, closer to the grand suite occupied by my grandparents. No one told me why, but it was much more spacious. It had a lovely fireplace and many books to read, and even my laptop had been left on the desk. The purse Mama had held to my graduation was in the closet, and it made me remember the card Mrs. Cosgrove had given me, which she’d put inside it. She always gone out of her way to make her gifts memorable. Her cards were never just cards. But she’d make sure it connected to something personal. They’d have an art style similar to something I had painted or a poem she’d related to.

Joyously, I carried it back to the bed, sat down, and opened the purse. My hands reaching in and pulling out…pieces? What the hell?

Turning the purse upside down, the contents fell like a puzzle. Shocked and annoyed, a knot lodged in my throat as I put it back together. There was a custom card of a photo of Cassidy, Mrs. Cosgrove, and me holding my hands up in front of the sycamore tree outside the main building on campus at the parent’s visiting day last spring. But it wasn’t only a card, but an open plane ticket to California! Ms. Cosgrove also included a handwritten note.
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I swallowed against the knot in my throat. Mama had ripped it, but she must have known I’d find it. Impulsive, jealous, childish, even. But at the core, I understood Mama. She, like me, coveted Mrs. Cosgrove’s freedom, her life, and her love. Sometimes, I wondered how I’d be if I had a friendship with my mom like Cassidy had with hers. She complained, but her mom was her biggest cheerleader and close confidant. I rarely ever heard Cassidy say something was impossible. She had me believing I could do more, be more. Mama felt it too, and I was sure she wanted me to reassure her insecurities. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not after she destroyed something that was special. I went to my laptop and ordered a thank you card for Mrs. Cosgrove, then put away all thoughts about it.

No new match came over the next week, but I kept busy. My sketchpads were left in the cellar, but I took them out and went back to drawing. Dreaming. I lived in the illusion I created. I was in a café in Paris, or standing with my arms outstretched at a castle in Tuscany. It was my escape, but in the end, I’d never use that ticket given to me by the Cosgroves. My fate was sealed. I’d marry whoever my grandparents decided on.

Late one evening, a notification sounded on my laptop. It was from Jacob’s social buddy, Cindy. She attached new photos to her activity update email, which include Jacob laughing and painting on an easel outside. My heart warmed. He had a much fuller social life than I did now, which was all I hoped for after all he’d been through. Whatever happened, I needed to keep it that way. While I was sure before, Mr. Belfiore’s promises weren’t as strong as I had thought days ago, which caused dread to creep in as I sat in the bedroom. I needed to stop the nagging thoughts about all that could fall apart. I wanted to call Cassidy, but she was with her family, and I didn’t want to interrupt. I eyed the book on my side table. Maybe later. I could go for another run?

I changed into a jogging suit and left the room.

“Adelina, is that you?” Mrs. Belfiore called out from the bottom of the staircase.

I huffed but called back, “Yes, it’s me.”

“Good. Come down to the living room. We need to speak with you about something important.”

I went downstairs and found Mr. Belfiore in the dining room with a leather-bound folder in front of him. “Take a seat.”

I sat across from him, and Mrs. Belfiore sat next to him.

Mr. Belfiore lifted his chin and opened the case. “As you’re aware, the match with Mr. Ashford ended, but another man has come forward to take his place.” His brows knitted. “Honestly, I’m baffled by his willingness to agree to our arranged marriage. Though with him being still newly rich, he may well benefit from bonding with our family, even with all the issues we’ve had in the past.”

I wanted to ask what issues, but I was more curious about the man he’d arranged to marry me. My pulse increased. “Who is it?”

“Rocco Marini,” he said. They both scrutinized me.

My mouth went dry, and my pulse jumped. Even though I was friends with Rocco’s grandfather, Mr. Luca Marini, I never expected Rocco Marini would consider marrying, let alone marrying me.

“I see you are as surprised as we were by his offer,” Mr. Belfiore said. “He’s a famous billionaire bachelor, and is of a different caliber from Ashford, so even if I wanted to, I can’t refuse him. We have lost too much and aren’t bringing in enough money to keep everything running smoothly.” He straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin. “I would never have considered him because of his budding celebrity status caused by his dalliances in film producing. However, he has also shown promising political aspirations and could back key lucrative financial initiatives in the future. That will benefit what we lost covering the extensive Colby debts. But Rocco’s young and not as committed to the arranged marriage he’s been placed in by his grandfather, Luca Marini. I see this marriage as a wild card, and I never gamble.”

Mrs. Belfiore nodded. “If anyone is to blame, it’s Lorelei. She threw her life away for a gambling-addicted poet. I’ve done my part for Adelina, but pedigree is something instilled at birth. She was always at a disadvantage.”

I went still and blanked my face, but the heat in my skin gave me away. Mrs. Belfiore’s words created more scars in my heart. My education, etiquette and language classes never registered with her because she still thought of me as an outsider. Without a doubt, my father, Judge Colby, becoming a poet had robbed them of the chance to take advantage of his judgeship and influence. Not only that, but Mama also became pregnant, and they made her marry him, even though they disowned her for what he’d cost them. That was history.

What bothered them was Rocco Marini. He was a man with significant wealth, power, and status. A man they can’t control.

Mr. Belfiore cleared his throat and adjusted his collar. “Listen, Adelina, even with all your disadvantages, you must make this marriage work. We have a chance of restoring much of what we lost financially, including your grandmother’s Longfellow property, which was her birthright. These five weeks before the official wedding ceremony are essential. I expect you to excel like you’ve done with everything else we’ve given you.”

There were times when I thought my grandparents liked me, though they were often distantly polite. But I appreciated them, dearly. They kept their end of the bargain, and I needed to keep mine. I wouldn’t be another liability.

I jutted my chin. “I’ve always given my full cooperation—”

“We had Lorelei’s cooperation, too,” Mr. Belfiore said and smiled weakly. “I want to believe you, but with a man like Rocco, you only get one chance. If he backs out of this marriage, you’ll have to marry my friend’s son, Percy Sterling. He’s an appeals judge in the 2nd circuit.”

Mrs. Belfiore gasped, but quickly made her face expressionless.

My pulse jumped. All the time I’d known her, I had never seen her this troubled.

Mr. Belfiore reached for her hand and clasped it. “Percy is an option, but you’ll marry Rocco. Your success in this marriage doesn’t only depend on you.”

“It’s for Lorelei,” Mrs. Belfiore added.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

She sighed heavily. “It’s time you knew the truth…Lorelei was committed into a mental health hospital after the abuse your father caused broke her, physically and mentally. We were granted a conservatorship. Her past neglect and child protection orders are sealed, but no one will allow Lorelei to take Jacob. She’s been deemed unfit.”

My heart constricted. Mama was institutionalized? I was told she had gone to Italy to rest at my great grandmother’s place that first year we hadn’t been able to talk. That Glenn was preventing her from having Jacob live with her. “Why…why didn’t you tell me?”

“What could you have done?” Mr. Belfiore asked “You were fourteen and could have gone to juvenile detention for attacking your father. Because even if he’d stepped down as a judge, he’d still have some pull. But we stepped in and saved you.”

I lifted my chin. “You don’t have to threaten me to get my help. We’re family.” My voice cracked, and I turned my head because I couldn’t bear to see them say I wasn’t. I wanted them to be proud of me; I wanted their love and acceptance.

“Yes…we are,” Mr. Belfiore said. “But as I said before, this isn’t the first time I’ve sat here. We are at an age where we can’t start over. We invested in you to help all of us.” He paused. “Rocco…isn’t getting much out of the deal, so it’s very important for you to make sure he’s happy to marry you.”

My face warmed and nerves danced in my stomach. What could I possibly offer a man that has everything?

Still, I waited as Mr. Belfiore opened the leather folder and placed a stack of papers on the table for me to sign.

I immediately noticed the contract was different. Willy’s had included money from my family trust. But this one offered five million dollars to my family on signing the marriage license, and another five million after the wedding ceremony, along with a list of properties that had a particular one underlined with a pen. Longfellow. Constance Longfellow was my grandmother, Mrs. Belfiore’s, maiden name. While I didn’t know how she’d lost her family property, it was significant to her, and I wanted her to have it back. There was also a short list of properties, private sectors, contacts, and other exclusive benefits my grandparents agreed to provide in return, though most I didn’t understand. Only I would have a chance to payback my grandparents for saving us and restoring our family’s societal position and fortune. I was just as committed to making things right.

I signed the papers.

Mr. Belfiore checked over the papers and placed them back inside the leather book. “Good. Mr. Marini will be here tomorrow morning at ten. We’re going over final contracts and his schedule with the lawyers. It’s imperative for you to be on time, respectful, and obedient.”

“Yes, Mr. Belfiore,” I said and he smiled.

“You should go rest. You have a busy day ahead.”

The warmth of his words and his acknowledgement soothed a cut inside my heart. But there are always more conditions. I secretly hated that I was locked into a life to win their love. But what was love, anyway? Something that always had conditions.

My father had said it often enough to Mama that it had lost meaning. Still, I longed for it. If I did it all, married and had children, would that be enough? Will they love me? Will they ever tell me they do?

“Goodnight.” I left the room and went straight up the stairs. At the top, I drew a shaky breath, pressing my hand to my chest. Rocco Marini’s marrying me? Mr. Belfiore’s words were still ringing in my ears. “Rocco…isn’t getting much out of the deal, so it’s very important for you to make sure he’s happy to marry you.”

Even though I’d done everything they’d asked of me, worn every article of clothing expected, kept myself out of trouble with excellent marks in college, I still wasn’t enough. I was a transaction. Something to maintain their status and wealth.

Rocco Marini didn’t need me.

So, why the heck had he agreed to marry me? And what if he changes his mind?
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No one promised me a rose garden, hearts, and happiness. I’d known from the start that my arranged marriage was to restore our wealth and lineage. The only thing I wanted to do was check in on Mama. She never, not even for a moment over the years, gave me any indication that she was in a conservatorship. All this time I’d thought my grandparents keeping me from her was cruel, but I hadn’t even considered my mother had a mental breakdown. She had been distraught all those years ago, but she seemed to be fine living with Glenn. I never saw him angry with her, though he seemed indifferent to everything. Their mansion in Connecticut was beautiful, and Mama never spent her time trapped inside. Instead she did a lot of charities and events in her community. Maybe I’m overthinking it. She’s safe from Judge Colby, and that’s more important. So why would she still need it?

I sat down on the bed with my phone and called her. She answered on the first ring.

“Adelina, hello? Are you all right? Did something happen?”

“Hi Mama. No, nothing happened. Everything’s fine. I…I called to talk to you.” I added a cheery lift to my tone and winced. But that was how it had been for a while. We didn’t do casual calls. It was always about something I had to do.

“Okay.” She let out a nervous laugh.

“So. Uhm, how was Glenn’s tournament?” I moved the pillows and sat up.

“He came in third. You’d think he’d came in first the way he’s carrying on.” She chuckled and I joined in.

“I should’ve called you. I’m sorry. I’ve been busy—”

“It’s fine, Mama. I understand.”

“So, uhm. Did you speak with my parents tonight?”

“Yes, I did. That’s why I called. Uh they told me they found a new match?”

“Good.”

I stared at the ceiling. “So you knew?”

“I did, but my mother wanted to tell you and I had already messed up by telling you the news about Ashford at graduation when she wanted to tell you later—”

“Mama, you didn’t mess up. I’m your daughter. You can tell me stuff.”

“I know, I know,” she said and sighed down the line. “But yeah. They brokered an arranged marriage with Mr. Rocco Marini. The Marini’s are a famous family we’ve known forever. I went to school with a few Marini’s at one time.”

My mouth went dry. “Oh, I didn’t know. But well everyone has heard of Rocco. He’s been in commercials and documentaries.”

“Yeah. He’s a celebrity, and honestly, I didn’t believe it was serious until he called and told me he was sincere about marrying you.”

“Rocco called you?” My voice raised, and I fidgeted with the loose strings of fabric on my zip-up jacket.

“Yes, he did. He asked me for permission to marry you, which he didn’t have to since my parents were the negotiators of the arranged marriage.” Her voice was soft.

“Doesn’t matter if they are. You’re my mother. Of course he’d ask you, too.” I tried to assure her.

“Yes, well. Anyway, I told him yes.” Her tone wasn’t exactly happy about it.

“Okay. But…when you were talking to him did he tell you why he’s marrying me?” I asked and bit my bottom lip.

“Probably because two powerful, historical, wealthy families merging would have no limits. My father thinks Rocco could become the most influential man in politics, and we could have the wealth we used to have. You could raise a senator, supreme court judge, or even a president.”

I touched my churning stomach as excitement and dread battled inside me. It hurt that they hadn’t considered me having a career at all—I couldn’t be more than a wife or mother. The real plans were for my children, as that was what I agreed to do. I wanted the stability for my family. I’ll sacrifice my life for a better life for them. “Yeah, I hear you. It just seems like I’m an odd choice for him.”

“Yeah, I agree. I’d never choose a man like Rocco Marini for you if it were up to me.”

“Why not?” I asked. It wasn’t that I disagreed with her, but I wanted to know why she also thought we weren’t a good match.

“Because marriage could be a whim for him, and only he can end it. Who knows what kind of depravity lies behind that pretty face?”

“Mama,” I drawled out and rolled my eyes.

“I’m serious, Adelina. He could hurt you and leave you with nothing. His lawyers will bury you in court cases, and you’ll never see a dime. Then, you’ll be on your knees, begging my parents. And the second you do, your life will be over….”

Mama’s life had been with my father. She was trapped in an abusive relationship, lost custody of her son, and almost me as well. She needed me to succeed just as much as my grandparents. Knowing as much, I decided not to tell Mama about the backup plan of marrying Percy Sterling. Grandmother was positively distraught at the mere mention of him. I didn’t want to cause her any distress or instability now that her life was better than ever. “Is there anything I need to know?”

“My parents need your marriage ceremony to collect all ten million dollars. They’ll get more money every year and a hefty trust for your descendants.”

A sting cut in at Mama distinguishing her parents as only belonging to her. They never quite included me as their family, even after I’d taken the Belfiore name after her divorce. However, that was a consideration for another time. Mama was finally sharing what I needed to know that my grandparents had left out.

“The marriage has to last five months before collecting the Longfellow property. That’s the information their lawyer, Reese, gave me as a gift because he always felt bad about what happened to me. That means you have five months to announce you’re pregnant with Rocco’s baby. A public man like Rocco will not leave a wife who’s pregnant with his child.”

My stomach knotted. “A baby? Already?”

“Yes. Try to get things happening quickly. I know we haven’t talked about sex—”

“Not now,” I interrupted her and pressed my chest. “I’m just getting my head around everything. Give me a chance to catch my breath.”

“Life doesn’t wait for breaths, Adelina. Be smarter than I was. Play their game. You’ll be married. You always knew a child was important in this marriage arrangement.”

My grandparents never let me forget. I was a surrogate for their legacy. What if there is another pact to take even more control of my child? The thought made my head dizzy. Mama did everything they told her to do. She had been remarried for five years now. Was she happy? I had to know.

I stared at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “Mama, can I ask you something personal?”

“Of course you can, but I can’t promise you I’ll answer.” She laughed nervously.

“Does Glenn love you?”

My stepfather was always kind, but there was a hesitation when they touched.

“No, he doesn’t,” she said flatly. “We don’t love each other. He has his life, and I have mine. I keep him on schedule, attend his events, and work on the charities. But it’s better this way. Love only leads to suffering. When you love, you lose your head, and take risks that can only lead to your ruin.”

That was her experience. Though it hurt to see how alone her life must be with Glenn and constantly being under my grandparents’ supervision. “You can divorce him, you know. Marry someone you love.”

Yes, divorcing was rare, but not impossible. She could if she was so unhappy.

“Love’s a childish dream, Adelina. You’re beautiful, kind, and hardworking. I admire you so much, but I want you to remove those romantic thoughts from your mind. You give Rocco friendship and support, but you must never love him. Promise me.” Her voice was strong with conviction and pain. I’d seen her at her lowest; I understood where love without reason could lead. Not only had I learned that love was conditional—especially with my grandparents—but I was now to enter into a marriage, knowing I’d never be loved. Knowing my husband could seek his pleasure elsewhere, outside of marriage. That I’d always be alone. Love wouldn’t ever be a possibility.

“I won’t love him, Mama. I promise.” I wasn’t sure I was even capable of love, if I was being honest.

“Good, now goodnight.”

We ended the call, and I returned to the room for bed.

Rocco bought me for my name; he didn’t want or need me. But ultimately, he would be my new husband. I needed to become his wife and share his bed.

I’ll give him my body, but never my heart.
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I couldn’t sleep, and at eight in the morning, I finally texted Mr. Marini. He was always up early at his bird sanctuary.

Adelina: What are you up to, old man?

He texted back almost instantly.

M: Mia dolce, Adelina. You have a way with words. What happened to the niceties of our greetings? Are you enjoying your time off? Or are you disappointed you’re not kissing Mrs. Ashford’s feet?

I laughed. He knew all about Ashford’s marriage proposal and apparently, his mother.

Adelina: I could have handled her.

M: Isn’t it better that you don’t have to? My grandson isn’t a bad alternative. He said your second meeting went well.

I touched my warm cheek. Rocco would say that after I leered at him. But why did Mr. Marini choose me?

Sure, we had a good friendship, one that had become important in my life. Because of Mr. Marini and Cassidy, I’d survived the lonely years at school. At times, thrived. Sometimes I pretended that he was my true family. He never judged me. Never patronized me. Never told me I was worth nothing, only there to serve a financial purpose. He made me feel wanted. In all honesty, I wasn’t sure I would have survived without him throughout the years.

Before I could write back, he sent a new message.

M: Why not read the book I sent if you can’t sleep? I bet you haven’t started it yet.

I glanced at the book on my side table.

Adelina: Not yet.

M: Read and forget about the rest. The path has already been made.

I grinned. He was always right about that.

Adelina: Thanks.

Rocco seemed nice, and he wasn’t a complete stranger like Mr. Ashford. I thought about my past conversations with Mr. Marini over the years. He shared the reason Rocco traveled a lot was because he hated the press hounding him. All the searching online showed the man flying all over the world for his documentaries and films. It was exciting, but what would that mean for me? Would he leave me in a house and travel alone? Hmm, that doesn’t sound so bad. But what if he’s out there and falls in love and divorces me? Too much could go wrong.

But I was getting ahead of myself. I took Mr. Marini’s advice and went to bed with a copy of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. The story had me absorbed in a technocrat society ushering in a dystopian future. I enjoyed the distraction, but the arranged marriage still remained.

I drifted….

Hands shook me, and my eyes opened. It was Mrs. Belfiore. Smiling? “I’ve been up early getting a few new dresses and shoes.”

Patricia was also there and so was a woman I didn’t know. She followed my gaze.

“She’s a stylist,” Mrs. Belfiore told me. “Go take a shower. We only have two hours to prepare.”
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I rose and showered, lathering on the creams Mrs. Belfiore had left for me to moisturize my skin. Gone were the ultra-conservative clothes. She had two modest, yet fashionable dresses for me to try on. “This will have to do until you have your personal stylist and fashion consultant. This is a day-wear dress made from Italian silk.”

She checked my nails and pedicure. “These are holding up. I’ll ask his assistant to get you another appointment. I’ll insist he give you one to help you along.”

“Thank you,” I said as I slipped on the pale blue dress.

Mrs. Belfiore circled me, adjusting the fit. “Hmm. Try on the second one.” It was a midi dress with a light knit bodice and cinched waist. The skirt fell below my knees, but it was the best dress I’d ever worn. It also matched the shade of my blue eyes.

Mrs. Belfiore nodded. “Yes. This one. Now please fix her hair.” My hair was styled, in deep waves that were swept back in a clip. To my surprise, it brought a broader smile to her face. The stylist threaded my brows and applied a soft pencil and mascara to my eyes, and gloss to my lips.

“You remind me of myself at your age. Beautiful.”

My heart lifted. It was a compliment I’d never heard from her, and I didn’t know how to react. “Th-thank you, Mrs. Belfiore.”

She adjusted the fabric on my shoulders. “I need to go and speak with your grandfather. It’s best you stay quiet unless asked to speak during our lunch meeting. It will go like the other one, with you having papers to sign. Keep your shoulders back.” She pulled my shoulders back. “Back shows confidence. You’ll need it.”

Ding. The doorbell rang.

Mrs. Belfiore groaned. “Apparently, he’s early. Come out in five minutes.”

She rushed out with the stylist and Patricia on her heels.

Even dressed up, I still felt plain compared to the starlets and heiresses I’d seen Rocco with on social media. I took a few deep breaths, then walked out of the room.

My legs were stiff on the stairs. I could hear the low tones from my grandparents, letting me know that Rocco was with them. I glanced down from the second landing, and there he was.

Give me strength. He had to be over six feet tall, standing a head over my grandfather’s five-eleven height, whom he chatted with easily. With them being distracted, I let my stare linger on him. Rocco wore a one-button tailored suit and a tie. He had an athletic build, much bigger and broader than mine. His hair was stylish in dark waves that were a little long on the sides and touching his collar, making him look younger than his twenty-nine years.

His intense eyes lifted to me and took hold. I couldn’t turn away. He had me instantly transfixed. A soft smile spread across his full lips, and my pulse throbbed in my veins. The more he stared, the warmer I felt.

“Adelina,” Mrs. Belfiore sang out, breaking my haze where I still stood on the steps, gaping down at him. I jerked my head down to hide my hot face and blatant attraction.

“Mr. and Mrs. Belfiore, perhaps we should go sit down?” Rocco suggested.

I was grateful for Rocco’s distraction. He waited for me to reach the bottom of the stairs, where I inhaled sharply as I shook his hand. His scent was a spicy sandalwood that smelled pleasantly fragrant.

“Hello, Adelina. Lovely to see you.”

I flicked my eyes at him and his smile. He had a magnetism around him that drew me closer. Maybe it’s because of his celebrity status? Standing next to him, his strong, masculine presence was imposing. I felt…delicate.

He shook my hand formally, and mine trembled.

“Nervous?” he asked as we walked.

I nodded. “Aren’t you?”

“Not at all.” His voice was a smooth baritone.

I side-eyed him. “Sure. Marrying a stranger is just your normal Friday.”

I winced inwardly. It probably wasn’t a good idea to taunt my potential new husband. But Rocco let out a chuckle.

“It beats my Thursday.”

I suppressed my laughter, instead turning my face to blank as I glanced at my grandmother. She motioned for me to sit next to Rocco once we reached the dining room.

“Coffee?” she asked him, signaling Patricia to step forward.

“Water. Thanks,” Rocco said smoothly.

A team of lawyers entered, and documents were handed around. Brunch was also served, and brought out on platters full of pastries and fruits. I was hungry, but my stomach soured and my mouth felt full of cotton. It was a business meeting with many tabs and initialing between negotiations with the law teams.

On one of the documents, I read a short list of prep schools for a son. There was nothing left to chance. Once the lawyers approved, the papers were passed around to sign. Some voided all the agreements from Mr. Ashford over a week ago. And there was a new marriage license. They all were collected by Brenda, who notarized them to be filed later. It surprised me how easily Rocco had agreed to everything and signed the documents. We were now almost officially married.

“As I mentioned on our call, we have quite a number of events to attend before our wedding in Italy,” Rocco said and took a sip of his water.

My mouth dropped open and a thrill went down my spine. We’re marrying in Italy?

“Yes, we’re aware of the wedding plans and have agreed to your terms,” Grandfather added. “What I would like to discuss is your plans for the week in New York City since you requested Adelina stay there?”

“Yes,” Rocco confirmed. “It’ll be easier for Adelina to stay there instead of here.”

I held my breath, waiting for my grandparents to protest. We rarely ever went to New York City, and never overnight. But to my surprise, Mrs. Belfiore said, “We’ll need time to pack.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have time,” Rocco told her. “We must go after this meeting. But please don’t worry, I’ll make sure Adelina has all she needs.”

He will? I chewed on my lip, wanting to ask. But it was clear I was to sit here quietly while they made plans for me. Away from them I could talk myself into thinking this was all fine, but here, in my face, I hated it. Was this how my marriage would be, too? Would I be trapped inside miserable without a voice of my own? I thought about my one dream of running away to Paris to paint, but then Jacob might not have what he needed. I would never abandon him.

“We have dinner tonight,” Rocco continued. “Adelina has a wedding dress appointment tomorrow, and then a gathering with good friends. Then we’ll end the week with our engagement party and our flight to Italy.”

“Excuse me, Rocco,” Mr. Belfiore said, smiling. “Have you considered my offer of holding a joint family announcement dinner? As I told you, Adelina’s cousin is also engaged. I would happily host it here at our home.”

A hand clasped my knee, and I hadn’t realized it was shaking. It was Rocco’s. I flicked my gaze his way, and my pulse sped up, though I regained focus and stilled my leg.

Rocco remained calm and moved his hand to lift his glass again without missing a beat. His attention remained on my grandfather. “That was a kind offer, Reginald, but our engagement party is set for the Brass Clarinet.” His tone was light, but his authority was unmistakable.

Mr. Belfiore gave him a tight smile as he nodded. “Of course, Rocco. We may not be able to stay the whole night, but Adelina’s mother Lorelei, and her stepfather, Glenn Talbot, will be there.”

Rocco smiled. “Great. Then you’ll both be able to see us off to Italy.”

“Any other issues or concerns?” Brenda asked.

“Just one,” Mrs. Belfiore said. “Will your grandfather Luca be attending your announcement dinner?” Grandfather placed his arm along the back of her chair.

“Possibly,” Rocco said.

Mrs. Belfiore turned her head toward Mr. Belfiore and his smile vanished. “All right. Thank you, Rocco. That’s all from us, but I’d like to speak with you privately, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Excuse us.” Rocco stood up, and from his cool expression, he wasn’t exactly happy. Mrs. Belfiore had never mentioned his grandfather, Luca Marini before. What was that about?

Mrs. Belfiore stayed and peered at me. “You seemed too familiar with Rocco. Have you been communicating with him? I want to see your phone.”

I frowned and folded my arms. “What? What do you mean? I only learned about the marriage yesterday. How could I plot anything, and why would I?”

She jutted her chin. “Even if you go into the city alone with him, nothing has changed. No sex with him until your wedding night. Is that clear?”

I raised my brows. “What are you saying?”

She smirked. “You’re your mother’s daughter. I saw how you stared at him all doe-eyed. We’ll not tolerate the same from you. We will have a doctor confirm you’re still a virgin before your wedding.”

I frowned. “Many women’s hymen break without sex. That’s not something you can definitely confirm.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You better hope I can because you’re representing us all, and we expect you to behave appropriately.”

“When have I ever gone against you?” I asked her. But from her gloomy expression, I knew there was more to it than just orders and demands. Something was truly bothering her.

“What’s wrong, Mrs. Belfiore?” I asked in a gentle tone.

She lowered her head. “If…If you ruin yourself, and Rocco leaves you, it will destroy any other good marriage prospects. I won’t be able to argue for something better.”

“How do I tell him no when he’s been told he controls me?” I asked.

Her face paled and she didn’t respond. I swallowed hard as my heart contracted. This willful, iron of a woman had grown on me.

I clasped her hands. “Don’t worry. I’ll do my best.”

She nodded and squeezed my hands. “Yes, you will.”

Her relief tinged the air. I could get annoyed, but I’d learned long ago my grandparents standing in their community mattered more than anything else. I was on my own, and that was how it had been since I was fourteen in boarding school. Whatever happened between us, I would be blamed, not Rocco. What could I do? I had no idea.

My grandfather’s office door opened again, and Rocco came out first. He shook their hands, then extended it to me to take. “Let’s go.”

I walked forward, and he placed his hand on my back. It was oddly warm, though I shivered. Once outside, I asked him, “Where are we going?”

“On our first date.”
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I had never ridden in a sports car, and Rocco had a silver Ferrari parked outside. “What kind of a Ferrari is this?”

He held the door open for me. “It’s a Superfast, also known as my baby.”

I sat down. “Your baby? Ha.”

He leaned down close to my face, and my pulse sped up. “Don’t be jealous. I’m sure you’ll take her place soon enough.”

Some of the tension I still had from my conversation with my grandmother lessened as I laughed with him, and he closed the door. The seat was black, immaculate, and molded to my body in comfort. I strapped in. Instant love.

Rocco put the car into gear and sped down the hill away from the house. “That was excessive. I haven’t been interrogated like that since I was fourteen on a first date.”

Fourteen? Try twenty-two. Rocco coming to pick me up as my future husband was my first date. Daunting. I’d never spent time with a man I was physically attracted to.. Having a relationship with someone that could never come to anything seemed a waste. “My grandparents are protective.”

“There’s protection and then there’s overbearing. It must’ve been hard sitting there while we negotiated everything for you.” Annoyance was evident in his tone. “I’ll go over it with you whenever you want.”

A flutter went through my stomach at his concern, but my life was always straightforward. “Honestly, I expected it to go that way.”

“Because of the arranged marriage?” he asked.

“Yes.” I cleared my throat. “I’ve known about it since I was fourteen.”

He slowed the car. “Hmm. How do you feel about it?”

I shrugged. “I’m fine with it.”

He turned into his grandpa’s, Mr. Marini’s estate and stopped on the drive. The spot provided a view that was glorious and invisible to see from the road. The fountain was elaborate, with two nymphs on shells and a spring shower flowing from their vases. Two large stone lions were on top of pillars, and a long stone balustrade path led to the front of a tiered-pillared, arched entrance.

“I would take you inside, but Grandpa would lose his head if he didn’t get to show it off to you himself.”

“So where did he travel off to?” I asked. He hadn’t mentioned it in our conversation.

“He’s in Italy helping my aunt prepare for our wedding.”

I wasn’t surprised. When I texted him he already knew things had gone sour with Willy Ashford. Had they been in talks with my grandparents before our arranged marriage? I wanted to ask Rocco, but didn’t because in the end it didn’t matter. I was now promised to marry him.

He exited the car, and I tried to open the door, but it didn’t open. He came around and opened it for me. “Let me be your gentleman.”

I covered my smile. Rocco was so different than I had expected, but what had I expected, exactly? I’d never seen him behave unruly. He was suave. Sophisticated.

He placed his hand on my back, and we walked to an outdoor elevator by the bi-level garage.

“We’ll reach the city faster by helicopter.”

Nerves swarmed in my stomach as we rode to the top. “I’ve never ridden in a helicopter.”

“You’ll be fine,” he assured me.

I trembled in the seat. “Uhm…how long is the flight?”

“Twenty-five minutes.” He shook the pilot’s hand before wrapping his hands on my waist, and lifting me into the seat like I weighed nothing. His hands felt strong and warm on my hips. Goosebumps rose on my skin and excitement coursed through me from the contact. I belted in, and Rocco settled next to me.

“This will help with the noise.” He put noise-cancellation headphones over my ears and grinned.

My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my ears as we lifted off the ground. The helicopter swiftly curved and changed directions, reminding me of a too fast elevator lift. The swift changes in direction and air beating against the windows had me clutching the armrest.

“Adelina?” I heard Rocco’s voice through the headphones. “Talk to me.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I’m afraid of falling.”

Rocco’s hand clasped mine. His thumb rubbed circles on the back of my hand, and electricity surged through me from just his touch. It was warm, soothing. I’d never had my hand held before, and I liked it. My stomach fluttered, but then my conscience finally kicked in. He’s just holding your hand. I was getting caught up in such a simple show of genuine kindness.

I focused on a point in front of me to distract myself from his touch. The helicopter’s rapid changes were still there, but so was his contact, and my mind kept on shifting between the two. Then we were slowing, and a glance out the window showed the skyscrapers towering ahead. We had reached Manhattan. My hand went to my hammering heart at the sight. A swirl of excitement and wonder rushed through me, and I was all but a little girl in a magical kingdom full of wonder at the sight. New York City was the City of Dreams, and I instantly felt the magic of its rhythm. I hadn’t realized it but my hand had tightened around Rocco’s. My skin warmed, and I muttered, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said, squeezing my hand. He let go, and strange enough, my hand missed his warmth. Weird since I’d never been a touchy-feely type of person.

I followed him to a waiting Mercedes, and we climbed inside. His energy radiated and filled the space, pulsing into me. Even in this big city full of people, he stood out. It wasn’t only his gorgeous profile and magnetism, but there was a happiness that permeated from him. When he smiled, it was hard not to mirror it back. I wonder what makes him so happy?

Rocco removed his suit jacket and hung it on a hook near the door before turning to me with a broad smile. “How are you now?” He picked up my hand and gently squeezed it.

My heart beat faster. He seemed genuinely pleased. So sure of himself. His touch caused a tingling sensation on my skin, and I inhaled to try to slow down my pulse, to calm my breathing. His cologne smelled so good.

My skin warmed, and I lowered my eyelids. Was it obscene how much I wanted to stare at him? Or where his casual touches took my thoughts? Knowing he would be my husband and would do so much more took me to places in my head I rarely ever went. But then, it dawned on me that I hadn’t responded. “Oh, uhm…I’m fine. That wasn’t so bad. Thanks.”

“Good,” he said. “We won’t use the helicopter often, but it was quicker to get here, near our next stop.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“For lunch first. You didn’t eat, and I hoped we could talk.”

I was hungry, but nerves were also jumbling my stomach. Were we going to talk about how our marriage would work? I hadn’t planned for it. The only examples I had were the fights and violence from my upbringing. The rare visits with my grandparents were mostly them telling me what to do. Or the occasional times I visited Mama and Glenn. Thinking about them now, their dinners seemed more like business meetings. They went over checklists of what to do. What if I’m boring? Would he think he made a mistake? Choose an heiress who already knows her stuff?

“I’ve always loved New York, but I have little privacy here. Grandpa wants to give us his Westchester home—”

“I don’t want to live there,” I said without thinking. The house was too close to my grandparents. I loved them, but I could only imagine their constant pressure. “I’m sorry, uhm…I’ll be very happy with whatever. Please thank him. His offer is very generous.”

“Actually, I’m not keen myself. I was thinking Malibu for us.”

I beamed. “Wow. California? I’ve never been there.” The words came out of my mouth, and I immediately regretted them. I sound so unsophisticated.

But then Rocco said, “I’ll have to make sure to take you there, if it brings on a smile like that.”

My insides warmed.

“I know my public life might be hard for you, but I’ll try to take time away.” His eyes had glossed over and the corners of his mouth were turned down. I hadn’t thought that maybe things would not be as easy for him as well. It reminded me of Cassidy’s comment before our graduation.

“It looks like he has a type though,” I murmured.

“A type? Yes, sophisticated women who will blend into his well-traveled, decadent life. That’s his type,” Cassidy answered.

No doubt I would be cramping Rocco’s free-willed life. My hand hesitated on the seat, wanting to reach out and give him the same comfort he gave me on the flight, but I held back. Unsure. I was not his type. I wasn’t really bringing anything to this deal. That was very clear. And what would Cassidy think when she found out?

The car stopped and his demeanor changed. He was once again the confident man, ready for the world stage. The car door opened, and Rocco helped me climb out, keeping a hold of my hand as we walked to the building front. I’d seen photos of him doing this, so I knew it was simply something he did.

He was a fascination wherever he went, and all eyes followed him. From what I’d read, he had recently began modeling, and I imagined people always gravitated to his beauty. This became evident when people on the street stopped to stare at him. He kept at an even pace, with his head high, unaffected. Then again, he’d been a celebrity-heir for most of his life.

His eyes were on me whenever I took a glimpse at him. The intensity of his gaze was bold, electric, intimidating. It made me feel naked. And I hadn’t had enough experience to play it cool. So, I quickly shifted my focus to the sign outside the restaurant. The flash of cameras temporarily blinded me, and Rocco quickly moved us through the door. Paparazzi at a restaurant? Why?

It didn’t take long to find out the answer. The tables were full of celebrities and socialites I’d only seen on television or film. Rocco gave a few hellos in passing as we followed the hostess down a brick hallway to a private, white-linen-dressed table in the back. It had a muted ambiance with rich, dark toned wood and soft lighting that made me feel relaxed.

“They have delicious baked clams, and I love their linguine alla vongole. It’s almost as good as mine,” Rocco said.

My mouth dropped open. “You cook?”

“You don’t?” He sounded disappointed even as he grinned at me.

“I make a great packaged ramen,” I half-joked. “But to be honest, I lived in the dorms, so I was on a meal plan.” I tensed, waiting for a sympathetic look at my lifestyle, so vastly different from his.

But then he chuckled and said, “College cuisine. Not to worry, I’m a mood cook. We’ll have chefs.”

I kept my cool, but I was excited and nervous at the same time. Here we were, getting to know each other, after we’d already signed our marriage licenses today. Soon, I’d live with this man as his wife, and he, a celebrity who existed in a world I’d only seen from afar, would be my husband.

The hostess left with our orders and brought over a bottle of wine.

I tensed. “I don’t drink alcohol…”

“No problem.” He signaled for a change, and I ordered sparkling water.

I’d assumed Rocco’s lawyers had probably done more investigation than the Ashfords. Which brought me again to the biggest issue, and I had to know. “Why did you choose me? I mean, were you always planning for this?”

He tilted his head and smiled. “You prefer being direct; I like that. Marriages have always been arranged in my family, just like yours. My grandfather chooses his successor, and their wife. If we marry, I’ll receive the bulk of my inheritance. I’m rich, but Grandfather’s money will make me wealthy. I can do a lot of good with it. I’ve considered a run for higher office, but film is my passion. I’m producing, but what I really want is to build a Marini movie studio. That’s not exactly what Grandpa wants, but if I do what he wants, I get what I want.”

It was black and white. His inheritance was tied to me because of Grandpa Marini. “He kept in touch with me for a reason….”

He nodded. “I believe so. It’s not just you, but my grandfather had a personal connection with your family. We have a history.” His tone wasn’t exactly delighted.

My lips parted. “We do?”

His brows knitted, but he waited until the host served our appetizers before he replied. “Your family didn’t tell you?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t even know I was going to Manhattan,” I told him.

He smirked. “I bet that was Reginald’s idea. I’ll give you the short version. You Belfiore’s maintained a class hierarchy among the rich in New York. We came up against your family a few times. There’s other stuff, but the bottom line is, your family blames mine for taking what they had to sell to cover debts. We bought their properties and loans; it’s business. This marriage will tie up the loose ends. But please don’t let that bother you.” He stared off in a way that made me uneasy. He was either summarizing or being purposely vague. Surely, there was more to it than that. It was obvious my grandparents didn’t like Luca Marini, and he’d never shared with me the reason either. Maybe Rocco just wanted to move forward? Still, it had to be something serious that I didn’t think should be ignored.

I frowned. “But…but if we’re rivals, then you shouldn’t marry me. Why not just wait until your father is head of the family?” The words were out of my mouth before I could think about them. What am I doing? We need the Marinis money. My stomach knotted, but I couldn’t take the words back.

Rocco smiled and shook his head. “My mother is my grandfather’s daughter. The wealth passes to her male heir; it’ll never go to my father. He even had to take her last name, changing it from Rossi to Marini. If I wait, Grandpa could become senile or ill, or choose another elder son in our family. I’d never risk losing my birthright. Both of our families are willing to put our past behind us for a better future.”

The food came and we ate. Rocco was right, it was delicious. After what he shared, I realized he had a lot more at stake than I’d originally thought. And this was all because his grandfather chose me. It was hard to hear because I had grown so fond of him. The Marinis had all the money and power in the world, but it seemed that wasn’t enough. They wanted the Belfiores, too.

“Have you considered where you’d like to honeymoon?” Rocco asked, breaking into my thoughts.

“Honeymoon?” I repeated. “Uh, I…I never thought about us having a honeymoon.”

Rocco took a sip of his sparkling water, then placed it down. “You seem surprised. Arranged marriages are still marriages, just not for love. I don’t care about love; commitment to duty is what lasts. I need someone who upholds obligations, because in the art industry, it’s a must.” He sighed. “But you’re young.” There was an apprehension in his tone. It wasn’t just our seven-year age difference; we had completely different levels of class and experience.

I lifted my chin. “I am in age, but I spent fourteen years away from the Belfiore family. It wasn’t easy, but it taught me not to waste time on fantasies.”

“So, I’ve heard. My grandfather sees willingness and perseverance in you.” He gave me a dazzling smile that made my knees weak. “That’s what I want.” His piercing blue eyes and sculpted jawline made my pulse race. His lips were full, sensual. So sexy. He made it hard for me to stay focused. “So, with that sense of family and duty, do you consent to marrying me?”

My brows raised. It surprised me that he asked, but it eased some of my tension, even though it caught me off guard. “Isn’t it too late to ask that question?” I let out a nervous laugh.

“No, it’s never too late to change your mind,” he said. “I’ve told you why it’s important to me. Why is it to you?”

I blinked. “Well, it’s for my family. We’ve had issues in the past, but I have a chance to make things better for future generations.”

“And you? What do you personally want?” he asked and leaned closer to me.

“I…I want stability,” I murmured. It was the one thing I didn’t need to elaborate about. He caught me on my worst night when I was at the end of my rope.

“That’s a good reason, and I can give that to you,” he said with conviction infused in his tone. “The arranged marriages in my family have been the same for generations. They all ended up happy.”

“It doesn’t always work out like that.” I averted my eyes.

“I know, but things only work when you work on them.” He took a sip of his water, then put it down. “Let’s spend time together. Date.”

I grinned. “‘Date?”

“Yes,” he said. “Get to know each other. We do have something in common already.”

I put my fork down. “We do?”

“I raise money to fight famine abroad and here,” he said. “No one should go hungry. I read you raised money for charities?”

Pride swelled inside me. It brought me joy, helping women like Mama. “Yes, I did. For women to be safe, and children in need.”

His expression was serious. “That’s important to me, too. You know the evil in the world and want to make it better. Tell me something else you like to do.”

“I paint. Sometimes I paint stories people tell me,” I told him.

He smiled. “Illustration. That’s something to cultivate. We’ll make sure you do.”

A bubble of excitement bloomed inside me. Could I really illustrate? Paint? The possibility took my heart on wings, soaring into dreams. I lowered my head. Not possible.

“What did I say that made you stop smiling?” he asked.

I licked my lips and wanted to ask why it mattered to him, even though I liked that he’d asked. “It’s all so new and we don’t know each other….” It was the only answer I trusted myself to share. His family held all the cards in the marriage. Even with the niceties, I was bound to Rocco. He would decide to marry me. What if his grandfather, Luca Marini, changes his mind? Or what if something happens to him? Or what if we don’t get along. So many things can go wrong.

“I have time to get to know you, Adelina,” Rocco said confidently. “It’s up to us. We could have a lifetime.”

Could was the key. We could have one. But a lifetime? Just the idea made my head spin. Never had I thought that far ahead in my life.

“Grandpa felt lost and alone without Grandma—all his grandchildren had grown up—but then he found you. He told me your messages brought joy back into his life in a way he never expected.”

“He’s my friend…He sort of saved me, too,” I croaked.

“I’m glad you had him, Adelina. And it was partly because of that connection that I was happy about our arranged marriage. He’s a good judge of character and he likes yours,” Rocco said, and I sighed. I’m glad I had him, too.

“Thank you for saying that, Rocco, I appreciate it.”

He smiled broadly, and it made me a little breathless. Then he reached inside his suit jacket and took out a box with a small ribbon.

My pulse jumped and my fingers trembled as I went to open the box. It was an engagement ring. It had a big diamond, and smaller ones making up the band. No one for miles will miss this huge rock.

I covered my laugh.

“You laugh?” Rocco mused. “I hope it’s because you’re happy.”

Am I happy? I searched myself. Rocco was straight forward with his answers and reasons for our marriage. It wasn’t conventional, and we didn’t know each other, but it was a partnership all the same. It would take work, and he seemed willing to do it. Of course I had no experience, so I couldn’t decide if it was all charm. But it made me happy to know that he was putting an effort.

I gazed at the ring; it was stunning. “It’s so fancy. I never wear jewelry.”

“That’s something that needs to change. Women should have many jewels,” Rocco trilled.

My heart hammered in my ribs as he lifted the ring and slid it on my finger.

“We will celebrate and honor our marriage, Adelina. But I want you to know you’re a Marini now. And you will have only the best.” His gaze was intense, penetrating. The air between us shifted as I continued to warm under his stare. He truly is magnificent to look at. How thankful I was that I hadn’t been given to Willy.

“Bella,” he whispered, lifting my hand and pressing a kiss to the ring. It was his seal at securing his wealth and future, not for me. Still, I felt drawn to him. His lips brushed my finger, and they were warm, soft, luring. I felt a giddiness rising inside of me, laced with romantic notions. However, Rocco had been clear he didn’t care for love. He was more interested in duty and commitment. “That will last.” That was how I needed to be.

Don’t give him your heart, Adelina.

Don’t ever do that.
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The lunch was delicious, and my tension and nervousness eased as we ate. Even though it was easy to get lost in Rocco’s blue-eyed gaze and his dazzling grin, he had a way to keep me talking. He reminisced about his college days in Boston, and we connected on having roamed the same libraries and spent countless hours walking Harvard Square and Boston Commons. When we touched the subject of art, our conversation flowed easily. We were delighted by the same classical exhibits. It surprised me how easy it was to talk to him and how we had some things in common. At the end of the meal, we rose to leave.

“Where are we going next?” I asked him.

“Dancing,” he answered.

“Dancing? Like in a nightclub?” My brows raised. New York was in full summer, and it was a hot, sunny afternoon.

“We’re having a dance lesson. Unless you already know how to swing dance?” His tone raised.

I scrunched my face. “Swing?”

He touched the pucker in my brow with amusement. And that mere brush lingered. I blinked rapidly.

“Watch out. You don’t want to be photographed like that,” he mused.

I quickly wore a blank expression, and we walked out of the restaurant. My pulse jumped in my throat. There were photographers out front, but his car was double parked, and with a security guard I hadn’t seen before, we were in the back of the Mercedes within a minute.

During that time, I thought about swing dancing. I remembered a movie I once watched that was full of flips and shaking hips. Definitely splashy, definitely something my grandparents would hate. Now I know why my grandfather was trying to get Rocco to change his mind. But even they backed down. It was clear, Rocco Marini was a man who got his way.

“Why swing?” I asked.

“My family will want to dance with you.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Really? They’ll have to pull me onto the floor.”

He clicked his tongue. “That won’t stop them. Swing dancing is their favorite. Put on Benny Goodman or Louis Armstrong, and you can’t keep them in their seats.”

I tilted my head. “Not mine. I don’t think my family dances.”

“I’ll get your mother to dance with me,” Rocco said.

I cackled. “I doubt it.”

Judge Colby used to try to get Mama to dance with him when he was on a “lucky streak.” He’d lose soon after and blame her with a backhand to the face for getting his hopes up.

“The Brass Clarinet is a big band dinner club. I want to spin you around the dance floor. It’s fun. We won’t do anything that would break your leg, but I want us to celebrate. Make it special, build memories.”

Build memories? Butterflies fluttered in my stomach as Rocco’s expression turned dreamy. There was the Rocco I’d seen in the press: imaginative, exciting, and impulsive. He also had a charm that was hard to turn down.

“Fine, dancing it is,” I told him.

The Mercedes stopped in front of a warehouse. Rocco helped me climb out and held my hand to the front of the building. A tingle charged through me just from our touch. The plaque on the building wall read M.B.E. in gold lettering: Marini Building Enterprises.

“This building was for imports,” he told me. It appeared fully renovated in brick and steel. The directory listed the dance studio on the second floor, and we both decided to take the stairs to it.

A middle-aged woman in a leotard and skirt greeted us at the door. “Hello, I’m Mable.” She touched her name tag. “So good to see you again, Mr. Marini. I see you have brought someone special for a lesson?” she said cheerfully and shook our hands.

He kissed her cheek. “Yes, this is my fiancée, Adelina,” Rocco said, and a shiver went through me. I’m almost married.

“Nice to meet you. This is my first lesson,” I told Mable.

“That’s fine. I have many couples coming to me for their first lessons. Congratulations to you both, and don’t you worry, Adelina, I’ll have you dancing like Ginger Rogers in no time. Now, let’s dance.” She glide-strutted away, moving her hands wide as she took her position before a wall of mirrors.

I held in my laugh but whispered to Rocco, “Who?”

He grinned. “A better dancer than us.”

We took our places behind her.

Mable turned and clasped her hands together. “Good. The best dances start with a good mood. Every swing dance is this move. Now, first alone. Rock step, rock back….”

We followed her moves in the mirror, taking a step forward, bouncing on each foot, and then stepping back. Time slowed down, and I was surprised we’d only been dancing for twenty-five minutes. Once we mastered that, she added triple steps—three steps forward, three steps back. She swung her hips and bounced, and I did the same.

“Looking great there,” Rocco teased.

I glanced at him in the mirror; he was light on his feet, quickly transitioning like a pro. Then again, he’s in a dancing family. He’s used to it.

“Not too bad yourself, hotshot,” I joked.

She put on Louis Armstrong’s “Mack the Knife.”

“Count out loud, Adelina,” Mable said. “It will help.”

My lips moved as I counted. Rock back, side-side, rock step.

“Add a little flare,” Mable called out.

We were moving in a box, side to side and back. I started swaying my arms and hips as I moved. “Yes, Adelina. Let go. Have fun…Now it’s time to dance with your partner.”

Mable positioned Rocco’s hand around my waist, our hands clasped. We took the steps we’d learned together, our bodies pressed as we turned. My breathing staggered, and I lost count of the steps.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Rocco assured me.

He took the lead and moved me around the studio floor, adding a spin.

“Let your hands move wide, Adelina. Music is about feeling,” Mable called out. “Dance like no one is watching.”

She changed the music to Benny Goodman Orchestra’s “Sing. Sing. Sing.”

Rocco moved behind me and placed his hands above my hips. Then he took my hands, and swung them wide as we triple-stepped front and back side. We twisted, hopped, and clapped our hands.

Mable taught me additional steps and twists I could do. My body was moving and shaking. I laughed as I kept the beat. A giddy lightheadedness bloomed inside me, expanding my chest. My eyes found Rocco, who winked at me. I’d never had this much fun or felt so…free. It was invigorating. Then Mable turned the music off. “Now, let’s try a slow dance. You’ll do one as a couple at your wedding.”

My heart pounded. I’m getting married.

“I’m putting on my wedding song, ‘Only You,’ by The Platters.”

Rocco took my hands and placed them on his broad shoulders, then put his on my waist. I lifted my head. His gaze bore in and fused. We swayed together in a circle, and it surprised me how easy it was to dance so close to him.

He turned me around, wrapped his arms around my waist, and held me from behind. I trembled and tensed, but he kept me close, swaying with me, just as the music called for. The next song was also by The Platters, “The Great Pretender,” and we stayed close together in a slow dance. Every muscle began to loosen, and warmth filled my body as he kept a tight hold on me. It was unusually sensual. His restraint didn’t feel like a trap, but it made me feel less lonely. A lump lodged in my throat. I hugged, but no one ever held me, not even Mama. For the most part, I wouldn’t allow it. But it was a comfort I never knew I missed until I had it. I wasn’t sure how I’d gone so long without it.

The song ended, and I broke Rocco’s hold, adding a laugh as I bounced away to Mable. “Thank you so much for the lesson.”

“It was my pleasure. You two sure make a lovely couple.”

My eyes couldn’t resist returning to Rocco. His gaze was concentrated on me, but he spoke to Mable. “Thank you. I very much enjoyed it.”

We said our goodbyes and thanks to Mable, then headed down the stairs to exit the studio. I was floating on air and I could have pinched myself thinking Cassidy would never believe I swing danced with Rocco Marini.

I glanced at him as he held the door open, and to my surprise, he didn’t retake my hand, but walked next to me. Did I do something wrong? I wondered. But there was still a soft smile on his lips. He had a confident stride that made people on the sidewalk part as if not to interrupt his flow. My own pace was shorter. I finally fell back, and Rocco reached back and placed his hand on my back. A tingle went through me from the contact. Not only that, but also a happiness rose inside of me when he did it. I liked that he cared to keep me next to him. It’s no more than being a gentleman. I had to remind myself. Even feeling that way made me feel like a schoolgirl getting attention from a boy I had a crush on. My annoyance at myself was my only defense, as he flashed me a luminous smile, yet again, and placed his hand on my back as I climbed back inside the car. Did he feel me tremble from just his mere touch?

The car door closed, and I put on my seatbelt.

“The Greenwich Hotel, Rick,” Rocco told his driver.

“Why are we going there?” I asked, my voice rising octaves.

“I’ll explain, but first, tell me why you’re nervous?” His gaze flicked down to my hands, and I switched from keeping them folded to unfolding them on my lap.

“Uhm, I don’t know,” I mumbled.

“I believe you do,” he said in a light tone. “Listen, Adelina, you can relax. I’ll never force you into my bed. I arranged the hotel before I picked you up because the press hang around my building. A film I produced is coming out soon and is getting a lot of buzz. I didn’t want to put that pressure on you.”

A flutter went through my stomach. Rocco was considerate, and I appreciated it. “Okay.” I nodded and blew out my breath.

Traffic horns blared, and the car turned a corner. Gazing out the window, I could see the sign for the hotel ahead. Minutes later, the car pulled to the curb and stopped.

“Is there someone you’d like to invite to the wedding or to be your maid of honor?”

“Cassidy Cosgrove. She’s my best friend,” I said cheerily. “I hadn’t thought I’d have much input.”

He smiled. “You do. Give Isla her information. She’ll be inside waiting for you to go over a few things. I travel a lot and have commitments abroad, and I thought it would be good for you to experience it early.” He lowered his head and sighed. “It seems unfair to throw you into the deep end right away, but I’ll try to make it enjoyable.”

“I’m excited about the travel.” I beamed.

He stared for a few moments at me and while I was captivated by his devastatingly handsome profile, my brows lifted questioningly.

“You have a radiant smile, Adelina.”

I blinked. “I do?”

“Yes, you do. You’re very beautiful.” His voice was strong, and his expression serious.

The skin on my face burned. Me? Beautiful? I’d been flirted with by boys and college guys before. But no one as gorgeous as Rocco Marini. He was one of the rare, beautiful people. Cassidy had merely typed in his name and thousands of images came up on the search. Heck, he was photographed and swooned over daily. But did he really think that about me? He dated starlets, he’s merely being polite. My eyes darted away, but then he clasped the side of my face and turned me back to him. “Did I say something wrong?”

My heart pounded harder and faster. I lowered my eyelids, my bottom lip trembled. “I…I don’t know what to say to that; I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me.”

“That’s hard to believe. I’m sure many have thought it. I know I did the second I saw you again. You are beautiful. Very much so,” he said. There was conviction in his tone and an intensity in his gaze that had me struggling to refill the air in my lungs. “Th-thank you.” I glanced at him and he was smiling.

He moved a few strands of hair that had fallen into my face. The brush of his fingers brought a tingling to my skin. “I know it’s different marrying a stranger with whom you’d share a bed. But I believe we’ll be like lovers one day.”

I shuddered and touched my warm face. “Lovers?” I whispered.

“Lovers,” he repeated. “We can have passion for each other. How do you feel about that?” He waited until I raised my head, then pierced me with a gaze that was filled with pure lust. Heady. I shifted on the seat as heat surged through my body. I could feel my clit swell. I didn’t trust myself to say anything or even breathe. I licked my lips and my heart pounded. His fingers slid down my face, and tucked my hair behind my ear. He had to feel the tremor and heat on my skin. My heart pounded hard enough that I could feel it in my ears.

“What are you thinking, Adelina? Surely, I haven’t scared you,” he mused, his tone light.

I licked my lips. “I…I don’t know passion.” I flicked my gaze his way and his was soft on me.

“You will,” he said assertively. “I know I’ll have it for you; I can already feel it.” His voice was deep, and he sounded breathless. I glanced down at his hand on the car seat near my thigh and was distracted by the ache forming between them. I shifted, crossing and uncrossing my legs, as I smoothed my damp hands on my thighs.

He inhaled sharply, his eyes moving boldly down my body as my breathing quickened. My dress felt tight around my nipples that were taut. I didn’t need to speak, my body told him everything. All my inexperience and insecurities were on full display for this worldly man. What must he think to be paired with a woman like me? I wanted to shrink and disappear.

“Fuck. You really don’t know your power,” he said with surprise in his tone, his voice low. “Your sweetness will undo me. I’m eager, Adelina. There are so many things I want to do to you.” He leaned close, and I could feel the heat from his body. His intoxicating scent filled my nostrils.

I took a shaky breath, my heart pounding hard.

“Adelina…I’m a patient man, and I can restrain myself. I won’t even take a kiss unless you want it. But know I want you when you’re ready.”

I sucked in air and stared at his lips and a shudder went down my spine. Desire coursed through me so intensely my clit throbbed. I was so wet and wanted to feel what he wanted to do to me so badly that if Rocco had made a move on me, I doubted I’d have the strength to stop myself. I wanted his hands to touch me more, the press of his lips on mine. But I can’t. I shouldn’t.

The car door opened, and I practically leaped out of the car to escape from the lust that filled it. But even outside on the sidewalk, I failed to recover.

My head lifted, and I found his gaze was hot on me. He waited for that. And for the life of me, I couldn’t look away, not even when the car moved on down the road.
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Rocco was charming and a little flirtatious. He planned to marry me, so of course he’d want sex. But that wasn’t what he said. Rocco had said he hoped we’d be lovers and have passion in our marriage. It brought on a romanticism I hadn’t expected. Of course I knew I’d have sex, but I’d thought of it as a duty. His idealism was the danger Mama had warned me about. My father had often had romantic poetry on his lips to seduce Mama. And just like her, I’m already getting caught up in the fantasy of it. Grandmother was right; going early wouldn’t ease up the tension and pressure, especially if he keeps teasing and touching me. What can I do?

I didn’t have to do anything. Rocco said he’d wait for me. The dance lesson had been thoughtful, and I’d had fun. And there were moments during our slow dance when he’d held me that I’d felt a visceral tug to stay in his arms. This was new territory for me, and I needed advice. Hopefully Cassidy can help. Our marriage will be announced soon, so I can talk more freely. Then I remembered Rocco’s assistant, Isla was waiting for me inside the hotel. I squared my shoulders and walked forward, thanking the door person as I stepped inside.

The Greenwich Hotel lobby was a step into an era rich in luxury and style. Instant love. My heels tapped on its gorgeous terra-cotta palazzo flooring. It harmonized well with the velvet and leather couches of Eastern hues—burnt oranges and dark greens. They were seated on decorative Persian rugs with bronze potted plants and lamp accents. A few people were occupying the room, speaking at a low hum on their phones. One person stood up, putting her phone away, and smiled my way. She appeared close to my age but more sophisticated in her double-breasted leather top and sateen pants. She had a garment bag and a briefcase she left next to her seat as she moved forward with her hand outstretched. “I’m Isla. It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Belfiore.”

I closed my hand on hers. “Please, call me Adelina.”

Isla smiled. “Thank you, Adelina. Congratulations on graduating from college and your upcoming wedding.”

“Thank you very much,” I said.

“If you’d follow me, I’ll explain everything in the penthouse.”

My heart stopped. “Penthouse?”

“Yes. If you’re unsatisfied, we’ll change rooms.” Before I could answer, we were whisked off into the elevator.

A hotel assistant collected the items, and we rode to the top. My nerves jumped as she slipped a fob over the large door, and we all walked inside. I tried to keep calm, but wow. The hotel’s penthouse was more like a luxury apartment, bright with the sunlight streaming through the large, slanted windows. The view was jaw-dropping; we were above the skyscraper’s tiered pillars that went up to the edge of the Hudson River’s massive blue waters. It was stunning.

The penthouse opened to a spacious room with a stone fireplace between two bookshelves. There were neutral fabric and leather couches, and an ornately carved coffee table with a tablet on it. On the other side of the dining room, I could see a set of stairs.

I turned to Isla and the hotel consultant, who eyed me expectantly. The room was my decision, and a bubble of joy rose. It was up to me to stay here. I tried my best to keep my voice even.

I cleared my throat. “This is fine, thank you.”

Isla moved fluidly, signing, and collecting the items from the hotel assistant. When he left, she gestured to the dining table. “Let’s start with the non-disclosure agreements.”

I sat at the table and signed where she left tabs. When that was done, she placed a new phone box and a credit card in front of me. “This is yours. I’ve taken the liberty of transferring your current number to this one.”

I frowned. “Oh, Rocco didn’t mention it.” I hadn’t expected any phone calls anyway since my family rarely called my old one. Cassidy was the only one who normally called me, but I knew she was busy with her graduation party her parents planned for her in California.

“Apologies for not informing you sooner,” she said. “Mr. Marini blocked out all contact for your lunch and lesson.” She went over and opened the garment bag, pulling out a few outfits. “This is a linen pants suit and heels for tomorrow’s wedding dress appointment. You have jeans and shirts in here, and a tracksuit for your spa time, which I’ve scheduled for the morning. One of the associates will come for you—”

“Spa time?” I interrupted her.

“Your grandmother, Mrs. Belfiore, advised me to schedule a salon appointment.”

Mrs. Belfiore said she’d do as much. “Thank you. Yes, please.”

“Great, then we’ll keep the appointment,” Isla said, checking the list on her iPad. “I’ve scheduled a massage, facial, wax, manicure, and pedicure. Is that okay?”

I nodded. “That’s fine.”

“Good. There’s some food in the kitchen. However, you can call room service if you want something else. The menu is on the tablet. There’s a steam room, shower, bath, books, music, whatever you want.” Her phone chimed with an incoming text. “Mr. Marini. He says you are an artist. I can get supplies for you here.”

My jaw dropped. Rocco had only heard a little about it today, and already, he was encouraging me. I liked it. But painting was not something I bet the hotel would approve of. “I’ll just take reference photos for later.”

“I can still make a list for Italy?” she offered. I agreed and she took down a list of art supplies from me.

I grinned broadly. “Thank you so much.” My eyes darted around. There was so much to take in. I rarely ever had time entirely to myself in the dorms. Now I’m in a penthouse suite! My grandparents’ house was elegant, but I spent my summers at college taking courses and working in the alumni office. A week or two here and there at their home, but never alone. Heck, I didn’t even go to their other homes. It was like they wanted to keep me and my lineage a secret. But who could blame them? It was my family who damaged them.

“Congratulations again, Adelina. I’ll leave you to relax. If you need anything, give me a call. My phone number is programmed into your phone. You can call me anytime.”

“Thank you so much for everything.”

“You’re very welcome.” Isla left.

I explored the rooms. The penthouse had two bedrooms, a spacious bathroom, and a sauna. There were robes and slippers to wear, and Isla had left perfumes and body mousses. I opened one and inhaled the fruity, jasmine musk. It smelled heavenly. Was it a favorite of Rocco’s? A tingle went through my chest thinking about it.

I decided to take a bubble bath. Once ready, I sank into the steam with a giggle. This is the life. Rocco was showing me his life, which was luxurious and enticing. To my surprise, he had leisure time for dance lessons. Rocco has me staying in a penthouse at a hotel for a week. I didn’t even know they did things like that.

I picked up my new phone, checked the price for this suite, and my jaw dropped. Over ten thousand dollars a night? Rocco spent all that money on me to stay here?

The penthouse in the hotel was excessive, but I couldn’t stop smiling. Sure, I should’ve felt bad for the extravagance, but I decided to leave that for later. I turned on the television and a stereo to play music. With both going simultaneously, I sang along and watched a show. This is freaking fantastic!

I found it hard to leave the comfortable bath but forced myself to. After, I changed into the new matching set of lingerie—delicate, lace, silk—not something I’d usually wear, or even what Mrs. Belfiore had shopped for me. This set was very sexy.

I put on a scoop-neck shirt and slacks, then checked my new phone again. To my surprise, it was already filled with messages from Mama and two from Cassidy. I listened to hers first.

“Hey, Lina, it’s Cass. I miss you already. How’s it going? Did ‘it’ happen? Call me when you have a chance.”

Second message.

“Okay. My head’s exploding over here. There’s a huge rumor out there. You must call me back, lady. I’m dying here, Gorgeous.”

I laughed and played the last message.

“It’s your mother again. Call me back. Now, Adelina.”

I furrowed my brows. What’s the rush? In the past eight years, she’d acted more like a sister than a mother. My grandparents were the ones who did the disciplining, not her. If something was wrong, they’d have told me. So I decided to call Cassidy, who answered with a scream.

I held the phone away from my ear and laughed.

“Tell me it’s true?” she said excitedly.

I grinned and walked over and sat down on the leather couch. “Yes. It’s true.”

“You’re marrying the Rocco Marini?” she whispered into the phone.

“Yes. I’m marrying Rocco Marini,” I repeated, and it was just as outrageous hearing me say it out loud.

Cassidy screamed again. “Oh, my God. We were joking about it and now it’s actually happening. Unbelievable. But wow, Rocco Marini. Is it still…arranged?” she asked softly.

“Yes, it is,” I said and bit my lip.

“Wow, I didn’t know the Marinis were also into arranged marriages. I guess you can never know. Now I understand why Mr. M sent you all those gift boxes.”

My stomach sank. “Yes, I guess so. But it kinda bothers me.” I always thought of him as a friend. It hadn’t been easy to build a friendship because I didn’t trust men, but he was patient and kind. So is Rocco so far.

“So, he had a motive. I don’t think it’s a bad thing. He was nice and you liked him. I mean it worked out in the end. It’s better your husband will be Rocco. Right?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” I said and took a deep breath.

“Was he the one you were going to marry all this time?”

“No, I was supposed to marry Willy Ashford.” I filled Cassidy in as much as I could, excluding why he had decided to not marry me.

“Wait, I’m doing a search…Yikes. I mean the man’s ancient. What the hell?” she grumbled when I told her he’s marrying my cousin Lana.

“He was sort of nice,” I scrunched up my face.

“Nice? He’s basically going for a child bride. Gross.”

I didn’t answer though I agreed. Lana was much too young for him.

“Now seriously, I don’t like the arranged part, but if I had to be I’d choose Rocco. He’s sexy as hell. I can say that until you’re married, right?” Her voice raised an octave. She was always sensitive to other people’s feelings, and I loved her for it. But I loved her joking too, as it made life less stressful.

“You can,” I said grinning. “But you should see him in person. I mean. Whoa. He’s breathtaking.” I sent an emoji of a person fanning herself.

Cassidy burst out laughing when she checked the text. “Brag much? I hate you, but I love this for you.”

I bit my smile and stretched out on my back on the couch. “Thank you. But it’s still all new.”

“So, what’s he like in person?”

I told her about what happened from the moment he picked me up until now.

“Helicopters, lunch in the village, and swing dance lessons. You did all that, Adelina?” she said cheerfully.

I touched my warm face and twirled the ends of my hair. “Yes. It was incredible.”

“God, I love it. You’re finally stepping outside your shell. So, did you kiss him?”

I chuckled. “No. It hasn’t even been a day.”

“Okay, okay. But he’s the husband-to-be so you can kiss the man. He said he wants to be your lover; if he said that to me I’d have jumped him in the car.”

“You wouldn’t have.” I said, laughing.

“Probably not, but I’d have wanted to see if he can kiss at least…So, five weeks to a destination wedding in Italy. I better be invited.”

“You’re more than invited. I want to know if you’d mind being my maid of honor.” My pulse sped up.

“Oh, my God. Of course I will.” She let out a sob. “I’m honored, Sis. There’s nothing that will keep me from seeing you happy.”

My eyes stung. “Thank you, Cass.”

“But jokes aside. How do you really feel Lina?”

I blew out my breath. “I feel out of my depth.”

“Don’t worry. He’s done a bunch of things already to try to make you comfortable. That’s important. You also have a chance to spend time together. Use it. Just talk to him. See what you have in common. Let him romance you. It only works if you work at it. I’m also here to cheer you on anytime. Okay?” The line engaged, and I checked the number. Mama calling again. “I have to go. I’ll call you soon.”

“Love you and we’ll talk soon. I’ll see about coming to Italy early.”

“Oh, I hope you can. Love you too, Cass. Sorry I didn’t ask about how you’re doing—”

“Don’t be. We’ll talk again soon. Love you.”

My heart warmed and I ended our call. The line engaged again, and I answered.

“It’s about time I reached you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Hello, Mama. How are you?” I deadpanned.

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady. Yes, there is something wrong. I don’t understand why you’re staying in New York this week. Where are you?”

I sat up on the couch. “I’m in a hotel in Tribeca. It’s a penthouse.”

She scoffed down the line. “Rocco took you to a hotel? Only whores go to hotels.”

I tightened my jaw. “Gee, thanks, Mama.”

“I don’t mean you are, you know that. It’s just not proper. You could have stayed with Rocco’s relatives—”

“Stay with people I haven’t met?” I huffed. “No thanks.”

“Your uncle Lawrence offered, but my mother put her foot down. I can’t believe it.”

“Fine by me.” I pursed my lips.

Grandmother refusing Uncle Lawrence didn’t surprise me. She thought him too lenient. But Mama seemed clueless. She had been gone for sixteen years. I doubt she knows, or she would tell me.

“They’re falling all over Rocco because he’s a billionaire. Your grandfather offered to have a family dinner at their estate, which was a generous offer. But he turned them down for a splashy dance hall. He arranged flights and cars for a few hours, spending like a gambler drunk on a winning streak.” Her tone was downright snotty. She was already making him sound like my horrible father, and she hadn’t even met him yet.

“It’s his money, Mama. Isn’t marrying me to a wealthy family what you all wanted?” I grumbled and rolled my eyes. Now marrying well isn’t enough?

“It is, but I expect him to behave appropriately. He’s treating you like he’s not planning to keep you. I expected him to bring you into his family, not leave you at a hotel.”

It’s better than the seedy motel Judge Colby had us staying in at the end. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t dare say them. Even when I disagreed with Mama, I avoided retriggering her trauma.

“Did he…Rocco, make a move on you?” she asked gingerly.

I suppressed my laugh. “You mean did he try to have sex with me?”

“Yes. Rocco took you to a hotel. He must have made a move?”

My mouth went dry. “What happened to getting things going with Rocco fast?” I asked coyly. She told me to try to get pregnant; my grandmother told me the opposite. Neither one could make up their minds. There was a lot at stake for this wedding: my grandparent’s future, Mama and Jacob’s security.

The line went quiet, and I sat up. “Mama, you there?”

She sighed. “I am here, Adelina. I know you’re older, but as I explained to Rocco, when I spoke with him, you’re a virgin. You’ve never dated and didn’t have good male role models until you were fourteen—”

“You, what?” My voice erupted, a mixture of disbelief and anger. I shot up from my seat. “Why on earth did you tell him that?” My face warmed. Rocco hadn’t mentioned it at all when we had lunch or during the lesson. He was nice and I had fun with him. He flirted, but he didn’t even try to kiss me. Not even when he slid the ring on my finger.

“What did I say that wasn’t true, Adelina?”

I balled my fist. What does she know about role models in my life? She’s been gone for most of the last eight years. “Grandfather and Grandmother are my role models. They taught me the importance of family and duty. I am the one who should decide if I want him to know about my past or personal life. It’s too late to mother me now.”

She never cared for my privacy or boundaries, and we both knew I never had a childhood. All I did was fight to take care of her.

The line fell silent. Had I been too harsh? My stomach lurched. I never wanted to hurt her, especially now that I knew why she took us to my grandparents. She had a mental break and couldn’t take care of me. She didn’t leave me because she wanted to. “Mama, I’m sorry. I’m grateful you helped us. I love you.”

“I know, Adelina…I have regrets. Many. But you’re defending Rocco too much already, just like I did with your father. You can’t even see he’s charming you into his bed to ruin you for another match—”

“What other match? We signed our marriage license today.” My voice strained, and a wave of panic churned my stomach.

“He…is, but…well, you’re not officially married yet.” Her voice wavered, adding to my growing unease.

My hand tightened on the phone. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing you don’t already know. Things have a way of changing. Just like what happened with the Ashfords. Just be careful. See you at the engagement party.” She spoke in a rushed tone.

I responded just as fast. “Okay. See you.”

Bile rose in my throat as I stared at the phone. Mama often had a way of putting pressure on me to get her way. Did she want me to insist Rocco let me stay with his family? Sorry, Mama, but no way. It felt good to be alone in my own space doing whatever I wanted. If our families started to fight, would Rocco end our marriage before it started?

Chime. An incoming text message.

Rocco: Sorry, Adelina. I’m tied up with work that I must finish before our trip. I enjoyed our lunch, and I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.

I put the phone down and buried my face in my hands, feeling a mix of relief and disappointment at Rocco’s message. In some respects, I felt relief. But, contrary to what I’d read about him online, I wanted more of his company. He’d surprised me…and I could see myself liking my husband, even though I never believed I would.

But then my mama’s words came back to me.

“It is, but I expect him to behave appropriately. He’s treating you like he’s not planning to keep you. I expected him to bring you into his family, not leave you at a hotel.”

Will I end up as jaded as she did? Is that my ultimate destiny?

Loveless…and still alone?
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Soft waves hummed in the background of the low-lit sea-green room, giving me the illusion of floating in water. The masseuse’s hands were warm and heavenly as they worked over the stiff knots in my muscles. I’d gone from room to room: enjoying a facial, mani-pedi, and a full wax, the last thing I would typically do.

My head rolled through a film of yesterday. Rocco had packed so many things in a short time, and I was as surprised as Cassidy had been that I went for it. That had been me, in a helicopter and swing dancing in the middle of the day. Unbelievable. But somehow, Rocco made it all seem so natural. He was candid with me about his life and goals, and to my surprise, he supported my going for my dreams and passions. I was also captivated by his charm and how he treated me as if I were beautiful. I was on such a high and would have stayed there if I hadn’t spoken to Mama. Yes, I had ignored her, but I hadn’t expected her hostility. She put down everything he had done for me. Why couldn’t I enjoy the lifestyle they all had regularly?

Grandmother rode their horses at the stable I hadn’t been privy to. Grandfather golfed around the world regularly. They shopped, traveled, took vacations to their other estates. Even my eighteen-year-old cousin Lana had flown off to Europe with her friends on her graduation trip. Most of the time I pretended to have a blind eye, mainly because they complained about Mama’s extravagant lifestyle growing up and not wanting to spoil me in case I became selfish. Or because of all the money they’d lost from whatever my father had done. My college education was expensive; Jacob’s care was even more costly. That’s all I ever asked for. It was a sin to covet. I wasn’t hungry. Yet, there were times I wanted more. But Mama always said, once you’re married, you’ll have it.

My family duty came first, and after, I would support my husband by having his children, and then it’ll be my time. I’ll paint, travel, and illustrate. Maybe I’d even have that art institute one day. But why one day? Why not try to have more now? Rocco seemed open to it.

But that wasn’t what really bothered me. I told him you were a virgin and that you’d never been alone with a grown man. I hung out with guys at times in college, but I just didn’t date them. It was completely unacceptable. What had she expected? Did she believe she could control him? Or is she trying to get him to change his mind? Mama had also said our arranged marriage could change….

Hands pressed harder on my back. I gritted my teeth.

“Your muscles are tense. Concentrate on your breath. Inhale, exhale. Count in your head.”

I followed the advice, and after a while, I let myself drift.

When it was over, I changed and returned to the hotel room. Rocco had left a text message on my phone.

Rocco: Held up in Brooklyn Heights. Maybe for an hour or so.

Adelina: Okay. Thanks for letting me know.

I went to the bedroom and stretched out on the mattress, which formed to my body. Ahh. I sank in and rested my back. Just a few minutes…

Mmm. My eyes remained shut, unwilling to open and wake fully. I was boneless, sinking deeper into the mattress. Something different crossed my senses, but my mind refused to focus. The silkiness of the lace thong against my skin… bare. I slipped my hand down underneath the fabric and slid my hand against the smooth mound. Mmm. A tingling sensation coursed through me from the touch. I was very aware of my pulsing clit. I moved down further. My fingers circled it. “Ohh.” It felt so good. My eyes blinked open, and the haze lifted, as if a beacon directed my gaze. It zeroed in on Rocco. He was standing near the door, staring at me. His eyes filled with surprise.

I quickly moved my hand and flipped over to face away from him. My pulse pounded so hard I could feel it in my ears. I gulped air to steady my breath, but it came out like a moan. Oh no!

“Adelina, I—”

“I thought…I thought I-I was alone,” I stuttered.

“You were, but I sent a message to tell you I’m here. You didn’t answer, so I came to check on you….”

My body stiffened. I had only checked my phone earlier, and the volume was off. “Oh, I didn’t hear….” I said, my voice muffled. It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d have a key, or that he would come into the room.

“I also hadn’t expected to find you like that. I’m sorry.” His voice sounded nearer as the mattress dipped. His closeness was a pressure on my awareness, impossible to ignore. He placed his hand on my hip, and a thrill went down my spine. “Let’s talk about it—”

“I don’t want to,” I mumbled quickly.

“I know you don’t, but I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable. If we talk about it, it’ll be done. I promise.” His thumb moved in a circle and my skin tingled. The more he did that, the less self-conscious I felt.

“I hadn’t intended to…it was the waxing. I never had a full wax…I wanted to feel the difference….” My eyes shut. “I feel embarrassed.”

“You shouldn’t be,” he said in a gentle tone. “To be honest, I loved it.”

I touched my warm face. “Oh my God.”

He lightly tugged my hand down. “You’re alluring, Adelina, mostly when you let yourself go. Honestly, I’m envious.”

“Envious?” I whispered. “Why?”

“I want my hand feeling your pussy. To kiss and lick it. To make you come on my mouth.” His smile was impish, his gaze imploring.

“Rocco, come on.” My voice was strained, breathless.

“I’m telling you what I thought to make you feel comfortable,” he said. “I’m here for you, Adelina. I’m definitely interested, but only when you’re ready. I’ll wait in the living room.”

He was about to leave, but I touched his hand. “Can you stay? I want you to stay.” My voice was even, but I trembled.

Can I let him? He’s soon to be my husband.

I wanted to show him and myself that I wasn’t the precious doll Mama wanted him to treat me as. More so, it was something I had built up for years, and I wanted to know what it would feel like. But what will he think of me if I let him do it so soon?

“What would you like me to do?” His hand moved to my back and slid down to just above the swell of my ass. I shivered. My heart hammered against my ribs. Minutes went by, and Rocco quietly waited. Slowly, I turned over on my back, and he sighed loudly.

“I want you to touch me,” I whispered.

“Open your eyes. I want you to see how much I love it.”

God, he was hot. His eyes were dark, penetrating. He splayed his large hand on my stomach, and the warmth and weight grounded me. It warmed through the fabric of my athletic pants that were low on my hips. My body heated and trembled. I could feel my clit throb.

Rocco groaned and moved his hand under the fabric. His fingers glided over my bare mound. The sensation felt explosive, intimate, and intense. I let out a moan as I trembled on the bed.

His groan was low as his fingers moved down to gently stroke my clit, slipping and stroking it wetter. My muscles clenched, and I writhed as he explored me. His gaze was hot as he stared, and I couldn’t stop moaning. My breasts were sensitive and swollen, my nipples visible through the front of my fitted shirt. And he was looking at them, and it made me hotter. His hand moved up, and my hips lifted. I was desperate. Please, don’t stop.

“Just a taste,” he whispered. His hand went to his full lips, where he licked my arousal. It was so seductive, I felt a burst of pleasure from my core and squirmed on the bed.

“You’re a sweet flower, Bella.” He let out a shudder and groaned.

His hand moved inside my thong again, but this time, with bold and direct intention. His strokes were sure and moved with a determined tenacity. I was about to come.

My hips lifted, shameless, as I pressed my thighs closer together. “Ohh, my God,” I repeated over and over.

“Yes, Adelina…” he moaned, stroking my clit faster. I gripped the covers and moaned loudly, rolling my hips. Oh, yes.

My thighs clenched, trapping his fingers as he rubbed my clit. The sound of my heavy breathing filled the room. His groans brought on a burst of ecstasy as I came. He didn’t move his hand but moved a finger to my opening. He gently slipped it inside me as I spasmed from the aftershocks of my climax. My heart pounded against my ribs as my inner walls narrowed. The barrier was there. Rocco could take my virginity. But he removed his hand with a loud exhale. “Fuck, even that’s turning me on.”

He sucked his fingers, then traced them over my gaping mouth before he crushed his lips to mine, cupping the back of my head. He tasted of mint chocolates and my essence. It was so carnal that I moaned into his mouth, moving my tongue with his. He had me wanting more.

Rocco broke the kiss, and we breathed hard.

“It’s too much,” he panted.

I lowered my eyelids and touched my lips. “I…I went too far.” A wave of fear rose higher than my desire, and my body tensed. What am I doing?

His hand lifted my chin. “Look at me.”

I raised my gaze, my pulse quickening at the softness in his eyes. “You didn’t. Never think that. When it’s us, it’s only us, Adelina. I love being touched, too, and I loved touching you.”

I averted my eyes, my insides warming at his praise. “Did you want a virgin?”

“No. Only a weak man asks for that. But we meet each other as we are. Okay?”

I nodded.

He kissed my forehead. “I want more, but we need to head out for your appointment.”

My brows rose. “For the wedding dress?”

He stood and adjusted the front of his pants, then helped me off the bed. “Too tempting,” he whispered and pulled my pants higher on my hips. “Yes, we need to leave for Nadia’s home studio.”

My brows rose. “Nadia-Nadia who?”

“Nadia Crane. She’s a designer at Givenchy in Paris and New York. She’s also my friend Paul’s wife.”

I pressed my hands to my chest to stop myself from hyperventilating. “Wait a minute. Nadia Crane’s doing my dress. Paul Crane’s your friend.”

Paul Crane was a famous billionaire heir and pianist, and his wife Nadia was becoming famous in her own right. No one could escape their wedding of the year four years ago. There was even a limited-edition movie about her rise as a designer and their fairytale marriage. Cassidy and I had watched it on a streaming platform a couple of years ago.

“Yes,” he said casually. “Paul’s best friends with my cousin, Lorenzo. I’ve known him most of my life. Nadia’s really cool. Approachable. She agreed to design your style and make your wedding dress.”

I touched my hot face. “That’s unbelievable. I-I can’t go there. I’ll be too nervous.”

He squeezed my shoulders, his smile soft. “You’ll be fine.”
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The concierge had a black Ferrari double parked out front. Rocco signed a tablet, then opened my door before taking his seat behind the wheel. How he could drive in the heavy traffic was remarkable, but he seemed to anticipate every other move of the drivers and pedestrians. There were billboards of models advertising clothes and tables packed with people sitting below colorful awnings at restaurants. There were businessmen, the elderly, and children all hurrying from place to place. Rocco’s fast car and the stream of moving people and traffic gave off an energy that had me excited.

“Wow, this city is amazing,” I gushed.

Rocco shifted gears. “Yeah, I’ve always loved New York.”

Being with Rocco was more like a fantasy than reality. A rebalance had to come. It would bring a sad tinge to all the good. But for now, I cherished the experience. All the pleasures he’d given to me so generously. “Thank you, Rocco.”

“For what, Adelina?”

I cleared my throat. For your kindness? For the time you’ve given me…a stranger for all intents and purposes. For the orgasm? Only the best sexual experience I’d had in my life. But I couldn’t say all of that. We were still learning about each other, so I kept it simple. “For the lunch, dance lessons, this hotel.”

“I’m happy you are enjoying it.” He reached over, gave me what looked like a thankful smile, and squeezed my knee. “We’re here.”

The car stopped, and he turned into a driveway, pressing in a code. The door rolled away to reveal an underground parking lot, which was filled with luxury cars. I climbed out and a nervous thrill went through me. There were rich people at school, but never had I met anyone famous or been to their home.

Rocco placed his hand low on my back, and we moved together to the top level of the building.

The door opened and a beautiful woman with dark hair and violet eyes stood there in a jumpsuit, beaming at us. I recognized her right away as Nadia.

“Bonjour, Rocco.” She opened her arms.

Rocco gave her a hug, kissing her cheeks. “Bonjour, Nadia. Ça va?”

“Ça va bien. So?” She moved to stand in front of me, clasping my arms. “You’re his Adelina. Wow. You’re a lucky man, Rocco,” she said in a cheery tone.

“Yes, she’s lovely,” Rocco added softly.

“I’m so happy to finally meet you,” she said.

Meet me? Oh, My God. “Th-thank you, Mrs. Crane. So very nice to meet you. Thank you for making my wedding dress and inviting us to your home,” I stammered.

She took my hands lightly. “I’m honored to style you, Adelina. Please relax and call me Nadia. You’re welcome here.” She turned her attention back to Rocco. “Paul’s in the studio next door. He’s expecting you.”

“Yes, ma’am. I know when I’m not wanted.” Rocco scoffed, and they laughed. “Where’s the little terror?”

“Miles is with his grandparents,” she said and turned to me, tilting her head. “If he was here, you’d never get a moment of peace.”

“Yep. That’s why I’m a no-kids kind of a guy,” Rocco said.

Nadia swiped his arm. “He’s joking, Adelina. You will have kids.”

“Not anytime soon,” Rocco seemed to vow.

I plastered on a smile as nerves danced in my stomach. Is he?

Rocco came close and kissed my cheek. “See you soon.”

I stared after him, touching my cheek.
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“I know that look,” Nadia said, and I turned to her, grinning.

“What look?” I asked.

“It’s the one I wore when Paul and I first got together. Every touch had me overwhelmed… It was so intense. It didn’t take me long to fall in love with him either.” She touched her throat.

Love. I was so glad Nadia had found love, as she seemed to be a romantic. But that wasn’t me. I didn’t want her to think poorly of me though, so I said, “I don’t know. We’re very new.”

“Some things in life happen beyond time,” she said.

Some things did in fact happen beyond time, but Nadia Crane was completely wrong about Rocco and me. Rocco and I would probably become lovers…that was clearer to me now. But love? Our commitment to each other, to the purpose of our union, would never knock on love’s door.

The home’s styling was similar to an architecture’s digest set, with custom couches, decorative cushions, and art accents. There was a grand piano on a platform in a bi-level living room with staff setting up enough instruments to form a band. Even caterers were busy setting up, and Nadia had to leave to direct them, but she quickly returned. “We’re having a small gathering tonight for dinner and music.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said.

She grinned. “You’re not interrupting; you’re invited. It’s just a big jam session we started. Guests perform for their supper. It’ll be fun.”

Rocco had mentioned a gathering, but I hadn’t expected to be around his celebrity friends so soon. I felt at a great disadvantage. However, Nadia gestured for me to follow her, and we walked up the staircase.

“How long have you known Rocco?” I asked.

“A few years now, but Paul’s known Rocco all his life. They sometimes work together. Recently, Rocco was a producer on a movie project Paul composed the music for. They also worked together on his The World is Our Family project. Are you familiar with it?”

“Yes,” I said. “Rocco told me about it.”

“Paul wrote the promotional song, “Love is an Open Heart?”

I bobbed my head. “Oh, I love that song, it’s very moving.”

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s one of my favorites, but I have so many.”

We reached the landing, and she opened a large factory door, revealing a studio. It looked like an office with workstations, sewing machines, and a built-in kitchen with steel appliances. There were quite a few mannequins, as well as a rack full of beautiful clothes and shoes. I went over and stared at them admiringly.

“Some of those could be yours,” she said, following my focus. She opened a drawer and pulled out a measuring tape, then bent to open another with a row of bodysuits. She handed it to me. And because of my possibly perplexed expression, she said, “We use bodysuits so you don’t have to strip down to your underwear in front of a stranger. It’s okay. They’re all washed between wears, I assure you.”

“Oh, God. No, I’m sorry. I wasn’t questioning that. It’s just that this feels so surreal. I admire your work so much and here I am, changing into a bodysuit for you.”

She chuckled. “I get that. But it’s my privilege to dress you. So you have it the other way around. I love what I do.”

At her smile and soft shrug, I went to the bathroom to change into the bodysuit. I shook and tried to calm my nerves, taking a few moments to comprehend how I’d ended up in a celebrity’s bathroom to try on custom clothes that she’d designed for me to wear. How could any of this be true? But I was indeed there. Nadia Crane was somehow my stylist, and would design my wedding dress!

Nadia was so down-to-earth and contrasted with her extravagant home. Her home life in Cudahy, Wisconsin portrayed in their television movie had made me think of her as a kindred spirit. But she was now married to a famous billionaire and looked so stylish and chic. She was also very kind and welcoming.

I came out and she went to work, taking measurements and writing them down on a notepad.

“I thought everything was tech now,” I half-joked.

“It is, but I still like the old-fashioned ways.” She put the pencil in between her teeth. Another woman came in, whom she introduced as her assistant.

Nadia spoke in French, and she wrote on the notepad. “Now let’s try the dresses. I was given your sizes by your grandmother.”

My mouth dropped open. “You called her?”

She smiled. “I called your mother first, and she said your grandmother styles you?”

I nodded and bit my lip.

“Then I called her. She had a list of things she didn’t want to see you wear.”

“I bet,” I murmured and put on the silk thin strapped dress she held out.

“She’s not that far off in her sizing of you,” Nadia said as she adjusted the fabric at my hips. “Hmm.” She picked up a floral wrap dress. “Try this one on.”

I tried on knit, mini, and tank dresses. They were vibrant patterns of silk, sequin, fringe, velvet, and even some embroidery. I loved every one of them, but Nadia wasn’t sure. She went to a garment bag and pulled out a gorgeous floor-length gown with a swing skirt. I put it on and she clasped her hands together and beamed at me. “Yes. This is for you.” She pinned it to fit my form. Then went over and collected a few pairs of designer heels for me to try.

I changed and walked out to the three-way mirror and gaped. The dress accentuated my curves and the heels had me close to five-ten. I looked different—elegant, sexy. “Wow. I don’t recognize myself.”

Nadia clasped her hands and beamed at me, thrilled. “You look absolutely stunning. Rocco will lose his head.”

I trembled and shyly gazed at myself in the mirror. This is not about Rocco. This is about me. And this dress is…well, there were no words. But on me? “I’ve never revealed so much skin.” I stared at my arms, my full breasts, my hips. “Most of my clothes are loose-fitting.”

She shrugged. “Whatever makes you comfortable, but you’ve a beautiful body. You need clothes that fit you, but sleeker.”

I shifted my legs. “I’m not a showy kind of person.”

“I’ll mix them up, I promise. Now, let’s look at your wedding dress.” She brought over a sketchbook, and I was in complete awe. It had many drawings, all works of art, but one gown stood out amongst all of them. It was silk and lace, with beading and a full skirt. Like for a princess.

My eyes watered. “Wow, this is so beautiful.”

“For a beautiful woman.” She gave me a hug. “Great. We’ll have more fittings. Let’s move on to the undergarments. What do you wear?”

I looked down at my feet. “Cotton briefs.”

“Me, too; they’re comfortable,” she said before sighing. “But now you’re getting married. Some partners love to see their lovers in sexy underwear underneath their clothing. Rocco expressed to me he loves lingerie and wanted it for you. He would have shopped with you, but he didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

My insides warmed. That’s nice.

Nadia brought over a few lace and silk sets. “What do I do with these?” I asked, touching the garters.

“Paul had me trying them on for him on our first trip to Paris. There I was, naked in a shop in front of him. It was insane.”

My mouth dropped open. Now that wasn’t in the TV movie. “Oh no, I could never do that.”

She wagged her finger. “Never say never. Once you’re having sex, inhibitions just fall away. Gosh, he had me so crazy in love with him.” She shook her head, grinning as she reminisced, and I was delighted to hear her share about it. They always seemed happy together.

“I know things, Adelina. I think that’s the reason Rocco chose me for you.” She gentled her tone.

I touched my warm face. “It’s your designs, not because of me.…”

Her expression turned serious. “Yes, it’s that, too, but we’re alike…I was a virgin with Paul—”

“Rocco told you?” I huffed. He’s as bad as Mama.

Her face softened. “Does that bother you? We have an open and friendly relationship. We share a lot with each other. It was hard for me to share my feelings, and I had to be careful what I said to anyone because Paul’s famous. Maybe it’s different for you.” She lowered her head.

“No, it’s really the same, Nadia. I’m kinda in shock, I guess. I-I can’t say much of anything about my life to anyone.” I hunched my shoulders. The pressure to hide everything in my life had taken a toll. Even with Cassidy, there had always been gaps of information I couldn’t fill in but wanted to.

She placed her arm around my shoulder. “That’s a burden you shouldn’t have to hold. Whatever you tell me will never be shared, unless it will hurt you. I’ll answer any questions you have honestly.”

My conscience reminded me of Mama’s warnings about the body and heart. She had good reasons for them, and I believed her. However, I had a chance to talk to one of Rocco’s friends who knew him and had been in a similar situation I found myself in. Nadia had a way of making it easy for me to drop my guard, and I had a chance to get some advice I really needed.

I took a deep breath. “I never had a life I could share easily.”

There was so much about me that Rocco may not know. My grandparents held all the cards, and I doubted he could do anything about it.

“Because of the arranged marriage?”

I nodded. More or less.

Nadia studied me for a few moments. “Well, even in your arranged marriage, you’re building a life together. You can date. Get to know each other like in any other relationship.”

“What’s Rocco like?” I asked.

She grinned. “Rocco goes out of his way to be friendly to everyone. When Paul was away, he’d check in, take me to movies or a play. When I was short a model for my premiere show in Milan, Rocco came and stood in. He’s someone I can count on to be there. I try to help him in any way I can. But….”

“But what?” I asked.

“I think, even though he’s often surrounded by people, he’s lonely,” she said. “I want him to be happy.”

I could see she loved him. He did seem to jump in to make me comfortable. And it was nice to hear he was thoughtful with his friends. But I had other questions, too, and this was my chance to get them answered.

“Can I ask you something personal?”

She nodded. “Of course.”

“What was your first time like?” I chewed on my bottom lip.

“I built it up so much in my head that when I finally found someone I desired, I didn’t want to wait. The first time felt good, but it hurt. Just communicate; tell him to slow down and that you need him to touch you more.”

I scrunched my face. “Wouldn’t that put him off?”

She lifted her chin. “Who cares? You know your body better than anyone. But trust me, he’ll want to make it good because he’ll want to have sex again.”

My mind returned to Rocco touching me on the bed. He’d watched my every move, switched the intensity and speed of his touches. He’d brought me to orgasm but hadn’t pushed me to reciprocate. He would be great. But what about me? Would I be great for him?

I stared down at the heels. “What if I don’t know how to do it right?”

“I worried about that, too. Just touch him, express your pleasure or discomfort, and don’t hold anything back. The rest will come to you. In fact, tell Rocco. He’ll love to hear how you’re feeling.”

I opened my arms, and she hugged me tight. “Thank you so much, Nadia.”

She smiled. “You’re very welcome, Adelina. Anytime, day or night, I’m here…Now for this evening, let’s have you wear this.” She went over and selected a dark blue palazzo jumpsuit. It was sleek, and sophisticated. “It’s beautiful,” I told her.

“It will be on you,” Nadia said, and we hugged.

I left to change. And once again, I couldn’t believe how stylish I looked in the clothes. I’d never really been bothered about fashion—much to Cassidy’s distress. She would love it here. Love being dressed by Nadia Crane. This was incredibly fun.

Just as I returned, a gorgeous man walked in. Paul Crane. Oh. My. God. He went straight to Nadia and pulled her into a passionate kiss. Damn, he’s sexy.

Her team packed up my clothes in boxes and garment bags. “Adelina, please come over here and meet Paul.”

Paul walked to me with an outstretched hand. “Lovely to meet you, and congratulations.”

My hand was clammy as I shook his. “Thank you, Mr. Crane. Nadia’s an amazing designer, and I’m very happy and grateful to you both for opening your home for me to have my fitting,” I babbled.

He grinned broadly. “Call me, Paul. Rocco asked me to play at your wedding, and I accepted.”

My mouth formed an ‘O’. “Seriously? Uhm. Wow, I’m so honored. Thank you so much.”

He squeezed my hand and made direct eye contact, his expression serious. “I’m happy for the both of you. Anything you want that’s special for you, let me know.”

His offer was very generous. But what do you ask a Maestro to play? I could only thank him again.

“Here’s my phone number,” Nadia said. She waited for me to get my phone programmed, then confirmed it by texting her.

“Call me anytime. Okay?” she said.

“Wow, thank you so much,” I said cheerfully.

She hugged me again, then leaned close to my ear. “Practice smiling in the mirror and use the one that works. The public will know you soon. And also, don’t search for your name on social media after an event. Ever.”

Paul hugged her from behind and kissed her neck. Nadia reached up and rubbed the hair on his square jaw. “Love you, my love.”

It was so intimate, and they did it right in front of me, like I was a new friend. Nadia made a great effort to welcome me, and I liked her a lot already.

“The party’s going on up here,” Rocco’s deep voice called as he walked in.

I was taken once again by his looks and charismatic effect. It was a visceral pull that had me gravitating to him. His eyes met mine with a smoldering gaze that had me struggling to even my breath as my pulse raced. Don’t get lured in, Adelina. We’re in a partnership, not a romance. But he held out his hand and my stomach fluttered as I took it.
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“Oh, the ring. How did I miss it,” Nadia came over to look at it. “It’s stunning, Adelina.”

“Thank you,” I said, holding out my hand. It was the most extravagant thing I’d ever had. I glanced over at Rocco, and he was talking to Paul, but his focus was on me. I bit back my smile, and he left where he was standing and came over to stand with me.

Chime. The Crane’s doorbell rang. The sound of people arriving filtered up the stairs, letting us know their gathering had started. We went down, and the living room soon filled with people. Some were on couches with hosts bringing out food and drinks.

Rocco introduced me around. My face was hot, but I smiled and shook hands. Most were musicians. Some were at the top of their careers. The A-listers showing up was wild. There were people I’d seen in movies and television shows, as well as at concerts in person, and online. It brought a buzz to the air as they greeted each other. Everyone seemed comfortable, chatting and laughing. Then, Nadia walked up on the platform, and we all gave her an applause. She playfully bowed, then announced, “The tavern has opened, and you all are hired. But you must perform, or you’ll get no supper.”

The guests made annoyed noises, but there was excitement as they prepared to participate.

Paul took his place at the piano, and the guest started calling songs for him to play. Rocco leaned over my ear. “Sometimes the choice is made for you.”

I furrowed my brow. “I won’t have to perform. Right?”

He grinned and held up his hands. “I hold no power here.”

My jaw dropped, and I shook my head. He squeezed my hand. “You’ll be fine.”

“Play A Sonnet to Love,” someone behind us called out.

“Appassionata,” a woman on the end of the couch yelled.

Another said, “Play Ginuwine’s, Pony.”

That earned them a wicked look from Paul. “A classic,” he said before he began to play a slow version of the song, and the crowd roared. A man stood, pulled off his shirt, and danced while another playfully slipped a napkin into his pants. We all laughed.

Paul switched to playing his hit song, “A Sonnet to Love.” Nadia moved and stood next to the piano, and the song took on a romantic ambiance. The classical, flawless ebb and flow made it a treasure to the ears and senses. I was fascinated.

When it ended, Rocco called out. “Nadia, sing ‘Beyond the Sea.’”

She beamed at Rocco. “For you and all the lovers.”

A man got up, picked up a trumpet, and Nadia started playing the song with Paul’s piano. She swayed as her flawless soprano filled the room. The song was always a favorite of mine, and I couldn’t believe I was witnessing her sing it. Her rendition turned jazzy, and she snapped her fingers. A couple got up and started to dance. It was so amazing, I wished I could record it all on my phone.

A guy near us cupped his hand and called, “En Français, Nadia.”

Nadia seamlessly switched from Bobby Darin to the French version of Charles Trenet’s La Mer mid-verse. Two other people from the crowd picked up a violin and a guitar. Paul stood and gave her a deep kiss, which brought on a roar from us seated, including me.

When we quieted down, Nadia called out, “Rocco, get up here.”

I turned to him, and my heartbeat quickened.

He stood and went forward with a roar from the crowd.

My mouth gaped. Rocco sings?

Rocco gazed at me. “I’m singing, ‘Quanto è Bella, Quanto è Cara,’ an aria from the Italian Opera L’elisir D’Amore, The Elixir of Love, by Gaetano Donizetti. I dedicate it to a little girl in a skull cap who shrugged me off all those years ago.”

My heart pounded, and I sat on the edge of my seat. I recognized it as the song Mr. Luca Marini, his grandfather, had sang the night we met at the Croton Reservoir. Rocco’s voice was a rich tenor, and him singing opera was a full-bodied treat. My eyes watered at the swell of the high notes—he didn’t hold back—and the song vibrated to my soul, gripping my heart. His performance brought the house down. We were all on our feet. I was blown away by his talent and fortitude. He was fearless. I admire that as much as I enjoyed hearing him sing.

But then Rocco came over, took my hand, and pulled me up to my feet. “Your turn, Adelina.”

“No way.” I waved my hands. “Sorry. I don’t sing or follow the next Pavarotti,” I joked, and everyone laughed.

Paul rose and handed me a tambourine. “You can’t eat if you don’t play,” he teased.

I held the tambourine in hand and Paul Crane gave me an impromptu lesson on how to play. This is crazy. I tried hitting and shaking it to his claps.

A female took over the piano, and on the spot, I learned to play along to the Beatles’, “Got to Get You into My Life.” Someone took the drums while another picked up a second trumpet. A male singer took a microphone, and we were now performing as a band!

I laughed as I shook and hit the tambourine in the way Paul had showed me. My eyes went to Rocco, who gave me a broad smile and thumbs up.

The song ended, and everyone clapped.

“That’s it. I’m taking Adelina on tour,” Rocco called out.

They laughed, and I covered my warm face. Rocco came over, took my hand, and guided me from the living room to the balcony. The night sky was full of stars, and a warm wind blew across us. I pushed my hair back and turned to him with my hands over my open mouth. Whoa. Did that really happen?

“How was that for you?” he asked, grinning.

I couldn’t stand still. I bounced on my feet and turned around in a circle. “Amazing. I am in shock; I can’t believe I did that,” I said excitedly. Joy bloomed inside my chest, intermixed with exhilaration. I could already picture in my head a vision of the night I couldn’t wait to paint. It was like fire in my veins, and I was eager to capture it.

I stared at Rocco in astonishment and shook my head, smiling. “Wow. I didn’t know you were a professional singer.”

The balcony was bright enough that I didn’t miss his warm gaze. “I was classically trained, but I’m not a professional. Like most of my family, I have a love for opera.”

“You were fantastic,” I gushed. “How do you get up and perform?”

“I had to,” he said simply. “From the moment I was born, we had the press on us. My parents went the direction of Hollywood: acting, television productions. So I learned early to give interviews, and took lessons.”

I grinned. “You’re great at it.”

“Thank you.” He sighed. “Business and politics is what the family wants for me. But even with their wants, I have my own passions to pursue, like singing.”

I gazed off dreamily, thinking about how fortunate he was to have choices. “Yeah, maybe I’ll go on the road and play a tambourine.”

“I’d go see you, Adelina.” His voice was deep, almost hoarse.

My eyes returned to him and his gaze bore into mine, mesmerizing. I couldn’t look away.

He came closer, clasped my face, and lifted it. I blinked up at him expectantly, my pulse accelerating. His mouth brushed mine like silk slipping on the skin—so soft. Then he pressed in. It sent shivers through me that made my whole body tremble. My lips parted, his tongue sliding in a lustful glide against mine, melting my demeanor. And I wanted more than anything for his kiss to linger.

He responded, moving his hands to my waist, and pulling me closer. Our bodies were clothed, but I could feel his strong firmness beneath the suit. Pleasure coursed through me like a live wire. It was electric. My breasts tightened. I remembered how he’d rubbed my clit and I burned, arching my back to feel more of his body pressed to mine. His kiss grew more urgent, hotter, and stronger. His hands moving down my back to grip my ass. Mmm. I’d fallen under a spell. So eager, so needy. Rocco slowly eased our lips apart, and I drew in a breath.

A flash of light and the sound of a camera shutter crossed my senses. My awareness returned like the startle of ice water poured over me.

My head lowered, and I practically jumped back, creating a space between us. “I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

Rocco’s fingers brushed my hot cheek. “Don’t be. I’m not. Nadia and Paul like to have photographers at the parties. They give us a chance to keep the photos later.”

His gaze was soft as he cupped my face. “You’re sweet.” He kissed my forehead. A tingle spread through me from his brief contact. Buzz. His phone vibrated. He sighed. “I’ll be right with you.”

He let me go, and I ran my hands over the goosebumps on my arms. I fought hard not to stare at him. I’d been too willing whenever we touched. It was all new for me, but there was a longing inside me that craved it. I wouldn’t form a deeper connection with him, though. I learned to be far more careful with my heart. With…emotions. But I could admit that Rocco worked fast and was dangerous to me in every way.

Bonding with Judge Colby had made my mother weak. Her love had outweighed her self-preservation. He’d broken her body and mind, but he’d always known he could return to her because he owned her heart.

That was why I needed to control myself. Rocco was just being friendly. But he sang a song, dedicating it to us. And thinking about it made my heart flutter at his thoughtfulness.

What did I do with that?
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The paparazzi who took photos of us going into the restaurant had the pictures circulating social media with the headline:

A Match Made in Money: Rocco Marini has finally chosen his bride.

A mysterious Belfiore heiress has emerged with a ring. Rocco Marini and Adelina Belfiore captured outside of Carbone. Greenwich Village, New York. First picture: No ring. Second picture: Boulder-sized ring.

There was a red circle and a closer photo of my hand. The photo captured us just as we were leaving the restaurant on the first day. It was odd to see myself in print. Unfortunately, I had squinted from the sun in my eyes, and Rocco wasn’t smiling. I don’t remember that. Rick, his bodyguard, held the Mercedes’ door open next to us.

The headline stung, but it was true. I decided to skip the comments, and there were many.

“You look beautiful, Adelina,” Nadia said and squeezed my shoulders. “The world will know you tonight.”

A nervous rush coursed through me as I remembered the pages of images that had come up when I’d searched for Rocco online. That may soon be me. “Thank you, Nadia.”

The week had flown by. Nadia had been very kind to fit me in for more appointments, but also made time to talk. She told me all about living in Paris and Italy. Her life sounded so exciting with fashion and award shows, and photo shoots at locations all over the world—not to leave out touring with her husband. Would my life with Rocco be just as jet-set?

Most of all, I admired her passion. I was eager to draw, and Isla had brought me some charcoal and mixed media pads. I’d gotten lost and absorbed in making pictures from my memories. Rocco had been right about that—these experiences were inspiring. I’d drawn a version of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts cover with the impromptu band. With Nadia singing, Paul playing the piano, and other musicians that were in the band. I’d include Rocco and myself playing the tambourine amongst the clouds. The night had inspired me, and I wasn’t ready for this week to end.

I sent a photo of my work-in-progress to Cindy for Jacob’s critique. Perhaps in Italy I can get some canvases and paint?

I loved the leisure of being on my own and not doing college work. I even took a walk around the village and sent a few pictures to Cassidy who had been sending photos from her trip to Cancun that her parents had hoped we’d all go together if I’d been able to come back to visit. Before it had seemed impossible, but now with Rocco it didn’t seem as much.

Rocco met up with me for lunch and dinner out, but he had work to do. We had our engagement party to hold and planned to leave for Italy right after. I’d studied languages with a dream of traveling, and now it was somehow coming true. I can’t believe this is my life.

I only wished it all was going well. Jacob had an infection that required treatment. With all his medical issues, these always made me nervous, but Cindy assured me that he would get through it. I want to see him in person.

“I must go pick up Miles from his music lessons,” Nadia said, bringing my attention back to her.

“Another Paul?” I asked with a grin.

She shrugged and closed the closet door. “He’s at the age where he wants to be something different every day.”

“I never grew out of that,” I half-joked.

“You can be whatever you want,” she said with conviction.

My life was different. She chose to be a mother; I have to be one. That was still my duty. But Rocco didn’t sound too keen on children, and that was one of the many worries I had to deal with. Nadia left, and I was too nervous to sit down, though I had hours. I picked up my phone to call Cassidy, but it rang in my hand.

Mr. Belfiore?

“Hello?”

“Hello, Adelina. How are you?”

“I’m fine. I’ve had a dress fitting for the wedding. Everyone has been very nice and accommodating.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “Nadia Crane just dropped off my dress, and a stylist will be here soon.”

“That’s good news. It’s good things are progressing,” he replied.

“So, I’ll see you tonight for the announcement party?” I asked.

“Uh, that’s why I called.” He cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to attend tonight. Your grandmother has come down with a summer flu. We’ve already sent our regrets to Rocco and his family.”

In all the years I’d known her, Grandmother was never sick. She didn’t want to go. I remembered Mrs. Belfiore’s annoyance at Rocco’s grandfather, Luca Marini, being there. Why was he?

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I couldn’t hide my disappointment. He kept me at arm’s length most times, but I admired him greatly and was grateful for all he’d done for me. I wanted him to see me graduate with honors and marry well—both things he valued. Deep down, I wanted to see him pleased by something I’d done. I always have to keep working for his praise.

“I’m very sorry, too. I’m proud of the way you’ve maintained your decorum through these challenges. Rocco said he’s very pleased. He has already fulfilled some of our objectives.”

“That’s great,” I said. Seems like Rocco speaks to all of my family members about me and my behavior. It’s like having a keeper.

“Yes, it is, Adelina. You seem to be handling things well, and I hope you continue to do so. I expect your…obedience. You understand?”

“Not really. What do you mean?” I asked in a light tone. He was never one to hold back his words; he was always exact.

“I mean, obedience in every way,” he said quickly. “Forget what your grandmother told you. We have a great opportunity of joining with the Marinis. While I wasn’t exactly pleased at first, this marriage is a great way to restore our family legacy. I need you to make Rocco happy.”

I understood, but I could hear the struggle in Mr. Belfiore’s voice. It was nothing I hadn’t agreed to for our marriage; now my virginity no longer mattered, as long as they could get the financial benefits from the Marinis.

My face burned, and I drew in a breath. Indignities were something I always had to deal with, and this was no different.

“I see,” I said monotone.

“Good. Don’t worry. We won’t miss your wedding. That you can count on, no matter what.”

“Thank you,” I said and rubbed my sore neck. “But do you think Jacob can come—”

“I want him to come, but Jacob needs twenty-four-hour care. He has seizures so severe, they stop his heart. I’m not sure he’d make a flight or even get his doctors to approve it—”

“Well, maybe we can look into it. Or I can go there before I leave —”

“You’re leaving for Italy tonight, right after the party. That’s what you need to focus on right now. You can see Jacob later. I’ll arrange for more time on your calls.” Mr. Belfiore was trying to be accommodating, but he always came up with a reason to keep us separate. The boarding school was too far away, and my time off interrupted his care. College had too many responsibilities. My grandparents always had an excuse.

“I want to see him in person,” I said, my voice graveled.

“I know you’re disappointed, but this is last minute. I never stopped the FaceTiming or the money you sent for his art supplies that you tried to hide from me.”

Our call went silent. I had my drawings online and my books to pay for art supplies for Jacob because they didn’t find them necessary.

He finally said, “After you’re married, you can go without any interruptions. Okay? Did you get the flowers I sent to you?”

My eyes watered and my throat closed. I dabbed my nose with a tissue from a side table.

As if on cue, the doorbell rang. I walked over to the door with the phone and found three large bouquets of white roses there. “I see them now. Wow. They’re lovely. Thank you so much,” I said hoarsely.

“You’re welcome. We’ve also expanded your trust. You’ll get an update. Have a nice evening.”

“Thank you,” I said, and we ended the call. I still had twenty minutes before the stylist arrived, but even with the flowers, my heart ached. But I had something to look forward to. I went to my computer and there was a new message from Cindy and Jacob.

Hi Adelina!

I just wanted to send you a quick update on the message you sent. Jacob told me to tell you to paint them for him. He’s been asking me to print out the images to show his friends.

Talk to you soon,

Jacob and Cindy

I dabbed my eyes and wrote a reply.

Hi Jacob and Cindy,

First thing I’ll do. Tell him I love him so much!

Adelina

Jacob had some good in his life. Yarwood Springs is better than the places we ever took him to before. We had a relationship that held a lot of meaning to the both of us now, and that made everything worth it. If things worked out with Rocco, then maybe we could grow even closer. But that all depends on us making it to the wedding ceremony.

I took a deep breath and tried Cassidy again.

She answered while talking to her mother. “Mom, give me a minute. It’s Adelina.”

“Adelina,” her mother’s voice came out loud from nearby. “Oh, please tell her I’m happy to hear she’s engaged. We love her and hope to see her again soon.”

“Did you catch that?” Cassidy mused.

“Yep, tell them I hope they can come with you,” I spoke loudly on the line.

“I held it out to Mom and she nodded,” she said and chuckled. “How are you, gorgeous?”

“I’m about to get ready for the announcement party. I wish you had been able to come.”

“Sorry. When you sent me the invitation, I was already on a flight to Cancun. We’re still here, and I’ve been a lazy bum, sunning and cocktails. But I plan to jet ski and snorkel tomorrow.”

“Sounds like paradise,” I said and touched the flower petals.

“Not as exciting as your party.”

“I’m nervous. The press will be there.”

“You’ll be fine. Don’t make up answers and just smile. That’s what I do when I go to events with my parents.”

“Oh, I have some big news. I met Nadia and Paul Crane. She’s styling me and making my dress.”

“Get out. No way,” Cassidy said excitedly. “Is she nice?”

“Very. I wish you could have come tonight,” I said and sighed.

“Me too, Gorgeous.”

The doorbell chimed.

“I’ve got to go.”

“I do, too. But please know I’m there in spirit. I’m so happy for you. I’ll try to call you later. I love you, Lina.”

“Love you, too, Cass.”
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The neon sign for The Brass Clarinet was ahead of us, along with a red-carpet full of press, and a stream of luxury cars lined up outside the club. Photographers and tourists stood outside to glimpse the rich and famous. From what I could see from my window as we waited, they weren’t all celebrities, but they had a public persona all the same.

A stylist had come to fix my hair and makeup at the hotel. She’d added a loose twist to my long black hair, eyebrow pencil and mascara to my long lashes, and a little gloss on my lips. Combined with the swing dress, I looked so different. Like a grown-up version of me. Stylish and beautiful. The way I’d always wanted to look. I’d convinced myself I didn’t need much because I never thought I’d have it. But now, seeing myself well dressed, I looked as good as a star. It was like a cloak of confidence. I hadn’t known the power.

I’d turned my phone off but took it along. Tonight was having my moment in the spotlight. I felt dazed, a bit dizzy. Not only would Rocco introduce me to the public, but I’d meet his family. He hadn’t prepared me, and I wished I’d used some of my down time to research his parents. Too late now.

“You ready, beautiful?” Rocco asked with an exuberant smile.

Once in his orbit, it was impossible not to be enthralled. He looked incredibly handsome in his tuxedo, and he was full of compliments. While I’d never paid them much attention in the past, his lifted my esteem. I reveled in the glamour. The black cocktail gown was wearing fit my curves, and I loved the elegant way the satin, off-the-shoulder cut accentuated my neck and shoulders. Even the silk stockings and high heels made me feel glamorous.

Our car moved forward, and Rocco pulled out a velvet box from his inside pocket.

“What’s this?” I asked when he held it out to me.

“Open it, Adelina.”

My hands shook as I did. Inside were two teardrop diamond earrings. “They’re beautiful, but I…I can’t,” I stuttered and shook my head.

“You must, and hurry. The doorman’s coming,” he said in a demanding tone.

I quickly put the earrings on and tried to frown at him for his spontaneous insistence, but instead I grinned.

He touched one and after, trailed his hand down my neck. “Perfect.”

I shivered and ran my hand over where he touched. “You’re too much. Thank you.”

The doorman opened the door, and my pulse jumped into my throat. I put on the smile I’d practiced—“reserved, but friendly,” which was what Nadia had called it.

Rocco’s hand was light on my waist when I climbed out. I moved closer to him as we walked to the front of the hall. He stopped to speak to the gathered fans and press. “Thank you for not asking questions and respecting our privacy. Right now, we’re going to celebrate our wedding announcement. Thank you.” He waved to the crowd, and people reached over the barrier and shook our hands. However, the press still tried to ask us questions.

“Rocco, you recently broke up with starlet, Marjorie Storm. Why the sudden marriage?”

I fought hard not to look at Rocco. Who’s Marjorie Storm? Then I remembered he had a life before all this, and I was only in his right now because our marriage was arranged. Would he keep a kept woman? I thought about Mama and Glenn. Why did I think I’d have something different? He was flirtatious, and maybe interested in sex, but not serious about me.

“Adelina Belfiore, aren’t you the daughter of Judge Eric Colby? Will he be here?”

I bristled but didn’t answer. Of course the press would find out things about my family, but for some reason, I hadn’t expected it. Rocco gave a quick wave, then rushed us inside the hall.

I stopped walking and he stopped and turned to me.

“Who’s Marjorie?” I asked.

“My ex-girlfriend.” His tone was casual, but had a hint of annoyance.

I peered at him through my lashes. “You’re upset—”

“I’m not upset,” he said, frowning and rubbing his jaw. “The press likes to gossip and start trouble. They do it with everyone I spend any time with. I’m sorry they did it tonight, but trust me. There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

His reaction had me concerned, but I didn’t have the time to ask more questions. People were waiting for us at our engagement party. I decided to put Marjorie out of my mind for now, but I needed to know what I was up against. Even if Rocco was downplaying it.

What bothered me more was that the press were already digging into my history. How much will they find out about my past? There were things I didn’t want anyone to know. Better yet, if they were all uncovered, what would it mean for Rocco and me?


[image: ]

[image: ]


The press would have to wait. We went inside, and I was in awe. There was a crowd ahead, dancing before a full orchestra. On stage, a woman crooned, waving her long-gloved arms around as a troop of dancers performed next to her. The wall was painted and lit with a glittery tent mural, and had velvet curtains draped along the sides. There were women dressed in old cigarette girl outfits—wearing short white skirts above the knee and pillbox hats—serving drinks to the guests in the booths and around the tables. The invitees weren’t only family, but a diverse crowd of Rocco’s friends, whom he took me around to greet on the way to the booth on the right side of the stage. An older woman with well-coiffured, ashen blonde hair and smooth, tanned skin stood to greet us.

“Finally! I’m so excited to meet you, Adelina, I’m Rocco’s mom, but you can call me Olivia.” She squeezed my waist. “I feel like I already know you from my father’s conversations about you.” I could see the familiar high cheekbones and blue eyes similar to other Marini family members.

My focus went to Mama, who was still seated at the table. Her surprised expression said it all. My friendship with Mr. Marini had been one of the things I’d kept private. Shit.

“Thank you. It’s so nice to meet you,” I said, adding delight to my tone. From her genuine warmth, I could see she was like her father. That was almost a relief.

“This night is also to celebrate your graduation. Congratulations. What a wonderful accomplishment. Welcome to our family. We’re happy to have you join us,” Olivia said, beaming. Her smile is so much like her son’s.

“Thank you, Olivia. That’s very kind of you to say, especially given our circumstances.”

At that comment, she didn’t even flinch. Surely she knew this marriage was arranged and that I was to become family in name only.

“Family is family, lovely Adelina. Don’t forget that,” she answered amiably.

How I hoped that would be true. I was still a little stuck on whether Rocco would be continuing his relationship with Marjorie Storm.

I glanced behind her to a man who had to be Rocco’s father. Unlike Rocco, his hair was slicked back, but he had the same high cheekbones and square jaw. He stiffly offered his hand and mumbled what I think was, “Nico Marini. Nice to meet you.”

Mama finally stood, and even in the low lights, her expression was sour as she looked at us. Glenn left her side and came over to us. His hands lifted to hug me, and I hesitated. Glenn never hugged me. I usually received a polite wave and a question about college courses. Still, I recovered and opened my arms. He let out a light chuckle and patted me twice on my back then let go. “Congratulations, Adelina on graduating and on your pending nuptials.”

“Thank you, Glenn,” I said politely and smiled.

His eyes shifted to Rocco and he looked almost cartoonish with the wide eyes and big grin he directed at him. His hands closed on Rocco’s and held. “Wow, Rocco Marini. I saw your documentary series on international eateries. I’m a foodie myself.”

Rocco smiled at him. “Great to hear. What’s your specialty?”

“My mother’s Welsh. I have her laverbread recipe,” Glenn trilled.

“I’d love to hear more about it,” Rocco said, shaking his hand.

Mama gave Rocco her hand in greeting. “This is quite the party,” she murmured.

Rocco glanced behind her at his mother. I could see them share a telepathic message that included a smirk from Olivia at the end of their transmission. “Thanks. Glad you could make it.”

“The traffic was terrible,” Mama said and grimaced. “We never come into the city at night and on such short notice.”

I tensed. Short? It had been over a week since invitations had been sent out.

“You didn’t get the flight and car I sent?” he asked.

She jutted her chin. “My stomach was too upset to fly. Glenn had to drive.”

Glenn said nothing, and Rocco moved me to meet his brother, Salvatore and sister Siena. They were teens surrounded by other kids their age.

“Your dress is gorgeous,” Siena said. “Welcome to the crazy house.”

I laughed. “Thank you.”

Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood” came on, and his entire family let out a cheer.

“That’s our song,” Olivia said as she and Nico left their seats. We watched them skip, swing, hop, and clap like they were ballroom dancers. They were a sensation. And I was floored. Now I get why we took that lesson.

“Ready?” Rocco asked.

I shook my head. “Not with the professionals out there. Let’s wait for a crowd.”

Rocco went over to the tables and demanded his relatives and friends dance. They were all up and moving for him.

I covered my mouth, chuckling. He’s insane.

He returned to me with a smug expression. “Let’s dance.”

I wasn’t sure I’d remember the steps, but I counted in my head and let Rocco spin me around the floor. I even added a few turns myself.

Rocco took me in his arms. “Look at the student becoming the teacher.” He kissed my cheek. The song ended, but then his father had me dancing with him as Rocco danced with his mother. His dad moved me into more complicated moves, and by the time the song finished, I was out of breath.

His siblings danced around us, adding a few modern twists with their friends. But overall, the Marinis knew how to enjoy themselves, and a longing grew in me. Would my life have been different if Mama had left Judge Colby earlier? I’m her second child. I probably wouldn’t have been born. A dull ache burned in my chest, and a lump welled in my throat. Perhaps that would have been for the best.

I gestured a time out and went back to the booth, where Glenn and Mama were sitting.

“Finally,” Mama said. She already had a plate in front of her.

A waiter came over and took my meal preference. “Steak and potatoes, please…You look lovely, Mama.”

Mama had a complex chignon she wouldn’t have been able to do herself. Her dress was a navy satin crepe with a lace top. Even her fingers had more jewels on them than normal. “We need to talk.” She drained her glass of champagne.

I was perplexed. “Later, okay? Why don’t you dance?”

“And make a spectacle of myself? No thanks,” Mama huffed.

I glanced at Glenn in mid eyeroll as he took a long sip of dark liquid in his glass.

A woman came over to the table and spoke to Mama. “I know you said you didn’t want to dance, Mrs. Talbot, but my husband is also unable to dance tonight. Can we borrow Glenn? The band said they’d play ‘Sing, Sing, Sing’ next?”

“Yes,” Glenn said quickly and rose to his feet before Mama could answer. He sped off to the floor and spun her around with more gusto than I’d ever seen from him before.

I glanced at Mama who lifted her chin in the air and motioned for the waitress to refill her glass.

I frowned at her and gestured towards the floor. “Why not try to dance for Glenn? You might like it.” Maybe even try for me?

She shrugged. “Glenn knows I don’t want to.”

I bounced in my seat. “I love this song.”

Mama’s face narrowed.

I turned my head and saw Rocco. He was heading over. When he reached us, he took my hand. “There you are. I’ve missed you.”

A flutter went through my stomach, and a soft smile spread on my lips. I turned my head to avoid looking at Mama, and went back to the dance floor with him. Swinging my hands around like I’d learned in the lesson, I followed Rocco’s dance moves as we hopped, shook our hips, and clapped on the floor. Then we joined the crowd on the side and clapped as the group that stayed on the dance floor carried out the more elaborate dance moves. His brother Salvatore did a back flip, and then a group of teens did cartwheels. It was almost a shame when the song ended.

“It’s time for our dance,” Rocco said as the music slowed. Our eyes connected and my pulse started beating faster. He leaned close to my ear and said, “I can’t take my eyes off of you.” Then he placed a soft brush of his lips on my earlobe.

I shivered, and he squeezed my hand as he led me to the center of the hall.

An ensemble group took the stage and started singing, “Only You,” by The Platters.

Rocco took my hand and led us to the front. All eyes were on us as I placed my hands on his shoulders, and he gripped my waist, pulling me close. My eyes lifted, and our gazes locked. A tingling sensation filled my chest. Is this real? If it was a dream, I didn’t want to wake up. His stare bore into me and increased my pulse. Rocco’s hands closed on my waist, turning me back to him. His arms closed around me, and my hands went around his neck as my heart hammered against my rib cage. My eyes lifted to his, and he must’ve surely seen the mixture of excitement and fear in them. We weren’t alone. But his calm assuredness surrounded me, and his eyes darkened with desire and determination. He crushed his lips to mine. I parted mine for his tongue that slipped in and stroked me hot. He pulled me closer, my body pressing hard against his, and his mouth closed to suck on my tongue; the sensation was as sensual as his fingers on my clit. So good. Every draw on my tongue made me hotter, wetter. It took all my control not to move my hips and writhe against his erection I could feel pressing on my stomach. My body ached and I wanted more. But the loud cry from the crowd finally filled my senses.

The people around cheered from their seats, breaking the charm. We slowly broke apart, and I touched my flushed face before lowering my head onto Rocco’s shoulder. My eyes darted over his family and friends who were on their feet clapping. I wanted to bury myself. How could I’ve lost so much control in public? Whenever he touched me, I unraveled, and I had no idea how to stop it.

I glanced up at him, and there was a mixture of curiosity and pleasure in his eyes. Rocco wrapped his arms around my waist and squeezed. “You constantly surprise me, Bella.” Rocco seemed surprised, too. He’d been just as caught up in our kiss. But he owned it, standing tall and proud as if we did it all the time. My tension eased, and some of my embarrassment lessened as he kept me close in his arms.

A tiered cake was rolled out from the nightclub’s kitchen, which read, “Congratulations, Adelina and Rocco.” It calmed everyone down, and we were able to move on from our PDA. We stopped for photos before returning to our table. I had only sat down when Mama tugged my arm. “Can you please come with me?”
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My ears warmed. I could see from Olivia’s surprised reaction that she wasn’t particularly pleased with my mama’s request. Nor did she have to. This was not the best moment to pull me aside. Glenn started a timely conversation with Rocco, possibly to divert his attention, but when I noticed Nico’s expression, I sensed his judgment. We were beneath him in his eyes.

I rose with a smile and said, “Of course,” to Mama, excusing myself from the table. I followed her out to the back hall and then she motioned for me to walk to the end of the corridor, near an exit, no doubt for privacy.

“What’s this about you speaking with Mr. Marini?” she asked.

“I thought you had to go to the restroom,” I grumbled and folded my arms. “I met Mr. Marini the first night at your parents’ house. Remember?”

Neither one of us could forget. She turned her head and trembled, hugging herself.

And for a minute I transported back to the night we had left Judge Colby.

A man fixes the front of his pants outside our motel door.

Why the hell’s he here? I snarled at him and took the keys out of my bag, pushing the door hard enough to hit the wall.

Judge Colby is still here, but my focus went right to Mama.

Her eyes lock with mine. They are bruised pools of horror.

Shame flowing from her like a tidal wave.

I’m not supposed to be there.

I’m not supposed to know.

It had been the worst night of her life. Mine, too. Judge Colby had broken us.

I touched her arm. “I’m sorry, but that’s when I met him. I sent him an email and we started talking. He was helpful with school and sent cards—”

“He did what?” Her voice rose and she shook her head rapidly. “And you kept this from us? I can’t believe you did that. He’s an old man, and you were only fourteen. How dare he?”

The way she said it made it seem sordid. “Mr. Luca Marini never did anything sexual or anything like that. He just gave me advice on books and some on my course work. He’s like a historian—”

“That’s grooming,” she snapped. “He groomed you—”

“It…it wasn’t like that,” I mumbled, and a trickle of fear rose inside me. Was it? No. He was kind, and I didn’t talk to him all the time.

She placed her hands on her hips. “If your grandparents find out about what Luca had done, they will blame me. No…they can’t find out, but I believe they should slow down this wedding. The whole night has been a spectacle.”

My brows knitted. “It hasn’t.” Mama was delusional. Grandfather wouldn’t back out of the marriage because of the money he was going to get from the match.

“Can you believe the way his parents shook on the dance floor? It was obscene. And that ring.” She lifted my hand and snarled. “It’s ridiculous.”

My mouth fell open in surprise. Those eight years apart had been hard, but after everything we had gone through, I never thought I’d hear my mother speak so offensively. “I can’t believe you’re behaving like a snob.”

She placed her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe you’ve already lost yourself after spending only a week with him. You’ve got your head in the clouds—”

“Do I?” I crossed my arms. “How so? You told me to try with Rocco. He…likes me, and his family is very welcoming.”

“Yes, the Marinis finally have the Belfiores at their feet,” she said and snorted. “Luca stole my daughter; Mother will lose her mind if she hears he had a relationship with you. We need to delay this wedding.”

My jaw tightened. “What do you mean by that? The wedding is in a month. And since Rocco’s a public figure, there’s already a lot of buzz about it. You must have seen the crowd outside the club.”

Mama’s shoulders curled inward, her eyes unfocused. “I told my parents to give you money and treat you better, but they wouldn’t listen. Even with your education, it’s left you so easily manipulated by money. A fancy hotel, spa, and designer clothes, something that cost him not even a penny, and he has you acting like a star-struck kid.” She lowered her head. “Men are never serious. Glenn has girlfriends.”

My eyes widened more out of wanting to spare Mama’s feelings than out of surprise. “He does?”

Mama quietly nodded.

Glenn acted like they were good friends and often said they worked like a “team.” I had hoped they were just private with their affection. Why did he marry? But I already knew the answer. She’s from a wealthy legacy family. I remember how often he’d had Mama at his side when he campaigned. “I’m sorry about Glenn.”

“Rocco has someone too, no doubt,” she quipped. “I’m trying to help you, and you’re already fighting with me about him.” She touched her temples.

I crossed my arms. “No. I’m not. I’m getting married to Rocco just like you all wanted. It’s only natural that we try to get along with each other.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I know. But I asked you not to lose your head—”

“I’m not. It’s been a week,” I pointed out.

She shook her head. “Yeah, it has only been a week, but I saw the way you looked at him out there and kissed him. Once you love him, he owns you. That will make your life hell. Can’t you see how bad this is for you?”

I frowned. “You’re overreacting, Mama. It’s a party, and we’re behaving rudely, disappearing like this.”

She went back to massaging her temples. “I’m trying to help you not make the same mistakes I did. What if you can’t marry him after all? You need to think practically. Marriages are not about love. I’m getting a migraine, and I don’t want to argue anymore.”

My jaw tightened. “Fine, I don’t want to, either. We need to go back in.”

Mama placed her hands on her hips. “I’m leaving, and you’ll need to come with me.”

She went back with a determined stride, and I stormed after her. “I’m not leaving. The Marinis went through so much to make it great for us.”

“It wouldn’t look right if I left on my own this early.” She stopped outside the restroom and took out two pills from a small case.

I shook my head. “And besides, we’re leaving for Italy later.”

“Then just go away with me for an hour? I’ll make sure you make it in time. Tonight’s giving me bad flashbacks, and I don’t want to be alone.”

I shook my head. “I can’t go, Mama.”

“Can you get me a glass of water?” she asked.

I left her to get it, stopping a hostess to request for the water, and she quickly went to get it for me. My stomach churned as I thought about what his family would think if I left early with Mama.

When I reached her, Mama was talking to Rocco. And from his sour expression, he didn’t like whatever she was telling him.

“We were all worried about you two.” Rocco winked at me.

Mama gave me a look that meant, “Tell him for me.”

“Mama has a migraine, and she asked me to take her home,” I said to him.

His eyes widened in surprise. “I’m sure Glenn can take you home.”

“But I need Adelina,” Mama said. “She’s the only one who understands how bad they get.”

Rocco’s jaw tightened. “No, Adelina can’t go. A car will drive you and Glenn to the airport and fly you home. Thank you.” His voice held a polite finality.

Mama’s gaze narrowed. “Can you send Glenn out to meet me here—”

“We won’t do that,” Rocco said, answering for me in an abrupt tone. “We have our family, friends, and some press here. I’ve been questioned already about why your parents didn’t come.” He paused and Mama’s face pinked, but she didn’t say a word.

“It’s improper. You’ll need to come explain to my family and leave civilly.”

My mouth dropped open and I furrowed my brows. “Civilly? My mother said she’s unwell.” Even if Mama was lying, his insult was just as bad and it also surprised me. I thought he was kind.

He smirked and stared at Mama. “It’s the very least you can do, even with a headache.”

Mama stared hard at me waiting for me to save her. However, I agreed with Rocco. No one was making her stay, only asking her to give her leave.

“Please, Mama,” I said softly. “I’ll be right with you.”

Her eyes widened and her lips puckered like she sucked a sourball. “Unbelievable,” she hissed. She turned on her heels, and thundered back inside the hall without a backward glance.

Rocco gave me an icy glare before morphing his face into a plastic grin and taking my hand. “Let’s go give your mother a proper goodbye.”

“She did like you asked,” I shot back with just as much annoyance. But when we reached the hall, I put back on my rehearsed smile. There was no need to cause a scene.

We shook hands with more people as we made our way back to the table. When we reached it, his parents’ faces were blank as Mama babbled. “It’s been a long week. I’ve just gotten over a cold, and now I have a migraine. I’ll have to cut the evening short just in case it’s something more serious. It’s been so delightful to meet you all, and I’m looking forward to the wedding.”

“She wants Adelina to go with her,” Rocco announced.

My skin went cold. The groans around the table brought a rose to Mama’s cheeks.

“I usually help her when she’s sick,” I lied.

“I’m sure Glenn can take you to a doctor if you need help,” Mrs. Marini told her, her top lip curled.

Mama’s lips formed a line, but she didn’t say anything in response.

Glenn frowned but stood. “I guess we have to go. Nice to meet you all.”

“Great meeting you, Glenn,” Rocco’s parents told him.

His driver came to the table, and Mama gave me a look that said, “See me off,” but Rocco took my hand in his. With a short shake of his head, he rooted me to the spot. I could feel her humiliation.

My lips parted as I watched her reluctantly leave. Yes, Mama had lied and behaved poorly, but Rocco had also shocked me. Sure, he was seven years older than me, but him preventing me from doing something had me feeling more like a child with a parent. He ignored Mama leaving and called over our desserts.

“You should try the chocolate cake. It’s orgasmic.” He held up the fork to my mouth. It was sensual, but playful. I guess he wanted me to let what had happened go.

It was also a test. I was supposed to move on and act as the besotted fiancée who was swept off my feet. My eyes took a glimpse of his parents who eyed me severely, waiting to see if I’d behave as poorly as my Mama. It wasn’t lost on me that I could easily be replaced should I behave badly, and I wouldn’t.

My lips closed on the fork, and I widened my eyes and moaned in delight. “It’s so delicious.” Truly it was the best cake I ever tasted, but my performance was a bit over the top. Still, they eased back in their seats smiling at me.

“It’s Chef Renault’s award winning chocolate cake. He made it himself for tonight,” Olivia trilled.

“Oh, please thank him,” I enthused.

I felt a squeeze on my knee under the table from Rocco. I glanced back and he was smiling again, and delight washed over me. Maybe I was getting ahead of myself, but he did seem like a genuinely kind person, and I liked that about him. He takes his family and his responsibilities seriously. As should I.

A new song came on and the Marini’s went back to dancing.

Their joy was infectious, but I had to be careful. Despite Mama’s woeful behavior, I couldn’t allow Rocco or anyone else to think they could mistreat her.

While I’d keep on enjoying the night I was sure of one thing.

This wasn’t over.
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“My father couldn’t make it, but you’ll see him in…” Olivia stopped speaking and covered her mouth. “I forgot. Rocco wants the location to be a surprise.”

“Can you give me a hint?” I teased.

She shook her head and laughed. “I’ll be in trouble if I do.”

I chuckled. “Okay. Anyway, I’m very excited to go. I’m looking forward to seeing Mr. Marini again.”

The end of the night had arrived, and the Brass Clarinet was closing. After a tense dessert, we danced and went back to enjoying the night. No one brought up Mama and Glenn leaving early. I didn’t know how to excuse it, so I went along with everyone ignoring what had happened. My family had completely disappointed me, and deep down, I was hurt by it. Once again, my grandfather had skipped out on something he’d told me was so important. My grandmother, too. And Mama had been disrespectful to my potential in-laws. They had all done things I’d never consider doing to them.

“I want you to feel at home with us, Adelina. We’ll leave for Italy soon to help with the wedding, but we want you to know you have a family now.” She hugged me. And even though I knew there was discord between my mama and her, she had been genuinely kind to me. In fact, the differences between my family and the Marinis was so extreme. Warmth versus cold, if I was honest. I felt welcomed. As opposed to my family, where it was becoming clearer that I was simply a pawn. Only of use when needed. It’s as if I don’t really matter.

“It was really wonderful to meet you, Olivia. Thank you again,” I said with a lift to my tone.

She patted my back and kissed my cheek. “Hope your mom’s headache gets better.” Her tone was sarcastic, but she left me to stop her children, who were sliding on the floor with their friends without their shoes.

Olivia didn’t hide her feelings about my mother, which worried me. It wasn’t good to start a marriage with fighting relatives. Would they try to convince Rocco to change his mind? The thought stayed present in my mind when his father came and shook my hand, with his focus mainly on Rocco. “Excuse us.”

Rocco squeezed my shoulder before walking away to speak with his dad. I fought not to watch them and used the time to check my phone for messages.

Cassidy: O.M.G. I saw a video of you standing with Rocco outside the theater. You looked sensational, darling. I hate you, and I love you!

I grinned and bounced on my heels as I typed a response.

Adelina: Thanks, babes. I miss you, Gorgeous!

There was also a text from Mama.

Mama: I’m back in Connecticut. I can’t believe how rude Rocco was to me, and you just stood there.

Rocco’s snort clued me in that they had finished their family meeting, and he was peering over my shoulder at Mama’s message.

I pressed my lips together and put my phone away, and with a wave, we left the restaurant, where his security quickly moved us inside the limousine. Once we were in our seats and moving, a wave of nausea soured my stomach. Would she call my grandparents? Would they be upset? Not if she doesn’t call. I texted her.

Adelina: Just drop it, Mama. It was a good evening. Talk to you later.

Rocco cursed under his breath.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“No, it’s not.” He roughly untied his bow tie and unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, my pulse picking up.

He took off his jacket and hung it on a hook. “I thought your grandparents were rude for not coming tonight, but your mother was worse. I couldn’t believe how she treated my parents,” he snarled.

My cheeks warmed. “She was caught off guard coming into the city for the party—”

“Was she? She was all dolled up, ate the food, drank the champagne, and didn’t stop flapping her lips complaining,” he gritted.

I folded my arms. “Don’t talk about my mother like that. You don’t know her and all she’s been through—”

“That’s the point, Adelina. We don’t know her. She never gave any of us a chance to.” He tugged my arm down and touched the engagement ring. “Did you see her face when she saw you? She was pissed. You looked stunning, all dressed up, and not in the rags she and your grandmother had kept you in. You laughed, danced, and had fun. My family is very pleased with you.”

I pulled my hand away and grimaced. My throat thickened. So that’s the reason for everything. He’s so proud of cleaning up the poor girl. Tears threatened to fall, and I wouldn’t dare show them. The last thing I wanted was more of his pity. My focus went to the door handle, wanting to open it and run away from my thoughts. But I couldn’t. Rocco brought up again how he found me that first night. He saw my family as cruel, classless. That’s all I’d be to them, a lowly charity case.

“Adelina?” Rocco touched my arm.

I scooted further away from him on the seat.

“What’s going on? Please talk to me.” His voice had softened, but that didn’t change anything.

My lips pursed and I crossed my arms. “So that’s what tonight was all about, Rocco? You dressing me up like some show pony for your family?”

“What are you talking about?” Rocco asked.

“I’m talking about you giving the poor girl some fancy clothes and a kiss. Is that all it takes? You think I’ll just melt all over you—”

“Yes, I do. You will melt for me, Adelina. And you will love it,” Rocco hissed.

I turned my head away, and he clasped it, turning it back to face him. His mouth pressed hard to mine, his tongue parting my lips, thrusting into the deeper recesses of my mouth. I kissed him back just as fiercely, grabbing his head and pulling him closer. He made me angry; he made me want him more. I pushed his chest, and we broke apart, panting. But he didn’t move away.

He captured my chin and lifted it so that I could look at him. “You’re going to be my wife, Adelina, even if your mother throws a tantrum. She doesn’t control me—”

“Is that why you pulled your power crap to stop me from seeing her off?” I snapped.

He nodded. “That’s right. Poison takes effect. Your mother knew she hadn’t dropped enough poison in your head, so she tried to drop more before she left.”

I moved his hand. “I’m not easily manipulated….” I hesitated on those words. That didn’t even ring true to my ears. But Mama had a hard life, and she was trying to help me in her own way. “I didn’t even agree with my mother, but you don’t know all she’s been through.”

Mama did what she’d always done to get me on her side. She’d pulled my heartstrings, and I rode in like a champion to slay anyone who harmed her. “She’s fragile.”

“What about you, Adelina? I haven’t heard you say one thing about your feelings? Being your soon-to-be husband also means I protect you. No one hurts you, not even family, and that includes mine.”

My pulse sped up, and I touched my throat. Nothing got past him, and he was concerned about my feelings? So few in my life ever considered them. A flush of adrenaline tingled through my body. But Rocco did.

The car stopped, and I heard the driver’s door close. Rocco sat there.

“Are we getting out?” I asked.

He blew out his breath. “Not yet. I know you don’t know me yet, but I want you to. Tonight was for you.” His tone changed to gentle, soothing.

I touched my neck and glanced down at the engagement ring. “We’re already fighting.”

“Fighting is passion, and we will have it,” he said so certainly. “I want to make you happy, Adelina. That’s what I tried to do.”

A pang went through my chest. I loved tonight and had the best time. Most of all, I’d enjoyed how attentive Rocco had been to me. He put me first tonight. It wasn’t just his engagement party, it was mine. He’d tried to make it all good for all of us.

“I loved it, Rocco,” I whispered.

“That’s all I want. For us to try,” he murmured.

Rocco placed his hand on my knee and it started trembling.

“You scared? I don’t want to scare you,” he whispered.

My head fell forward. “I’m not scared…I’m nervous.” I liked it too much when he touched me.

“Why?” He squeezed my knee, his hand moving under my dress and rubbing against the silk stockings. “Smooth, hot. Tell me to stop, and I will.”

My breath hitched as he ran his hand back and forth on my knee. “I’ve been thinking about your pussy all night…How good it’ll feel on my tongue.”

“Rocco.…” I tried to scold him, but my voice came out breathless. My clit throbbed, and I lowered my eyelids. I feared what I’d do, but I didn’t move his hand away. “Like, right now? Here?”

“Yes, we fight, we make up…Tell me, were you wet all night? Mmm. Give me your thong so I can feel it.” His hands were steady as they moved around my legs, unfastening the garters.

My hands shook, and Rocco took them in his and kissed each finger, and after went back to waiting. He wouldn’t take more from me than I willingly wanted to give to him. But could I let him?

My nipples tightened and my clit swelled. I wanted him so madly. A moan left my lips as I squirmed, moving the lace thong down my legs.

He then resumed to caressing me and my skin was hot to his touch. “Mmm, you’re so wet for me. I’m hard for you. Oh, Adelina. There’s so much I want to show you…to do to you.”

He put the thong in his pocket, then left his seat to get on his knees, placing a kiss on each knee and nuzzling one with his cheek. I shivered—a lifetime of wondering if I’d ever have a man go down on me. I never expected it, even from the man I imagined would be my husband.

Rocco was so sexy, and every touch was a sensory overload. But should we? My body heated and my muscles tensed. I could feel my nipples tighten and my clit throb. There was no stopping. All I wanted was what he’d promised—to have his sensual mouth pleasure me. My thighs clenched in anticipation.

“Damn, Adelina.” Rocco let out a groan, his breath warm as he kissed my inner thigh. His hands ran over my smooth legs, placing one leg on his broad shoulder, as he opened my other thigh wide. I leaned back on the seat, my heart pounding in my ribs. It was bright enough that wherever we stopped, he could see. A nervous tremor went through me. I risked a glimpse of him staring at my pussy.

“You’re gonna make me lose my mind. Fuck, you’re so sexy,” he groaned, and his praise made me wetter. Oh, my God. I sucked on my bottom lip to stifle my moan.

“Go on, Adelina, let me hear you.” He moved his head between my thighs, kissing up the inside. Then he let out a moan and dragged his tongue up my slit. I shivered with a jolt of pleasure. Oh, yes. I let out a loud gasp.

“Mmm… You taste so good.” He slid his tongue through my pussy, stroking and enlivening the soaked flesh, licking teasing circles on my clit.

My breathing came faster, and I moaned at the intense sensations of his hot tongue on me. “Ohh, it feels so…so good.”

His hands moved under my ass to pull me closer. “Oh, Bella.…”

My hands moved to his head as he pressed his tongue on my clit, lapping me harder. My back arched, and my hips lifted. I moved my hands to his head and gripped. “Please, please don’t stop.”

His hand caressed the inside of my thigh. “Oh, I won’t.” He lapped and stroked my clit as I shamelessly rocked my hips against his mouth. The pleasure was so intense. Hell, Rocco hadn’t stopped pleasuring me, he was determined. I pulled on his head as the ecstatic sensations crested. My thighs shook, and I panted.

“Ohh,” I repeated as he lapped and teased. Oh, Rocco. He sucked on my clit, and I cried out as I came, moaning and shaking. But he didn’t stop.

Rocco pressed his head down to hold my thighs open. Then his tongue dragged down to my opening, and he slid in.

“Ohh yes,” I cried out in shock, squirming with ecstasy, my heart hammering.

“Mmm, fuck, give me more, Adelina,” he murmured between heavy breaths, then moaned. His sinful tease with my virginity had me spasming and clenching as his tongue stroked my entrance. I gasped loudly, my pulse in my throat. Over and over, he stroked, teased, and tunneled his tongue inside me. Ohh. Fuck. I stiffened and came again.

Every muscle felt overworked, but he went back to lapping my clit. He moaned, “Mmm, I can’t get enough.” I spasmed and shook, the ecstasy too good to leave as he kept licking and sucking my pussy. I surrendered to his will, and it was only then that Rocco let me go. Our heavy pants were the only sounds in the car.

The car….

Oh, wow. Rocco. So, wow. I never knew it could feel so good.

My gaze was unfocussed. I was drained of energy. My legs stretched down on the seat. A few seconds later, Rocco opened them again, and I felt something soft between my legs. I opened my eyes to see Rocco wiping between my thighs.

I covered my face with my hands and took the cloth from him. “I’ll keep that.”

He chuckled. “You can change on the plane.”

I sat up and pulled my dress down. My eyes scanned over my rumpled dress, no underwear, or stockings.

He kissed my forehead, then pulled me across his lap and held me. “Was that too fast for you?”

“Too late for that,” I croaked.

“No, it’s not. It only makes it meaningful if you want it, too.”

Rocco continued to surprise me. He’d pleasured me, and I hadn’t reciprocated. I could feel his erection beneath me. “Wh-what about you?”

“Soon, Bella. Right now, it’s all about you.” He held me, and I hadn’t known I had tensed up again, but I eased in his arms. It was then that he placed me on the seat.

He climbed out and was steady on his feet; except for the tousled hair and stubble, he looked as handsome as ever. The sight of his swollen mouth sent a wave of heat and lust coursing through me. I forced myself to turn away. Get ahold of yourself.

We were inside a domed air hangar, bright with lights and a steady hum of machines. There was an empty space next to a couple of planes, and rows of cars in the building. Isla stood next to the stairs of one of them, talking to the pilot and hostess.

My legs were wobbly, and I teetered on my feet. Rocco took my waist. “Hmm. Tired?”

I nodded.

He tucked me into his side. “It’s close to two in the morning. Let’s get you to bed.”

I lowered my head, then glanced ahead. My cheeks burned, and I could only imagine what they’d heard or what I looked like right now.

“All set?” he said to her.

“I’ve given the crew what you needed. The plane is ready for take-off.”

“Buongiorno. È bello vederti di nuovo,” Rocco greeted a flight attendant on board.

I smiled and said, “Ciao. Piacere di conoscerti. I speak Italian.”

“I see. I love that you speak Italian,” he said with pleasure in his tone. “Modern languages was your major?”

I nodded. “Minor. I always had a knack for easily learning languages.”

He nodded. “That will help a lot when we travel.”

We moved down the carpeted aisle to take seats next to each other on leather recliners, passing the built-in, custom lounge with a flat-screen television on our way to our seats.

We were up in the air in less than ten minutes. The sky was still dark, but we were flying at two in the morning. I stifled a yawn and shifted in the seat. The fancy dress was great to wear, but I hadn’t expected to have it on without underwear. Scandalous.

My mind kept replaying the feel of his strong hands squeezing my buttocks. The wet sounds of his licks. The heaviness of his pants as he stroked and sucked my clit. I closed my eyes to try to regain focus, but the surge of arousal came with heated lust. My desire for him to do it all over again was strong.

“What are you thinking about?” Rocco’s baritone cut into my fantasy. From the amusement in his voice, he had an idea.

“Nothing really,” I lied.

He leaned over and kissed the side of my head. “Hmm. I’m thinking the same thing…I can’t wait to do it again.”

Rocco had been getting me used to his casual touches from the start. It was possessive in a way that had taken me off guard, and it awakened a need inside me like no other. I had little or no defense against it. I needed some distance to clear my head.

Mama demanded my indifference, but she also advised me to get pregnant. Was I to be cold to Rocco and also behave like some temptress? There’s no way I could pull off such a calculated aloofness. Grandfather said to obey Rocco in every way. Yet, they weren’t treating Rocco well. Why would they risk it when they said they needed this marriage? They wanted his money, but were too proud to show him respect? I couldn’t imagine him putting up with it. Where will that leave me?

“Do you want to know where we’re going?” Rocco said, interrupting my thoughts.

My brows rose. “Where?”

“Florence. But we’re flying into Pisa to drive to the house from there.”

Excitement spiked my veins, and I beamed at him. “Really? Pisa and Florence?”

He squeezed my hand. “I thought you’d enjoy it.”

My legs were eager to jump up and down on hearing the news, and he chuckled as he watched me unbuckle my seat belt, my mouth aching from my big smile. My hands moved out to hug him, but I hesitated. My pulse increased at the fear that he’d reject me. It wasn’t logical after what we had done together, but that was my experience. I had always waited because I was never sure anyone would reciprocate my affection. My grandparents expected restraint, and Mama had expected me to be her rock. There wasn’t much room for me to express my feelings. With Cassidy, it had taken me years to hug her. I’d only been quick to do so with Nadia, who hugged me many times; it just seemed natural with her. But Rocco….

“Adelina,” Rocco said my name to refocus my attention. His expression was joyous; he moved the armrest and calmly waited.

My hands were hesitant at first, but I moved them toward him. My arms went around him, and he let out a deep sigh as he drew me close.

My heart pounded and worries rose in my mind that I may be reading too much into things. Still, I closed my eyes and basked in his arms with contentment.
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Sometime later, I asked the flight attendant Alice in Italian where I could find Rocco. “Grazie mille. Potete dirmi dove posso trovare Rocco?”

She nodded and gestured down the aisle. “Rocco è nella camera da letto, ultima porta in fondo all’aereo.”

I walked down to the last door at the back and went inside. It was a bedroom with a king-sized bed, dark wood side tables, leather chairs, and even a built-in library in a locked cabinet with books. My hand moved over the outside, scanning what Rocco would read. There was something for everyone: thrillers, mysteries, memoirs, and romance. Hmm. Not bad.

“Adelina?” Rocco’s voice called.

I turned and wow. He was naked. I should have walked out but my eyes were too absorbed. He was a beauty to behold, muscular, firm, and tanned. Without lines. There was a thin trail of hair below his navel that went down to his large cock that hung between his well-toned thighs. Something else caught my sight. Terry cloth? My eyes lifted, as he was using a white towel to dry himself. Then it hit me. I was being rude.

I covered my hot face. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I’m not shy,” he said evenly. “If you’re curious and want to—”

“No, uhm, please put something on,” I said quickly, and waited a few minutes before dropping my hands. He was smiling at me, now in a pair of pajama bottoms and still hot.

He patted the bed and took a chair. I sat on the edge of it.

“I was coming to get you to rest back here. You can shower, sleep, and watch a movie.” He picked up the remote and showed me how to use it.

“Doesn’t this feel odd to you at all?” I asked, placing the remote down.

He stood and put on a robe. “What?”

“Showering on your own plane.”

“Money definitely makes life easier, but not perfect.” He sat back down, and my pulse sped up. “I got the luck of being born into wealth. You were, too.”

I flicked my gaze at him. “My mother was, not me.”

He nodded and stood. “You were upset about your mother, but I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me, but I won’t pressure you. I’ll see you when we land.”

But was there anything Rocco wasn’t telling me? Mama had a point about Mr. Marini’s contact with me. “Wait, Rocco.”

He turned around. “Yes?”

“Did your grandfather ever tell you why he stayed in contact with me?” I asked.

He rubbed his jaw and paused to think. “He said he liked you from the start. You made him feel like he was still needed. All of us were getting older and not interested in taking his advice, but you listened to him.”

I sighed. “I did. He knows so much. He’s like a historian.”

“Yes,” Rocco said nodding with a grin on his face. “He has libraries at every property and believe me, he’s read every book.”

“Rocco…there is something else I need to know,” I began and flicked my eyes to his.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Marjorie Storm was until recently your girlfriend,” I said raising a brow.

His smile wilted. “We broke up a couple of weeks ago.”

That was sooner than I’d thought, and I wondered how long they were together. However, the tension in his expression and his glances at the door told me he didn’t want to discuss it. But I couldn’t drop it either.

“You must still have feelings for her.…” I let my voice trail off, my pulse racing as I waited for his answer.

He made his face expressionless. “If I do, it doesn’t matter. We had no future. What do you want to know?”

I winced inwardly. That wasn’t exactly the reassurance I wanted, but I appreciated his willingness to tell me the truth. “Are you…are we, exclusive? I mean, are you going to have girlfriends, and we’re going to be like business partners?”

I thought of Mama and Glenn. He was always kind to her, but now I knew he had girlfriends.

He winced. “Why would I do that? Is that what you think of me?” He grimaced and put his hands on his hips. “I was just eating you out in the car. You think I’d just do that?” His words were blunt, but so was his point.

My face burned. “I…I didn’t want to assume—”

“Whatever you read about me online isn’t true. I’m not that kind of a man. I learned in my teens and early twenties that everyone isn’t with me for the right reasons. I’ve even been blackmailed before.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Rocco,” I said softly.

“The tabloids make up stories about the women I bring into my life. I don’t date them all. Most are friends. But when I do date, it’s only one partner at a time. I’m tested regularly for diseases. Your grandparents have my medical history as part of our arrangement. I’m up-to-date, disease free, and have regular checkups.”

I had regular health screens too because my grandparents were obsessed with my virginity.

“Okay, Rocco, uhm thank you for being open and honest with me,” I said and cleared my throat. “It wasn’t my intention to assume. But the little I know about you is what’s published by the press online.”

He bobbed his head. “I get that. But whatever you want to know Adelina, you should ask me. Okay? I’m marrying you and that means a commitment from both of us,” he said in a sharp tone. His jaw had tightened and there was a stiffening in his demeanor. While I could see he was mad, it wasn’t all about me. It was his reputation out there.

I gentled my voice and said, “I’m sorry for offending you. Couldn’t you have gotten out of this marriage and married someone you love?” I lowered my head.

He sighed heavily and the bed dipped next to me. He lifted my chin and our eyes met. “Nothing is easy, even for me. I’ve accepted that there’s no way out of an arranged marriage. Trust me. I went through many lawyers and legal options to see what could be done. It’s ironclad. If I say no, my brother Salvatore marries and takes my birthright. I’d never allow that.”

“So you’re just going to be with me,” I murmured.

Rocco took my hands. “That’s why we signed the marriage license. I want to try, Adelina, but that takes you trying, too. I could throw a tantrum or move forward. I chose forward. You can, too. So are you with me?”

Rocco was even minded, practical in his situation, and I liked that even more. It was up to us what we did with our marriage. But even if he still loved Marjorie, he was committed and that had to be enough for me.

I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

He squeezed my hands and then let go. “Good. Go on and rest.”

I didn’t stop him this time and he left the room.

My body felt heavy with tiredness. I wasn’t ready to relive the worst times of my life. Leaving for Italy was my chance to escape it all. We will both have to let things go.

I showered and found clothes for me in the built-in wardrobe and went to sleep. Sometime later, I woke up on my own. The plane had landed. Rocco hadn’t returned to stay, but a soft blanket covered me and rested under my chin. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Sweet.

After cleaning up and braiding my hair into a low ponytail, I changed into the sleeveless, bohemian-styled, embroidered, white lace gown, then left the room. Rocco was speaking with the pilot in the front of the plane. He had changed into a white T-shirt, off-white linen blazer, and dark blue slacks—all looked tailor-made for him, stylish. Sexy. He’d gelled his dark waves back, and his stubble was visible on his square jaw. He turned to me with his bright eyes and devastating smile, and my knees weakened. Christ. I couldn’t believe this gorgeous man was all over me hours ago.

“You’re a sonnet in white, Adelina.”

I tried not to smile, but I did.

Rocco held out his hand for me to take. My pulse sped up as I moved at a casual pace to his side. He scanned me over, then clasped my hand when I reached him. “Sei una bella ragazza, you’re a beautiful girl,” he murmured, and brushed his lips on the back of it. Something about the way he looked at me made me feel pretty and feminine. He spoke rapidly in Italian to his hostess Alice, who left and returned with a lovely floral scarf.

“It’s windy today.” He draped it around my neck, his eyes roving all over me with a grin.

“What would you like to do first?” he asked, taking the keys to a Jaguar convertible waiting on the tarmac from his driver.

I cleared my throat. “Call home.” Mama was pretty distraught, and I wouldn’t rest if she wasn’t better.

He blew out his breath and left the car.

A wave of nerves and nausea went through me as I waited for Mama to answer. Four rings and voicemail? I tried again. This time, someone picked up.

“Hello, Adelina. It’s your grandfather.”

“Mr. Belfiore, Hello? Is everything okay?”

“It will be,” he said and huffed.

“Why? Where’s Mama?” I asked.

“She’s unwell. So we’ve sent her away to rest.”

“Wh-what do you mean?” I stammered. “Please let me speak to her—”

“She’s unavailable right now,” Mr. Belfiore said firmly. “Glenn said she was not herself last night. Rocco also called and complained about her behavior and interference. He threatened to pull out of the agreement.”

My pulse jumped, and I touched my stomach. “What? Really? Oh.” I glanced out the window of the car at Rocco. He was leaning against the hood, talking on his phone.

Rocco seemed so charming, but he called and threatened to back out of the arranged marriage? “I don’t understand.” My stomach churned, and I clutched the phone, lowering my voice. “She wasn’t feeling well—”

“We both know that’s a lie. Glenn confirmed what Rocco told me instead of you.”

I snorted. He actually expected me to rat out Mama? Poor Mama. Glenn’s basically her handler. Would I have the same life with Rocco? That must be why Mama was so distressed.

“I think having Lorelei go away is a good lesson for you both. If Rocco backs out, that will not be the end of it. I’ll have to pay him ten million dollars and give him part of our estate.”

My brows knitted. “Rocco threatened you?” That couldn’t be. He wouldn’t do that. Would he? Then again, what do I know about him?

“I didn’t make it up, Adelina. He feels slighted by us not showing up last night. It’s a lot about appearances with him. He seems to think we’re benefiting without showing a genuine commitment to the joining of our families.”

I touched my throat. “Are we, Mr. Belfiore?”

He sighed. “As I explained, it will take some adjustments. We released a statement today about Constance’s sickness and how excited we are about the wedding.”

“But why agree to lose your home and money? How could you make such a promise?” I asked, my voice thick.

“These negotiations aren’t without risk. Rocco’s agreement included money and property, and we had to match it with resources. This home and land has been in our family for many generations. I believed you wouldn’t let us down.”

My insides crumbled. I’m not. You are. But I couldn’t harm my grandfather while he was in distress. “I won’t.” Mama just needed us to clarify things and she’d apologize to Rocco. I was sure of it. “I’m sure Mama’s sorry. If you’d just let me speak to her, she’d tell you—”

“The answer is still no, Adelina. Please, I’m trying not to upset you, but we know what Lorelei can handle and this is all too much for her.”

I clenched my hand. “It’s not all Mama’s fault. If you’d been there it never would have happened—”

“You’re admitting Lorelei needs a chaperone and that doesn’t help your argument. Anyway I couldn’t come. Your grandmother can’t be in the same room with that man.”

“What man?”

“Luca Marini. I didn’t want to put her through that.” His tone was harsh.

I furrowed my brows. “Mr. Marini’s in Italy. He wasn’t there. What do you mean she can’t be in the room with him? I don’t understand.”

“It’s things that happened before you were born, and not something you should be concentrating on. I need you to accept it and let it go.”

I grimaced. “How can I?” You and grandmother are not.

He sighed down the line. “You can, Adelina. Your marriage is a business. I’ve been very honest with you. Lorelei needs rest and that’s what she’s getting. She’s all worked up and unable to calm down, and this time away will give her a chance to gain more perspective. I will speak with you again soon.” He was firm in his resolution and as her conservator, he had the right to intervene if she had problems. And apparently, Glenn supported it.

I took a deep breath, my heart heavy. “Make sure you tell her that I love her and not to worry. Everything is fine here. Okay?”

“I’ll definitely let her know,” he said. “Now, we’ll speak with you later. Try to enjoy your time in Italy.” We ended the call.

Mama hadn’t shared about my friendship with Mr. Marini and that had cost her. Most of the time she was a fly running into glass, expecting a different outcome from the many times it flew into it. But she had been right. I was easily impressed and captivated by Rocco and his world. Yet, he didn’t hesitate to use his power over my family.

My eyes watered, but I didn’t cry. Tears were a waste of time.

Rocco returned to the car. We didn’t speak for a few moments.

“Why did you call my grandfather?” I asked.

“Because I refuse to be disrespected in any way. I let your family have some leeway, and they took it for weakness. It won’t happen again.” His tone remained even, but he was candid and astute in his resolve. He was charming, but proud. I knew that already.

If I told him about Mama’s conservatorship would that change anything? No. Mr. Belfiore would be even more upset that I’d revealed his secrets. Rocco could also use whatever happened as us breaching our agreement with him. We could all lose everything we have. This was our lives, not a romance. Too much was at stake. We had to move forward.

Resilience will be your superpower, Adelina.

I nodded in his direction but didn’t say anything. There was no need for words. We were simply business partners, who might get to know each other sexually as well. I shouldn’t really begrudge that.

Rocco took out his phone, and I heard him tell the caller there was a change in plans in Italian. He was removing our visit to Pisa on our way to Florence.

“Why are we not going to Pisa?” I asked frowning.

He muffled the phone. “Because you’re hurt, and I want our memories to be happy.”

“I’ll be more upset if all I see of Pisa is from an airport, Mr. Marini,” I said, gesturing toward the window and sign. It was better this way; now I knew where we stood. He’s just like Grandfather. I’m just another piece in his business.

“Hmm,” he said, but didn’t say more. He stepped out of the car, and I held my breath, unsure of what to do, but then a few minutes later, he returned with a smile. “Let’s go get irritated by other tourists with cameras,” he mused.

“We can complain about it all night. Sounds perfect.” I couldn’t remove the graveling from my voice. Not being able to call Mama reduced the number of my very few confidants. With Cassidy so far away, and Nadia being Rocco’s friend, I felt more alone than ever.

He moved to reach for me, but stopped and placed his hands on the wheel. Sighing heavily, he drove off from the airport.
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After only ten minutes, we were near the square. We could see the white marble leaning tower well before we parked. The summer had more tourists and crowds, as we’d suspected. My ears tuned into the multiple languages surrounding us—Italian, Japanese, Spanish, English. My head managing to translate their words delighted my senses, and I smiled.

“You have a lovely smile, Adelina,” Rocco told me. I turned my head away and walked closer to the tower.

“Climbing closed.” Of course, disappointment was universal, but that didn’t take away the excitement of being to view the marble tower of Pisa from outside. We moved around the people filming and taking selfies with friends.

“I bet every camera has that pose,” Rocco said, pointing towards the groups pretending to push the tower straight. I laughed out loud, and he placed his arm around my waist. It had come on so naturally—his affection. I didn’t move out of his hold, and instead languished in the warmth and strength of his arms. They allured me. I was smaller than him, and he practically engulfed me. My heart pumped faster and when the bare skin on his arms met mine, a tingling sensation coursed through me. I took a deep breath and inhaled his rich cologne. It was so masculine, so intoxicating. His chest expanded as if my presence relaxed him, too.

“Would you like a picture?” he asked softly. The longer I stayed in his arms, the better it felt, and I could hear my mind making excuses. Mama was rude at the party. Rocco had a right to be upset. He doesn’t know the way our family works. But then, I thought about Mama, alone in her life now. Why couldn’t he have left it alone? He didn’t just hurt her, he hurt me.

I stiffened and moved out of his grasp. “No, thanks. I’ll take some with my phone.” My hands went into my bag, and I pulled it out, snapping a few pictures of the tower.

Rocco stayed patiently next to me, and that was how we continued to the church next to it.

I could go on about the long wait to go inside the narrow structure. The beauty of the view of the medieval stone city. Even more, I could share the impressiveness of the grand cathedral with its marble mosaics, intricate etchings, and sculptures that would make a hardened heart swell in its beauty. As a painter, the frescoes and mosaics shone like sirens to my eyes. The Romanesque, Byzantine and Islamic arts I had only seen in a course or books called to me. It was difficult not to be absorbed in the vivid palette and the symmetry of the composed art before us. However, I was drawn to a man in a wheelchair. He was being wheeled down the aisle, smiling with his family. I hadn’t meant to do it, but I left Rocco’s side to follow them.

“What are you doing? You’re skipping the incredible paintings over here,” he pointed out.

My eyes darted, unfocussed. “I see them, but I’m just.…”

They moved across the aisle, and I hurried to cross over to stand near them. My heart swelled as they squeezed his hand and kissed his cheek. Every piece of love they shared tore a piece of my heart.

Jacob. It wasn’t him, but he was all I could see. I often imagined and painted pictures of the two of us doing things together. It was like a dream, and I wasn’t ready to leave it.

Those monthly FaceTime calls were comforting. Jacob’s smile was pure light. He signed to communicate, and I loved how he shared all the things he did, especially his art. He even told me he loved me. But in truth, it wasn’t enough. He had no hugs or kisses from me.

My mind breached sealed territory. The family visits that probably happened daily at his center. Birthdays and Christmas gifts he’d see opened with people who were there to visit his friends. Sure, I did see him a handful of times, but not nearly as often as I should have. Did my family visit Jacob on their own? Did Jacob ever have a hug from Mama and my grandparents? Did they visit him without me?

Mama never mentioned him without sobbing uncontrollably. But I do what I can. I tried to soothe myself. My grandparents thought he needed a “smooth transition” to bring his family back into his life. They allowed me to FaceTime with him, but did Jacob feel my love through the screen?

I clutched my chest and gulped air into my lungs.

“Adelina?” Rocco’s voice was sharp with alarm.

But the pain was a flood breaking the dam, and it couldn’t stop. His hands gripped my shoulders as I shook. He slid them up to cup my face, his thumbs brushing my wet cheeks. He didn’t ask me to explain, and I had nothing to share.

He embraced me in the middle of the crowd, wrapping his arms around me, and held me tight as he rubbed my back. Even though he was still a stranger, he knew what I needed. Comfort. He didn’t need to give me words, just his arms wrapped around me. So many emotions were barreling through me to the point that I was overwhelmed. But Rocco kept holding me.

Pain and comfort, and how closely they are linked. That was what I’d remember from visiting Pisa.


[image: ]

[image: ]


We finally reached the Marini villa in Florence. I followed Rocco as he introduced me to staff who mostly spoke English. He told me the tour was to help me acquaint myself with the house so I wouldn’t get lost. However, it gave us a chance to stay together instead of separating. He’d been supportive at Pisa without demanding answers, and I was grateful for that. Honestly, I hoped this extra time would give us a chance to start over.

The living room was grand, with stone sculptures and ceilings with Romanesque-framed images. My hands traced the curved antique couches and the stone fireplaces in most rooms.

“Have you come up with ideas for your next painting?” he asked.

I didn’t want to show him the paintings I’d been working on until I had finished them. “Just sketches so far.”

“We’ll make sure you have a studio here. I think the empty bird sanctuary would work. Just tell Isla what you need.”

I waved my hand. “I’m not a professional.”

“You’re modest, Adelina.”

I peered at him through my lashes. “How do you know?”

He grinned sheepishly. “I peeked. You auctioned off some at your college fundraiser. It’s still online.”

My mouth dropped open, and I laughed. He searched me.

“I’m serious. Painting makes you happy, I want more of it.”

A flutter went through my stomach. The mere mention of anything I desired to Rocco, and he made it happen. It was astonishing.

Some of the oil paintings were portraits of a couple. The man pictured had the same facial features as the Marini men. “Do you all sit for an artist?”

“It’s traditional to do so after the wedding ceremony. We will sit for one, too,” Rocco said, lightly touching my back to guide me forward.

We next went to a study, featuring a ladder, two levels, and walls of leather-bound books in cases that made up the home’s library. “Grandpa maintained most of these works.”

“Yeah, he always recommended books to me over the years,” I murmured.

“Take as many as you like,” he offered.

I picked out a cozy mystery, then followed him through the formal dining room that had a tiered crystal chandelier and fresco-painted ceilings. The room could easily seat twelve.

We continued on the tour through the contemporary features of the estate. There was actually a cinema with seats and a screen for movies. It was pristine.

“Does anyone ever use it?” I joked.

“Yeah, a few times. Grandpa prefers to read, and he got it for us grandkids. But we rarely come to this house.”

I plopped down on one of the reclining seats and pushed the side to recline. “Such a shame.”

Rocco chuckled. “It is. I’ll make a point of getting a movie for us to watch.”

I climbed up and continued on the tour to the sauna and indoor pool enclosed by glass and tile.

“I had them prepare this for me. I like to swim laps in the morning,” he bent down and touched the water. On the side of the exit was another stone stairwell. This one went to the cellar with rows of wine.

“You don’t drink, right?,” he said, and I nodded. But he did, so he took a bottle with him back upstairs. We passed along a corridor with bedrooms ready-made for visitors. Then we returned to the East wing, ending at a huge primary room.

“This is where you’ll stay,” Rocco announced.

It had a king-sized, four-poster canopy bed with chocolate oak pillars and embroidered curtains. Above the fireplace was a portrait of the same beautiful woman I’d seen in the painting of the couple.

His expression turned wistful. “That’s my late grandma, Aurora. This was her room.”

“They had separate rooms?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Grandma snored.”

I laughed.

“But let me show you why she loved it.”

I followed him as he opened two double wooden doors to a stone balcony. The entire city of Florence was in view and I gulped, clasping my hands to my chest. I could see the cathedral domes and spiraling bell towers, bridges, rooftops, and surrounding hills of green vineyards of olives, grapes, fruit, and cypress trees. All the monuments and winding hedges were there—the ancient married with the current.

A warm gust of wind blew my hair back, and I ran my hands down my arms.

Rocco came behind me, and without a word, he hugged me, bringing more heat to my skin and a shiver ran through my body. I leaned back, inviting him to stay longer, and he drew me closer, resting his chin on my head.

“Grandpa was sure you’d love this house. He calls it his magic place.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“It’s where my grandmother and him had spent the early days of their marriage. They fell in love here.” He dropped his arms, and moved toward the room. His brief embrace left my pulse racing. It had felt natural this time. “Are you feeling jet-lagged?”

I lifted one shoulder. “A little tired, but what will you do?”

“I have work,” he said.

“I don’t have any.” I shrugged.

“Well that can change. See what you want to do.”

My heart lifted. “Really?”

“Why not?” he said. “I’ve gone from corporate CEO of our business ventures firm, investing in tech start-up companies to producing movies and documentaries. My latest took me on trips around the world.”

“Glenn mentioned an international cuisine show? Like Anthony Bourdain? I always loved his shows and travels,” I enthused.

“I was an admirer of his, too,” he admitted. “I’ve also branched out to brand ambassador for clothing and cologne lines. I do philanthropy to give back.”

“The World is Your Family project,” I added.

He nodded. “I’m still looking for more to do. If I can do all that, so can you.”

He’d managed to successfully change careers; his enthusiasm and assuredness was inspiring. But for me? My family always told me babies were my future. I even feared the possibility of wanting something I could never have. But that could change?

I touched my throat. “Gosh, wow. I don’t know where to begin.”

“Start with something you’re passionate about,” he suggested.

I grinned. “Passion again?”

“Always passion, Adelina,” he mused. “But seriously. What do you love? Say it without thinking.”

“I love to paint and create things I read?” I told him.

“Then you’ll do it,” Rocco said with sureness. “I know you were upset about the call, but I did it for us to have a chance. I’m willing to put in the work, but I need you to be willing to do so, too.”

He wasn’t asking for something out of line. A marriage would take a partnership to work. Mama tried with my father, but he never did his part. I would have to put in effort to make it work, and I vowed to try.

I bobbed my head. “Okay, Rocco.”

“Good. Now when you approach your interests, don’t think of it as impossible. Think about it as something you will do soon.” His words were wise, and I imbibed them.

Over the week, I walked the hollow halls, pulled down books to read with an espresso, or took long evening walks through the grounds. I caught up with Cassidy and her work in L.A. She was considering deferring law school for a longer break. We had both had gone from boarding school to college without taking time off. It was only natural to want time to live instead of study.

My major in global studies and minor in modern languages was for diplomatic work in the political sphere with my potential husband. That was what I’d told my family. However, there were still other dreams.

I wanted to study painting in Paris and Italy. Or take a chance at a career as an illustrator, like I’d done for the Bumble Bee Ball book. It was how I’d survived those years when I was with my parents. I’d chalk a sidewalk or draw on a desk. Sometimes, I’d made friends along the way and even helped spray paint a mural on the back of a building. Those worlds allowed me to express my feelings when I was hopeless. With the money I’d have as Rocco’s wife, I could be that beacon for other kids like me. But how would we incorporate it together? What about having children? He didn’t seem ready, but I still had to fulfill my family legacy. With Rocco, there was a chance at more. Could I really do them all?

Rocco would still kiss me before he left for work in town, and just those brief encounters made my day. It would linger on my lips, and I found myself waiting for that kiss now. And my hands that always gripped his waist were slower to let go.

The small conservatory at the back of the property, once used for birds and rare plants, became my personal haven. This Victorian-style structure, mainly constructed from iron and glass, was a treasure. Despite its mostly empty state, the few old cages and several patio chairs inside transformed it into my favorite room and a new private painting studio. A trip to the art supply shop in town with Isla resulted in the acquisition of drawing boards, easels, lighting, projectors, and paints, all under Rocco’s guidance. I was careful to only get what I needed, but I couldn’t help but be thrilled at the lengths he was willing to treat me.

My first project was inspired by the memorable dinner at Paul and Nadia’s. I’d been captivated by the impromptu band and the feeling of soaring, which I wanted to recapture in my art. I painted clouds, used photos to draw Paul, and made him a puppeteer, God in the clouds playing his piano, who moved a group of marionettes to play instruments falling in the sky. My color palette was bold and vibrant, like the art at Pisa. And with the dome shape of the roof that came out with much light, I made good progress, working even at night when the sky filled with stars.

I’d been absorbed in my painting one evening, with the day almost gone when my phone rang. It was Cassidy, who I missed dearly so I immediately answered.

“There you are, Gorgeous,” she said jovially.

“Here I am, Gorgeous,” I answered back. “What’s up?”

“Spoke to Nadia Crane about my maid of honor gown for the wedding,” she said. “I mean I expected a call from an assistant, but it was Nadia herself.”

“Oh, yeah? How did it go?” I asked and put my paintbrush in water.

“I have no idea. I died, and she talked to my ghost. Whatever I said, I have an appointment at Givenchy California when we get back.”

I chuckled and pushed my hair over my shoulders and saw I had a few paint splatters in it. “Nadia’s great. So, wait where are you now?”

“In Palm Springs,” she said. “Mom needed a vacation from our vacation. You know me, I don’t mind, I like all the pampering, and shopping. Oh, and I also went to a concert.”

“To see who?” I asked.

“Dynamic Dreamers,” she giggled.

I chuckled. “Get out. No way.”

Dynamic Dreamers had been our favorite boy band as teens. We’d even done a video dancing like them. She broke out into song, and I doubled over laughing.

When we both recovered, Cassidy asked. “Soo, how’s Rocco? Gah. I can’t believe you’re with him. It must be so weird.”

I twirled my hair around my finger. “He’s very nice.”

She scoffed. “Ha. So is my dad. You’re being very vague, lady.”

I stared down at my sandals. “I know. He’s been unbelievable. Heck, he’s spoiling me. I just don’t want to get caught up in it all.”

“You’re marrying him. You can’t get caught up anymore if you try,” she pointed out.

“I know, I know. But….” My voice trailed off and I sighed.

“What’s bothering you? Spill it. Doctor Cosgrove is in the building.” Cassidy joked, but I knew she was serious.

“Marjorie Storm,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “Rocco was dating her before we became engaged. Like they only broke up two weeks before we got together. He said it’s over, but he was kinda touchy about it. So there must be feelings there? Right?”

“Well, hmmm. From what I do know, they were dating for about six months. That’s long for Hollywood, but she spent a few of them filming “Tamed Heart” in New Zealand. And he was also abroad for a spell. So maybe the relationship ran its course? He’s marrying you, not her.”

I loved that Cassidy could find out all that information about Rocco, but it also made me feel uneasy knowing people could know your comings and goings from just a few clicks.

I blew out my breath. “Okay. Thanks, Cass.”

“Anytime, gorgeous. Before I forget, let me send you some photos,” she said with a lift to her tone.

“Cool,” I said and logged onto my email on my laptop. A few seconds later, her email arrived with a few images. They were from our announcement party. The first one was of Rocco and me slow-dancing at the engagement party.

“I kept my favorite ones. You two look like movie stars together. They quoted Rocco as saying he’s known you since you were a teen. Is that true?”

“Sort of. Uhm, we met once, but it was so brief,” I said, looking at the photos again. There were a few of the family at the table. Mama’s not smiling.

“Did any of the paint make it to the canvas?” My eyes went to the door, just as Rocco walked into the sanctuary wearing one of his impeccable suits. My stomach fluttered. He was so incredibly hot. Whew. He walked towards me and my pulse sped up.

I laughed. “Most of it.”

“Oh, he sounds sexy,” Cassidy joked.

“I agree, but I have to go.”

“Hey, wait. You didn’t even tell me if he is a good kisser? One to ten?”

I turned away from Rocco. “A million.”

“No way. I hate you, but I love you,” she said, laughing.

“Call you later, Gorgeous?” I said.

“You better, Lina.” We ended the call.

When I turned around, Rocco was over by my painting.

I wanted to cover it up because it wasn’t finished, but he had surprised me. He stood back, studying it, and my heart hammered.

“It’s a work in progress,” I said, chewing on my bottom lip.

“I’m…speechless,” he said.

I scrunched up my face. “Is that a good thing?”

“Yes. Oh, my God, yes,” he said. “I want to show it to Paul. Is that okay?”

I shook my head briskly. “It’s not good enough.”

He frowned. “Why would you say that? It’s amazing.”

I glanced away. “Maybe one day. Did we have somewhere to go?”

He hesitated, but went ahead with my change in subject. “Yeah, to dinner, and then tomorrow we have a special engagement to attend. Are you hungry?” He touched my hair and lifted the strands. A small smile on his lips as he eyed the paint splatters.

“It comes out,” I mumbled and chewed my lip.

“Is that so?” He teased, his smile broadening. He took my hand. “Let’s have dinner.”

I left him and took a shower, then joined him at the dinner table. Tonight he had a list of things to do for the wedding. I put down my fork between bites of swordfish. “Who will be your groomsman?”

“I had to choose my brother, Salvatore, or all my friends would be offended.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

He had been so loving to his family and friends who stopped by. A part of the Italian lifestyle I’d learned so far included family visits, often with meals that would last well into the night. When they came, I sat beside him and listened as they chatted in Italian. Sometimes, I could follow, but they’d often switch to English for me. I’d never experienced a family that went out of their way to include me. I say I love a dish, and boom, it’s there every day. His staff was spoiling me, too, and it all brought on a deep longing for a nurturing family environment, a feeling that I had been missing.

I didn’t remember when we all sat together, even on Christmas. My family dinners with Mama and Judge Colby were always tense. My father would act like a pompous king, and Mama and I as his lowly subjects, would rush around to meet his every need so he wouldn’t hurt us or destroy the meal. I’d been no better. My hatred for him had me taunting him to push him to leave.

Once away from them, Mama and my grandparents did separate holidays. Mama went to Glenn’s parents most of the time. We mainly ate in silence at my grandparents’ house. It was refreshing when I’d go out with Cassidy and her parents at school. But here, they enjoyed each other’s company. They expressed their love for each other. It filled me with a longing and a hope for the same one day. But could it happen with Rocco and the family we’d have together? Or was I getting carried away?
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“Adelina, rise.” Rocco’s commanding voice, which had a deep baritone jolted me awake.

I groaned, rolled over, and reluctantly extended my arm from the warm duvet to find my phone on the side table. “It’s 7:00 a.m.?” I squinted at him, my voice laced with sleep. “You can’t be serious?”

He tugged on the corner of the duvet. “I am. Don’t you remember we agreed on last night?”

Rocco rattled off many things we were to do, but I didn’t realize it was today.

“Not a morning person, my soon-to-be wife?” he mused.

I tried to glare at him through my blurry eyes, but my gaze landed on his infectious smile, and I couldn’t stop myself from returning it.

“Italy’s alive. The dead rest, the living lives.” His voice was filled with a contagious excitement. He was radiant and polished in a light gray linen suit. That clued me in that we weren’t just strolling through town.

I sat up and he grimaced, losing his smile. My face warmed as my gaze went to the T-shirt and shorts I’d slept in. It was not what Nadia had packed, but we weren’t sleeping together. Yet.

“You won’t wear clothes in bed with me,” Rocco said casually as he came over. A shiver went through me and my breath left me in a rush. We hadn’t talked much about sex.

“What else do you like?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

“You want to know?” he mused. “I like to take control. Nothing too severe, but it turns me on.” Curiouser and Curiouser.

“What exactly do you do?” I asked.

“Some things are better experienced,” he mused.

I coughed to hide my giddy expression and shift my legs to stop the heated ache as I imagined being under his control. But I was too nervous to ask more. “Is Isla here?”

Rocco went over to open the doors to the balcony, bringing in a gust of warm air and sun. “I’ve sent Isla on an errand, but I’d expected her to leave you with a brief before she left.”

I glanced around, zeroing in on a note. “I vaguely remember her being here, but I was asleep.”

“We’re an hour or so from Siena. We’ll have brunch with Louisa. There’s the Palio—”

The Siena di Palio? I was taken aback. It was a bareback horse race around Siena Square. It wasn’t exactly what I’d expected from Rocco. “You’re serious?”

“Yes. Mayor Louisa gave us her personal invite, and that’s not common. She’s presiding over it this year. We need to leave soon. I’ll see you downstairs.”

“But…but the mayor?” I lowered my head and touched my lips. I had no idea how to be with political figures, or what to wear to meet them. Rocco was out the door before I could ask what one should wear to meet a mayor.

My stomach knotted in panic. I’ll embarrass myself and him. They’ll know I don’t belong. Was this a test? No, Rocco said we were personally invited.

I took another look at Isla’s note.
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I opened it and found a beautiful cream midi tube dress and ankle-strap sandals in a designer bag, which was packed with sunscreen, gloss, and a brush. Isla’s the best.

I took a quick shower, and after brushed my hair, adding the low ponytail clip and mousse left by Isla. I added some makeup, then the necklace and earrings I’d worn at the engagement dinner, and somehow made it downstairs in thirty minutes.

Rocco was busy speaking with Rick, his driver. He turned and scanned me. “Bella, you make my heart beat faster.” He gazed over the jewelry and frowned. “You already wore those and have been photographed in them.”

I lifted my shoulders. “Is that a problem?”

“Yes. We’re meeting Louisa Calla. She will notice.” He blew out his breath and took out his phone. “It’s not your fault.” He rapidly spoke in Italian, but I gathered that he wanted to stop at a shop. “Grazi. We’ll go to Ponte Vecchio. No problem.”

My brows knitted. “Why is it such a big deal?

He sighed. “It is and it isn’t. Think of it as work. Our life is our brand. Everything we do is work.” He gazed off, and I could see the tension in his shoulders.

I touched his hand. “I’m sorry.”

He smiled and rubbed my arms. “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

Still a cut dug into my chest. I didn’t want to disappoint him, but I was at a disadvantage. I knew of jewelry, but I never could afford to have it. But that was it, to be a part of his life I had to learn and anticipate what I needed to support him. I had to do better.

We took a Bentley, and I stared out the window watching as the sky grew brighter on our drive toward Florence. We turned down a narrow street, stopping outside a jewelry shop, where a man was the only one waiting in front of the shop. The closest I’d ever come to a jeweler was passing a store in a shopping mall. It was a luxury only for the rich. But today, I went in. Inside the shop were cases of sparkling gems in pristine glass were displayed. He was dressed formally, in a three-piece suit, and greeted Rocco warmly in Italian like they were old friends.

“Ciao! Che piacere vederti!”

“Come stai?”

“Molto bene, grazie.”

“Sto bene grazie, e tu?”

Rocco placed his hand on my lower back. “Enzo this is my fiancée, Adelina Belfiore from America.”

“Buongiorno,” I said softly.

He beamed at me. “Bellissima. A Belfiore. Oh, She’s a beauty. So lovely to meet you.”

I smiled bashfully, my head dipping. I glanced up at Rocco, who smiled broadly at me. “Adelina’s a gentle soul. Sweet and very underdressed.”

Enzo nodded, his eyes shifting over me. “Not even earrings?” He said in a shocked tone.

They laughed, and I smiled.

Rocco squeezed my shoulders. “We need to fix that.”

“We must,” Enzo mused.

Rocco and I followed him to a seating area before a vanity with two seats and a mirror. Rocco stayed behind me with his hands draped around my shoulders. The weight and warmth of his hands eased some of my nervousness. Enzo returned with a few velvet cases, which he placed down. The first was a pendant necklace.

“L’heure du diamant Marquise,” Enzo said in perfect French. It was a Marquise Diamond with a gold double ring of exquisite white diamonds. There were no prices, but I knew enough that it was expensive.

I trembled as he placed it around my neck. I loved the dress, but with the diamond necklace, it went from pretty to graceful. But Rocco wasn’t done. He chose a vintage gold bracelet, a diamond, a yellow gold band, and a small, wrapped gold necklace. I tried on diamond studs, cluster, and drop earrings. While I thought the extravagance was too much, I had to think of it like Rocco. My image was also work; to be his wife, I had to fit in.

“Tilt your head back to show your long neck. It’s sexy,” Rocco instructed.

I tried to suppress the burn on my skin as his fingers trailed down my neck. “Yes. These will work. They’re perfect, Enzo. I love them.” His praise and attention made my heart swell and my pulse quicken.

I shyly lowered my eyelids so as not to look at him. Still, I felt a brush of his soft lips on my cheek. I opened my eyes, to find his soft ones on me. “You are stunning, Adelina. You have me under your spell.”

“Rocco,” I teased. “But do we have to get all of them?”

He rubbed the pucker in my brow. “You worry too much. And yes.”

My eyes stung, and the skin on my face jumped. I lowered my head. “You spoil me.”

“Not at all,” he whispered. I looked up, and our gaze locked, electricity surging between us. I wanted his kiss, his touch. I wanted more.

His lips lightly brushed mine. “If you keep looking at me like that, we won’t make it to the race.”

My skin heated, and I tried to ignore the swell of my clit at just his words. I had never thought jewelry shopping was sensual. But with Rocco, what wasn’t?

He took my hands, and I stood.

Enzo was smiling brightly at us. “Lovely choices, but Adelina must have more. I’ll make her a priority.”

“Yes, do that,” Rocco said and hugged his friend. “Now we must go.”

I wore the necklace, pendant, and earrings out of the shop. And Enzo didn’t stop us for his payment.

“Rocco, don’t you have to pay for the jewelry?” I asked him, my voice going up octaves.

“You’re worried?” he chuckled. “Relax. We have an account. Enzo has all he needs from me, along with his bonus. We, Marinis, are generous. You’ll learn generosity and confidence go far. Every door will open with the right key.”

It was hard not to get caught up in Rocco’s impulsive stream of life. Being with him brought out a desire to live in his world and know the man. I wanted more than a passing kiss or touch. But was I ready?
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Brightly colored flags billowed from the building as we drove into Siena. The red walled city had been transported back to medieval times. We passed a procession of people wearing red and green flag particolored velvet and satin garments, waving flags with a small crowd of people chanting with them that had on a similar flag around their necks. I’d learned that there were seventeen, representing the neighborhoods. But only ten would compete today. The large open square at the center of town was covered in clay creating a track with crowds lined up around it. Today was the Palio, race day.

Two security guards and a group of police officers helped to clear a path for us to reach a grand stone building. Inside was the banner, The Palio, adorned with an image of the Virgin Mary—a reward to the victorious contrada, the successful race winner, set up on a display. We were led up a grand staircase to the top, where a line of people were waiting to speak with a woman surrounded by photographers and staff. We had only made it to the line when she came over to greet us.

“Rocco Marini,” a woman in an elegant dress and heels, Mayor Louisa Calla, greeted him warmly in front of an entourage. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, her scent elegant and expensive. She was adorned with rings on every finger, and jewels in her ears and around her neck.

Rocco kissed her cheeks, and they conversed rapidly in Italian, enquiring about each other’s well-being and their families. Rocco squeezed my now damp hand, a gesture of reassurance. He had been right, Mayor Louisa Calla would have noticed my previously worn jewelry. I understood as her eyes scrutinized me from head to toe, lingering on my necklace, earrings, and engagement ring. She gave me a wide smile, which let me know that whatever her assessment had been, I had passed.

“Louisa, this is Adelina Belfiore, my fiancée,’ Rocco introduced me.

“She looks like a Belfiore, no?” Louisa said and smiled. “Large, wide blue eyes and strong cheekbones. Such rare beauties. Lovely. Lovely. So wonderful to meet you. Congratulations on your upcoming wedding.”

I shook her hand. “Thank you.”

“You’re first Palio?” she asked.

I grinned. “Yes. I’m excited. Thank you.”

“She’s sweet,” she murmured. “I consider it an honor to have a Belfiore and Marini at our Palio. You will stand by my side at the race.” She turned and sauntered toward the next group waiting to receive her. I stood speechless. My name meant something here. I never knew I could use it. But Rocco did. He placed his arm on my waist, and his support warmed me. “Let’s have lunch.”

We were escorted into a large formal dining room where an intimate group was now seated for lunch. The cards read ambassadors and heads of state; the guests were not only celebrities, but leaders. The meal was set with meats, fruits, sauces, and bread. A priest said a prayer, and we all started to eat. I took a sip of my glass, not knowing it was wine.

Rocco got someone’s attention, and they changed it for juice. He winked at me, and my insides warmed. After a while, Rocco became deep in a discussion of politics, and I excused myself from the table. I went to find a bathroom that a hostess directed me to. Inside, I heard a hushed conversation happening near the door; the words were barely audible, but the tone suggested something secretive.

“Did you see Rocco Marini? Gurl, that man keeps getting hotter,” a woman’s voice exclaimed, filled with a mix of admiration and amusement.

“Yes, ma’am. Got himself a beard,” a man said and cackled.

“How do you know she’s a fake fiancée?”

“I don’t, but it’s a woman out of nowhere that’s making us all pause. She’s a beauty, but she’s got that Dorothy out of Kansas vibe. Didn’t realize he was going for a babe-in-the-woods type. But the jewelry. Lordt.”

“Oh yes, dah-ling. That’s an executive salary around her swan neck. Ka-ching.”

“If rumors are to be believed, I’ve heard she’s part of the poor unfortunate branch of the Belfiores.”

“She hit the jackpot. I’d rather be an unfortunate Belfiore than a nobody like you.”

The male laughed. “You bitch. And come on in, Ms. Adelina. We know you’re out there, that’s why we’re gossiping.”

I walked in, my ears warm.

“Don’t mind us,” said the man with a buzz cut and scarf around his neck. “We’re catty, but mainly just curious. I’m JR Watt, and that’s Suzanne.”

“Nice to meet you both,” I said, shaking their hands.

The woman popped out her belly, and I let out a gasp and chuckled. It was a fake creamy stomach, complete with a belly button. “It’s hot in there.” She fanned herself with her hand laughing. “I have to wear this baby bump for another six weeks. Wesley wants the children but expects me to maintain this body. I said fuck that, get a surrogate.”

“Stop your complaining, you’re not doing the heavy lifting,” JR said. “He gave you a surrogate and a nanny.”

Suzanne laughed. “Yep. My work’s done.”

JR turned to me. “Her Wesley’s Live Social, and I bet he’s waiting outside the door,” he said in a saccharine tone.

We all walked over, and a tiny gray-haired man in a suit with shoulder pads and dark brows was indeed waiting out there.

“Nice to meet you, Adelina. Let’s become lifelong friends,” Suzanne trilled and put back on her belly. She left the bathroom and kissed Wesley deeply, bringing out a smitten glow to his expression as he helped her back to lunch.

“We can be friends. I know everything about everyone, so I’m a great one to have. Phone?” JR held out his hand, and I reached for my phone in my bag. “I’ll text myself. You’ll want to know me. I’ll put you at the top of my list when you’re ready to design your home. Especially since you didn’t fall apart at our gossip.”

I shrugged. “I’ve heard worse.”

When I lived with my parents, kids made fun of my cheap clothes at school. In college, I was looked down on for not having a new car or going abroad on spring break. I let it go, but I didn’t forget.

He grinned. “Good. You’ll need a tough skin with a celebrity husband because, darling, it gets much worse. You also need friends because whoever you meet with Rocco belongs to him. That’s my advice to you.”

I thought a bit about what he’d told me. Rocco’s friends included Nadia who I liked a lot already. But was she only his? She herself had described them as close. My heart sank, but I was grateful for the sobering reality. It was good to know my limitations.

I texted him a test message too. “Thank you, JR.”

“Of course,” he said and walked with me back to the dining room.

Rocco was there waiting for me, so I introduced him to JR.

“Nice to meet you,” Rocco said giving JR one of his devastating grins.

“Enchante,” JR said and shook his hand. “I told your beautiful fiancée how lovely she is and how much I hope she enjoys Italy. Call me.” He said to me and walked on.

“Do you know who he is?” Rocco asked me.

I shook my head.

“He’s the most sought-after interior designer in the world. I love that you’re already networking.”

I lifted my shoulders. “I didn’t network; JR approached me along with Suzanne.”

His brows rose. “Suzanne?”

“She’s married to Live Social, uhm…Wesley?”

He wrinkled his nose. “I’m not a fan. They tried to run some gossip rag stories on me.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured.

“Don’t be,” he said smiling. “I’m happy you’re meeting people.” He took my hands. “That’s another part of attending events. Making lasting connections. I’m sorry my attention was pulled away from you.”

“I understand,” I bobbed my head. “You were talking politics? I could pick up some of it in Italian.”

“Yes,” he said and sighed. “Nothing interesting though. I’m not as keen at the moment to get involved. I’m helping support good candidates with great ideas on improving the world.”

“Is that what happens regularly or something that you seek out at these events?” I asked, in the hope of learning so I’d be more prepared to play my role in future.

“Not all the time,” he said. “Sometimes we know in advance who will attend. If someone’s there that we want to work with, even better. But most of the time it’s to have fun. I brought you to enjoy yourself.”

I sighed smiling. “I am. I’ve only been to a handful of states mostly on a bus or train. I love being here in Italy. It’s beautiful.” I looked away, not sure I wanted to remind him how different we were.

“I had a different experience,” Rocco said. “We went to Italy, Aspen, Spain, and France on every holiday break from school. I even did a year abroad at Saint Andrews in Scotland.”

“Wow, Scotland. I’d love to go there,” I said cheerily.

“I’d love to show it to you. It’s a beautiful country. We’ll add it to our list of places to visit.” He winked.

My heart skipped a beat as I marveled over his certainty. He seemed to really believe we had a future together. We headed back towards the hall that was now mostly empty with staff clearing the food from lunch.

He frowned. “Are you still hungry? I can get them to bring you more food if you like.”

I shook my head. “I’m not hungry. I’m excited about the race.”

He placed his arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Then let’s not miss it.”

We walked to the balcony, where only a few seats were available. Rocco and I were Louisa’s special guests, so we sat in the front row while the others sat the rows behind us. Her staff treated us like VIP’s, offering drinks and snacks, along with fans to combat the heat of the hot day.

“Grazie, Grazie.” I repeated over and over again.

Rocco leaned over and kissed me on the lips. “You’re adorable.”

A wide grin spread on my face. “Everyone is being so nice, but I bet this is your every day.”

“You remind me to be grateful, Bella,” he said and gave me a peck on the cheek. “Now the Palio is not for the faint of heart. Anything and everything can happen.”

I cocked a brow. “Anything?”

He nodded. “Even death.”

I peered at him through my lashes. “No way. I…I hope not. I mean why risk it?”

He lifted his chin. “Because living fully is what makes life worth it.” Rocco was definitely a man intent on sucking the marrow out of life. That I found fascinating. But then he shifted his attention to the race below. There was a swarm of people packed in the middle, but from the bird’s-eye view, we could see the entire path of the track.

Behind a long rope were the bareback jockeys in colorful Contrada uniforms of silks, shirts, and caps that matched the colors of one of the ten wards competing today. These vibrant uniforms, each representing a different ward, added a sense of pageantry and tradition to the event. There were ten riders on horses in a row so close together I wondered how they would break away. A couple of them were even facing the wrong way! I pointed it out to Rocco.

“They’ll be ready,” he assured me.

“What are the rules?” I asked him.

He smiled. “They can’t grab the reins of the other riders.”

My jaw dropped. “That’s it?”

“Yes, that’s it,” he affirmed.

A hush fell over the crowd of thousands, and we all took in our collective breaths. The thick rope holding them back fell, and all the riders surged forward like a dam breaking, igniting a wave of excitement that swept through the spectators.

I wanted to watch the race, but I was also taken up by the group around me, screaming and cheering. The air was electric with anticipation, and the sound of the crowd was deafening. Mayor Louisa, who had her Giraffa red and white flag waving it in her hand, adding her voice to the many in the cacophony. Rocco had his fist in the air, yelling. “Go. Go. Go!”

He turned to me and squeezed my waist. “Isn’t this amazing?”

I lifted my arms. “It is. Yay!” I called out.

He laughed and kissed my cheek.

One jockey broke ahead, while another fell off his horse and rolled over to the barrier, just missing two other horses galloping wildly ahead with the riders swinging their whips.

I covered my eyes, but immediately dropped my hands to see, not wanting to miss what came next. In my head I knew the riders had on chest protectors, goggles, gloves, and a vest, but the danger was ever present, adding a thrilling edge to the race. The riders didn’t stop, but rode on fearlessly.

The lone horse continued turning the sharp corners, completing the first circle around the square with the other nine still racing. The pounding of hooves joined the crowd’s cries as they sailed past our balcony, a solitary figure against the backdrop of the pack.

I shouted above the crowd to Rocco. “What if the horse keeps going?”

“Then the horse wins the race, and that contrada wins the Palio.”

“I’m rooting for the horse,” I yelled.

He laughed and grabbed my hand.

I gasped as four riders caught up with the lone one in front. One horse slowed down and moved to a trot. Someone behind us burst into tears. It was a man lamenting the fall of his Contrada, now out of the race. Then, I understood there was a profound emotional connection to the race, a bond that united the spectators.

There were still seven riders circling the square. They moved like a streak of fire, and an image came to mind of the riders as lightning circling the earth as waves of light moved out. I was inspired and hoped to paint it one day soon. But we were now so close to the end. Two horses galloped neck and neck, but the one in red and white from Giraffa rushed forward crossing the finish line first. People left the square and poured onto the track surrounding the winner.

I turned to Rocco; he was almost like a little boy, roaring, jumping, dancing, and hugging the group on the balcony. I was just as caught up, allowing myself to be pulled into celebratory dances, cheek kisses, and hugs. Rocco pushed his way back to me and lifted me off my feet, hugging and kissing me hard. And I returned his kiss with just as much vigor. Our gazes stayed on each other as we broke apart. Neither one of us moving on.

An officer approached us and spoke in rapid Italian for us to join the group headed to the presentation.

We followed him and the other guests off the balcony to the next ceremony. It was the presentation by Major Louisa of the Drappellone, a beautiful piece of painted silk at the nearby church of the winning contrada. This year, it was Giraffa, with the red and white with a giraffe being held by a Mort on the flag. It was also Mayor Louisa’s neighborhood. She was as ecstatic and emotional as all her neighbors, with pride and joy on her face as she hugged and shook hands. To my surprise, we posed behind her for the pictures. My heart pounded as I stood beside Rocco, the emotional significance of the moment touched me deeply. The photographer recorded us in the city’s history, and the honor was tremendous, leaving me full of gratitude.

“Thank you so much for inviting us,” I said to Louisa. Rocco kissed her cheek, and she hugged him.

“It was a pleasure,” she said. “I will see you all again soon.”

We left and went out on the streets to join in the celebration. We were riding the river of the crowd. I was sure I would lose him with the smash of bodies around us. But Rocco pulled me in front of him and gripped my waist. Screams were so loud I couldn’t hear. I looked up at him and he was staring at me. My heart raced.

“La più bella delle città,” Rocco screamed along with the chant around us, that meant the most beautiful of cities. I was definitely captivated by Siena.

I repeated the chant, and he lifted my arms up.

He said close to my ear. “Let it out, Adelina. Scream.”

I let out a loud bellow.

Our hands were high as we moved around the circled square. Everything was heightened by the sound of the horns and drums pounding. And there was Rocco.

I turned my head, and found his eyes on me. He took my waist and weaved us out to the outskirts of the crowd, pushing us against a corner shop. My breath and pulse moved fast as he kissed me hard on the lips and down my neck. He moved back to my mouth. Oh, yes. I opened my lips. Give me more. His tongue pushed in hard. His hands moved over my breasts, my sides, and down to my ass. I moaned and clenched, pressing in against his hard body. We were in a crowd, but it all faded away, leaving just me and Rocco. With all the chaos and danger around us. We could get trampled. We may survive. Yet, all I wanted was to be in his arms. This was passion.

But just as sudden as he took me, he let me go.

My heart pounded against my ribs as I stared up at him, disheveled, heated, and uncertain. Why did he stop?

I straightened my dress as we both caught our breaths.

“Every day I find it harder to resist you, but I want you to want me, Bella. That’s the only way this will work. You wanting me just as much.”

A flutter went through my chest. I lowered my head, my heart hammering my ribs. I do.

His gaze was soft. “It’s been a great race. Let’s go home,” he said and took my hand as we met up with his security to return to the car. Once inside he pulled me into his lap and held me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I want you close to me,” he simply said.

I existed in emptiness, my feelings locked away, only exploding at times when I was unable to block them out. But this man I didn’t know saw me. When I was in pain, body and spirit at Pisa, he held me. The longer I stayed in his arms, the more he affected me. The air had thickened. I glanced up at him. His attention was on me—concentrated, heated, imploring. My breasts grew heavy and tender behind the lace of the bra, and I was aware of my pulsing clit. His fingers brushed my cheek, but he didn’t do more. I shifted on his lap, rubbing on his erection that had grown beneath me. I couldn’t ignore it. Why won’t he kiss me again?

I knew the answer. Rocco wanted me to reach for him.

My heart pounded against my chest, and I licked my lips, spikes of nervousness traveling through me. There was no doubt that he was much more experienced than I was. I bet he wasn’t a virgin at twenty-two. And yet, today, in this moment, he truly wanted me. I didn’t think he could fake that level of interest, which in itself was intoxicating. I wouldn’t give him my heart, but I knew I wanted him to take my body.

“Rocco…I want you,” I whispered.

Fear rose and gripped me. I’d reached a territory that stripped me completely bare and left me vulnerable. I needed so much but was so afraid.

“Yes, Adelina.” His voice was full of exhilaration, soothing a pain in my spirit. “I want you madly.”

He clasped my head and sealed his lips to mine. His tongue ran along my bottom seam, and I opened my mouth. He plunged his tongue in, stroking against mine with sensual glides that had me clenching and throbbing between my thighs. I moaned. My hands shook as I clasped the sides of his face, rubbing my thumbs against the stubble on his jaw. It felt so good. We broke apart to breathe, and I noticed the car had stopped moving. Rocco gently placed me on the seat before helping me out the car door.

My pulse sped as he took my hand and led us inside the house and straight up the stairs. Instead of turning toward the east wing, he took me across the landing to his bedroom.
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Slipping off my shoes, I padded across the oak floor onto a Persian rug. His room was fit for a king. The elaborate Renaissance-styled headboard with intricately carved acanthus leaves and floral in high-polished reliefs was a sight to behold. The sheer curtains billowed with a mild wind from the open balcony. Rocco closed the door.

Then he turned. He was so alluring.

His gaze had a searing intensity to it that stole my breath. There was a darkness in their depth as he bore into mine, and I couldn’t break the trance or his hold. My lips parted to suck in air, my body trembling. The anticipation charged the air between us. He moved in unhurried steps, which gave me a chance to change my mind. But I wouldn’t. I wanted him so badly.

My pulse was in my throat when he stood in front of me. His hands left his side and clasped mine, his fingers lightly stroking my palms. “Nervous?”

I nodded.

“Tell me why?”

“I…I want you to like it…with me.” My voice was barely audible.

“I want the same. Earning your trust is what matters. And knowing you want to please me turns me on, immensely, Bella.”

“I…I do, Rocco.”

“Mmm, you’re already pleasing me.” He clasped my face, giving me a deep kiss with his tantalizing tongue, exploring my mouth. He kissed down my cheek and jawline, and I moaned and shuddered as he ran his tongue down my neck. The ache between my thighs was already too much. I shifted my legs to try to get some friction to soothe it. He went behind me and pulled up my dress, slipping his hand inside the front of my thong and rubbing my swollen clit. My breath hitched. “You shifting your legs and moaning made me want to play with you.”

“Mmm,” I said and shuddered. My breath coming out faster.

“You’re soaking wet,” he whispered against my neck, then cupped me hard. It was so possessive, so alluring.

“Ohh,” I moaned as his finger went back to stroking me, but this time they were light ones. It felt so good, but not enough. I moved my hips, willing him to rub me faster and harder.

“Please, Rocco,” I pleaded between breaths.

“Patience.” His breathing was hard as he removed his hand. He unzipped the back of my dress, then unhooked my bra. His hands moved the fabric back as he kissed my shoulders.

I shivered as his hands and lips moved down my spine. He turned me around and kissed my jaw, down to my throat. His gaze turned hot as he moved down to my breast.

“So beautiful,” he whispered, cupping and squeezing them. His head bent and he held my breast as his tongue swirled on the tight nipple. I arched into him, clasping his head, and pulling him closer, I moaned as he sucked and squeezed them, running my hands through his hair. Then he grazed the edge of my taut nipple with his teeth. I gasped with the shock of pain, his tongue soothed and suctioned as he squeezed and teased my other nipple. Heat surged in my body as he ran his tongue over my breasts. He licked, nipped, and squeezed them, causing me to shudder and let out a loud moan. It feels so good. But I was also anxious for more. I wiggled and squeezed my thighs together.

He dropped his hands and grabbed my hips, steadying me. “Adelina, mmm. Patience. I have you, let me worship you. Don’t make me tie you down for your first time.” It came out as a teasing promise, but his gaze was penetrating. I gulped and moaned, shuddering in his hold. “Mmm. Hearing you moan is about to make me come.” He kissed my cheek, then turned me away from him and went on his knees. “Mmm.” He pulled down my underwear, and he inhaled as he nuzzled me before kissing down to my ass. “So fucking sexy.” His hands were slow, possessively sliding down my legs, raising goosebumps on my skin. I stepped out of my lingerie and shivered. I was standing there naked, with my clothes pooled at my feet.

He let out a groan, then stood. His hand boldly stroked over the bulge in his pants that was so prominent. “Present them to me,” he said in a deep, commanding tone. Me naked in front of him wasn’t enough. Rocco demanded not only my choice, but my obedience.

I picked up my dress, bra, and thong, and held them out for him to take. Heat surged inside me, and my muscles clenched between my thighs. His hands and mouth on me had seduced me like nothing else, but his command burned me.

He kept eye contact as he put my clothes down. Then, he stalked back over and grabbed my waist, pulling me into a searing hot kiss, moving us back until the back of my legs touched the edge of the bed. He stopped and pulled off the covers. “Lay on your back and spread your legs,” he commanded. “Show me that sweet cunt.”

I stretched out on my back and parted my legs a little. The anticipation of him inside me had my heart racing and my clit throbbing. But I felt too shy to give him what he asked. I knew he could see me shaking, but he could also see how wet I was.

“Mmm, you know I want it. Show me. Move your legs wider,” he rasped. With his knees bent on the bed, he pushed my thighs wider, fully exposing me. His gaze was full of lust. He licked his lips, and I flushed.

“Mmm. This sweet pussy is so fucking wet. You gave me a taste, and all I could think about was how good it melted on my tongue. I jerked off every night, remembering how tight it was when I pushed my tongue inside.”

I let out a husky moan and clenched empty. I was so swollen, so aroused. Restless. My fingers moved to touch myself again, but Rocco moved fast on the bed, gripping my hand. He took it and placed it along with my other arm over my head. “You touch yourself only when I ask to watch, Adelina,” his tone was authoritative.

I melted in his demand over my body, which made me hotter, desperate. “Please.”

“Mmm. Your pleading makes me hard as fuck,” Rocco said and hummed. He kissed between my breasts, then ran his tongue down my stomach.

I tensed and covered my laugh.

“You like that,” he mused. Then went down between my legs….

“You’re so sexy. Lift up. Offer yourself to me. Watch how hungry you make me for you.”

His tongue lapped and flicked my hot clit. “Ohh,” I gasped when he slid it into me.

I slightly lifted my hips and met his gaze. It was dark as he stared, driving me insane, but then he swirled his tongue over my clit and plunged it inside me. “Oh, God. God,” I moaned, my inner walls clenching. I arched my neck, my hands gripping the sheets as he made me wetter, sucking my clit and stroking my slick arousal with his fingers. He moved with skill, teasing, licking, and rubbing. The sound of his wet licks made me lose control. My hips shamelessly moved against his mouth as he fucked me with his tongue. And I lost all self-restraint. My hands held his head, keeping his mouth on me.

“Ohh, Rocco,” I cried out.

He kept stroking me with his tongue, then slid two fingers in and curved them, stroking a spot that made me writhe. “Oh, it feels so good. Please. Don’t stop.” I spasmed and it made me hotter. My orgasm rocketed me, but Rocco pushed for more. He held me possessively, sucking on my clit. I twisted and shook as he held me down, licking me harder, dragging out my pleasure as I spasmed. My thigh muscles trembled. It was too much; it was fucking amazing.

My body climbed again, and my breathing came out in ragged pants. “I’m… I’m gonna come.”

Rocco moaned as he suctioned on my clit, and a jolt coursed through me. I shuddered hard as I came and ecstasy waved through me. “Oh, God. Yes.”

Rocco lifted off me, and I whimpered already wanting him to come back and continue pleasuring me. He removed his clothes, and stood boldly nude in front of me. He was so sexy and hard. I mean, wow.

“Ready for more,” he whispered and climbed on top of me, positioning his cock against my slit.

I pulsated as he rocked his cock against my pussy, coating it with my arousal. I gasped, squirming as he rubbed it back and forth, over and over. My hips moved as he rubbed his dick against my clit. To my surprise, I felt my body tighten.

“That’s right, Adelina, let go.” He pressed his cock in hard, sliding it against my clit. I wrapped my legs around him and rocked against his stiff dick, my hips moving faster.

“Oh, fuck,” I cried out as I came again.

I reached down and Rocco groaned as I took his erection in my hand. “Harder, squeeze it.”

My hands pulled and rubbed the essence over as I moved up and down his erection.

“You can suck me off later. I need to fuck you,” Rocco whispered as he groaned. He paused to put on a condom, then stretched out on top of me.

I took a deep breath as he moved his cock in. My breath went out in a hiss, and I gulped in more as he pushed in further and my channel narrowed. Even after coming, I tensed.

“Fuck, your pussy feels so good.”

My insides warmed at his praise. He rocked back and then pushed further in. The pain was sharp as he breached the barrier. I stifled a whimper. Rocco let out a loud gasp.

I felt so full with him inside me. I panicked. I clenched my jaw and lifted my hips, and that’s when I realized he wasn’t all in. Oh my goodness.

Rocco paused to kiss me deeply, his hand moving between our bodies to stroke my clit. I writhed. “Ohh Christ.”

“Mmm, yes. Adelina,” he murmured. His body tightened as he pulled out to the tip, then pushed back in. I sank into the bed and moaned; it felt good.

My body eased, and I arched as he started fucking me. I gripped his ass as he changed his drives from gentle to hard, and my mouth gaped open as I puffed in air, pleasure spiking with every pump.

“You’re killing me with this tight cunt. Fuck, I’m gonna come hard.” He was deeper inside me, and his hips ground against mine,

“Oh, my…oh Rocco.” My voice was a moan, a prayer of reverence. His cock thrust in, and he had me enraptured with the hard drives of his plunges inside me.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” he said between heavy breaths. I could feel my body climb with another orgasm coming. My nails dug into his back. Don’t stop.

We were covered in sweat. The sound of our breathing and slick bodies was all I could hear. I felt my body tighten and clench. I cried out; his thrust was sharper, hitting the spot inside me over and over. I yelled as I came, the incredible sensation flooding my body. He moved inside me faster and moaned, his cock flexed and throbbed. Rocco shuddered hard above me as he came. My body vibrated. I panted, moving my hands to wrap them around him. We stayed together, our hearts pounding for a while. Then, he rolled onto his back and panted.

“Wow, that was wow,” I rasped.

He let out a chuckle between breaths. “I share your sentiment.”

Every muscle in my body felt overused, and it took Rocco to move me on top of him. He held me, and for some reason, I choked up, tears falling from my eyes. Maybe it was because I had to guard myself and suppress my feelings all my life. Rocco ripped them all away. He held me, rubbing my back as he whispered soft, soothing words about how sweet and beautiful I was while gently pressing kisses on my forehead.

After I calmed, Rocco left the bed, and I lay there thinking, was I different?

Then he returned, lifted me up, and took me to the bathroom, placing me in a bath. I could feel discomfort, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I couldn’t believe how exhausted I felt. But he was so gentle with the sponge as he moved it over my skin. “You’re treating me like I’m fragile.”

He grinned, scooped a bubble, and placed it on the end of my nose. “You’re not fragile, but it’s special. Your first time.”

“It was special,” I whispered.

There was a new intimacy there. He touched me all over, even between my thighs. I thought I’d be mortified, but I could honestly say I was happy to have him take care of me.

Rocco dried me off, then held out a robe for me to put on. I didn’t leave the bathroom.

Instead, I sat and watched him get into the walk-in shower. The spray dripped over his firm, muscular frame as he washed his hands over his body. I flexed my hands. The desire to touch every part of him was such a strong, visceral pull.

When he emerged, his eyes flashed in surprise when he saw me still sitting there.

“I was curious,” I whispered and lifted my shoulder.

“It’s fine, Adelina. I’m curious about you, too.”

I stopped and searched the vanity for a couple of aspirin before returning to the bedroom. The bed was made, and Rocco was typing on his phone.

He looked up and said, “We’ll get birth control tomorrow.”

“We will?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice.

“Yes. The only baby I want right now is you,” he said in a light tone.

I turned to face away from him, unsure what he may read in my expression. Birth control? I can’t do that. Can I?

I needed the baby, but did I so soon? We weren’t married yet, but my family expected me to have a baby. But what did I want right now?

“Adelina are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes, uhm. I’m fine.” I put on a smile, and climbed on the bed. He spooned me from behind and stroked my neck with his fingertips and lips. “How do you feel?”

“Sleepy,” I whispered.

He kissed my neck and held me for a while, and it didn’t take long for me to fall asleep with his hands resting on my stomach.
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“Rocco….” I cried in a strained voice, my breath uneven. We were still naked in his bed and his hand was between my thighs, stroking my pussy.

“Mmm…you sore?” There was undisguised satisfaction in his voice. He nuzzled my breasts and slid two fingers inside me. I moaned, tensing around them.

“You want me sore?” I got out between shallow breaths.

“I want you happy,” he whispered.

I was with him. I could still feel his sensual attention all over my body. I was sore, achy, and desperate for him to do it all over again.

“Open your legs wider so I can watch my fingers tease your sweet cunt.” Rocco was a great lover, gentle when he needed to be, demanding when he didn’t. The possessive, dominating way he controlled turned me on the most. While it mortified me to do it, I wanted his praise as much as his desire.

I shyly bent my leg and opened my thighs, giving him an uninterrupted view, and we both watched as he pumped his fingers. My skin flushed as my hips pushed into his fingers and I moaned loudly. It felt so good. “Ohh, don’t stop,” I moaned, breathless.

“I won’t, Adelina. Every time I see your cunt, I want to eat it.” He teased my clit to make me wetter, but I was already soaking.

Rocco groaned, and went to his side table and pulled out a condom. I watched him roll it on his large and thick erection. Just staring made me wetter.

My breath hitched, and he gave me a lustful stare.

He stroked his cock. “You want it, Bella. All I want is to fuck you.” He lifted my thigh over his own. And he shoved his hard cock inside my pussy. I cried out as he rolled back, pulling out to the tip, then pulled my thigh as he shoved back in, again and again. My body vibrated as the rough drives of his cock moved in and out of me, the pleasure so intense.

“Ohh, God,” I called out between breaths.

“Mmm, fuck. I can’t get enough.”

He buried his head in my neck, and moaned, his arm moving around to hold me closer, grabbing my ass as he rocked his hips. I gripped the back of his damp head, squeezing my eyes shut as my body tensed in anticipation of the orgasm building inside it.

“Oh, my God,” I repeated over and over. My core tightened as he ground his cock inside me with harder thrusts. My moans were louder as my hips pumped with his.

“Fuck, yes, Adelina. That’s right. Fuck me,” Rocco yelled. I cried out as I reached my climax, my hips pumping as my sex rippled around him. He roared out, gripping me tighter, his hips still moving as he came, his cock throbbing inside me. We were slow to pull apart to rest on our backs. He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss.

I whimpered inwardly. Sex was new. My body was just adjusting to it after he took my virginity. Still, I knew if he reached for me again, I’d let him.

I did a full body stretch as waves of bliss flowed through me. “That was…amazing.”

Rocco chuckled. “It was, Adelina.”

Rocco was commanding and gentle in bed and the combination had me craving more. Such a euphoric sensation. Here, he was open with his needs and desires, but everywhere else he was a mystery I wanted to solve. I wanted to know what made him who he is today. Why he was set out to spoil me like he had already. I also had my own worries. What did he think of me?

I chewed on my lip.

His hand skimmed over my arm closest to him, and goosebumps rose on my skin. “What are you worried about?”

“How do you know I’m worried?” I murmured.

“Because last night was a big change. You shared your body with the man you’ll marry soon, a man you don’t know well yet.”

We were starting our relationship with a binding commitment, but I was at a disadvantage. He was my first kiss, my first touch, my first sexual experience. Would even being with me this way mean anything to him?

He tugged my arm, but I resisted.

“I’m fine. I just need to think it all through.” I tried to add a lift to my voice.

“Come here,” he said in a gentle, but demanding tone.

He pulled me on top of him, wrapping his arms around me. That’s when I realized I was trembling. “It’s only us here. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

There was something magical in this faraway place.

The closeness of our bodies and the warmth of his tone had me dropping my defenses.

I was hardly ever hugged as a child and had never felt so bereft of touch.

I cleared my throat. “I don’t…I don’t even give…or receive hugs often. I didn’t expect to…come.”

“It doesn’t happen all the time. I’m glad you were able to with me.”

“What…what was your first time like?” I whispered.

He sighed. “My first time, I was scared I wouldn’t last long enough…and whether I mattered.”

I turned my head and rested my chin on his chest. What he shared was close to what I was feeling, but I hadn’t expected it from Rocco. “Why would you think that? I’m sure you did.”

“I’m not. I always competed with myself to excel, to be the best. That’s what my girlfriend at the time wanted. She wanted what she thought was ‘Rocco Marini.’ I’m not sure if anyone I was with ever did.” His voice was barely audible.

There had been stories written about him since birth. The public scrutiny must’ve been immense. And I hadn’t made it better showing him that space meme. “I’ve behaved awful, too. I’m sorry, Rocco.” He looked puzzled, and I reminded him about that photo.

“What? No, Adelina. I can take jokes. It’s the person’s imaginary image of me that I don’t like. That was the pressure I had when I had sex. I’m better now.”

My hand traced over his nipple. “How did you get past it?”

“I did what felt right. That’s what I want for us, too.” He lifted my hand and kissed my palm.

I appreciated how open he was with me about his experience. However, there was still the other issue we hadn’t fully discussed—birth control. We’d already had sex again, and would need to talk about it. The pressure from my grandparents weighed heavy and a trickle of fear rose, diminishing the afterglow. “Can I ask you something personal?”

His hand rubbed my back. “Of course you can, and I’ll try to answer.”

I braced myself. “Why are you so opposed to children?”

He stiffened under me, and I moved off him and laid on my side, facing him. “Listen, Adelina, I’m not opposed to children; I’m opposed to rushing to have them.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

“My father was always angry growing up. I mean, he was a real asshole. When I got older, I understood why. He told me he’d met my mom in his arranged marriage a week before the wedding. They married, and she’d had me nine months later.” He rubbed the space between his brows. “Grandpa had told him a happy wife was a pregnant one. Dad was working rich, not wealthy. He had to follow his advice. At twenty-five, he had a wife and kid and wasn’t mature enough to handle it. He resented us all and only mellowed when he could send us off to boarding school. I hated it, hated him.”

I grimaced. “Oh, I see…But surely your mother must’ve had a say in it?” My voice rose a few octaves.

He tutted. “Come now, Adelina. You know better.”

My eyelids lowered. “Yeah, I do.” Too well.

“My mother had to be the good wife, let him rule the house. She missed out on us growing up because my father wanted only the two of them there. He at least let Siena, my sister, spend her high school years at home. Mom loved it.”

“Do you still feel the same way about your dad?” I asked. They seemed to get along at the party.

“Growing up, made me understand him, and I forgave him. He’s now more like a cool uncle than a father in my life. Not sure if he wanted children at all, or at least not so fast.” He was casual in his tone, but I could feel the pain in his words. I could relate to feeling unwanted. Many times growing up I thought Mama’s life would have been better without me. I’d fantasize about her getting away and starting over.

I moved close and laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Rocco.”

He sighed and hugged me to him. “I’m fine. But that’s why I believe marriage doesn’t mean we need to have kids right away. You’re only twenty-two, and I’m sure you want to enjoy some of your life first. You were just talking about finding a career.”

It was clear Rocco wanted to wait. What if I didn’t have a child right away? What would my grandparents do? I didn’t want them to treat me like they did Mama. She was so sure that, without a child, I left myself vulnerable to their whims. But Rocco was also right; I didn’t have a childhood. I had to grow up fast, working and surviving. I barely even knew myself right now. My child wouldn’t benefit from my naiveté. I need time, even a year, I hope. “Maybe…yeah, perhaps you’re right.” I glimpsed at him, and he let out a deep sigh.

“Then it’s settled. We’ll get birth control. I’ll get one of my aunts to have her nurse meet us at her clinic.” He reached for his cell phone.

I grabbed his arm. “No way are you calling a relative to tell them we’re fucking before our official marriage.”

His eyes widened. “Yeah, your family will lose it. I’ll call Isla.”

Rocco was on the phone with Isla at the crack of dawn, organizing a clinic visit, and I hoped this job made her happy. At the same time, I wanted to talk to someone. Mama? No way. Even if I considered it, she was on a timeout from calls. Cassidy? I hoped. I rolled over, and he took my waist. “Where are you going?”

“Shower,” I said.

“Wait a sec, I’ll join you,” he said with the phone still against his ear.

“We have sex, and now we’re joined at the hip?” I half-joked.

But his face had softened and my heart pounded. “No, Bella. I simply want to be with you.”

My chest fluttered, and I sat there with him until he ended the call. Then we both went back inside his primary bathroom and into the walk-in shower.

The lights were on. He could see a few old scars that had mostly faded; he’d seen more than anyone else had. I tensed under the spray, but he moved behind me. He took the sponge from my hand, lathered it up with a lavender mousse, and washed it over my skin. He kissed one on the back of my thigh, and I shook. His hands gripped my hips and made me turn to face him. I stared down at this incredibly gorgeous man on his knees before me. “You’re so beautiful, Adelina.”

“Not everywhere,” I croaked.

He traced a scar. “Sports?”

“Fights,” I mumbled.

“You? No way,” he chuckled.

“Yep, me. I tried to….” Make myself hard. Ugly. To keep Judge Colby from hitting Mama. To keep him away from me.

“Adelina?” Rocco said, and I could see he was concerned.

I plastered on a smile. “I had a smart-mouth…and I’m pretty scrappy. My birth father, if you’d call him that, was violent. I had to protect my Mama.”

I hadn’t wanted to share, but he’d been so open with me. My body tensed, unsure of how he’d respond.

He stood and hugged me, rubbing my back. “I’m sorry you both went through that. You won’t ever need to fight again. I’ll protect you.”

I squeezed his waist he was so certain. We held each other and the embrace changed to a lustful one. I could feel his erection pressing against my stomach. My nipples grew tighter against his broad chest, and I peered up at him. “Do you want me to….?”

“Not yet. Let me show you how I like it.”

Rocco stood there, with his godlike body, muscular, confident, and strong as he fisted his cock, and I couldn’t look away. He stroked his shaft in front of me and moaned. My body warmed watching him. His head fell back as he jerked himself, his moans and breaths harsh. It was brutal, intense.

I wanted to touch him, please him. His hands stroked faster. I was sure he was getting close. I bent down and closed my mouth on his dick, and he let out a deep moan.

“Fuck, yes. Adelina,” he drawled out. He clutched my head, pushing his cock further inside my mouth. His skin was hot, the head soft and spongy. I gagged and swallowed. He tasted warm and salty.

Rocco kept me there, sliding his cock against my tongue as he fucked my mouth. His cock flexed and rippled as his come filled my mouth, and I swallowed it down. I trembled hard when we let go. My eyes were watery, and I lifted my brows. I wanted to know if he was happy.

He grinned broadly at me as his chest rose and fell. “I thought you’d be too shy.”

I blinked up at him. “I was curious.”

He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my forehead. “Go ahead and experiment with me whenever you want.”

My heart fluttered.

We finished cleaning up. After, I rushed back to the other bedroom to finish dressing. I wanted to call Mama, but remembered I couldn’t. Her feelings towards Rocco wouldn’t have improved after he told on her. He didn’t know what was going on. If he did, I’d like to believe he’d have done things differently, but I doubted it. It was about disrespect for him. She’d only tell me she disliked Rocco but keep trying to get me to become pregnant to keep him.

I tried Cassidy.

Ring. Ring. Ring. Her voicemail came on.

“Leave a message,, and I’ll call you back later.”

My heart dropped, and I tensed all over.

“Cass, sorry I missed you. I’ll try you later. Kay, Bye.”

I slumped my shoulders. What can I do?

Then I thought of Nadia. She was basically a stranger, but our lives were similar. She shared her private experience. Then again, she’s Rocco’s friend. Still, I needed advice. She had told me she was due back in France. I shook as I dialed her number; my pulse jumping in my throat.

“Adelina,” Nadia sang out when she answered. Her voice was warm, friendly. It eased the tension and nerves I had and I relaxed my shoulders.

I smiled. “Hello, Nadia.”

“It’s lovely to hear from you. How are you doing?”

“I’m…I’m great, thanks,” I said and chewed on my bottom lip.

“I’ll be sending your dress soon for a fitting. I can’t wait to see you wearing it.”

“Thank you. I’m very excited to see it,” I said, and we went silent for a few seconds. My pulse sped up.

“How’s Italy?” she asked.

“Great, uhm, we went to Siena di la Palio and Pisa so far.”

“Wow, I haven’t been there yet,” she said, and we went quiet again.

“Adelina, I’m happy you called me. But I suspect you had a reason more than an update on your wedding dress,” she said in a softer tone.

I sat down on a chair and pulled my hair over my shoulder. “No…uhm. Rocco and I, uh, we had….”

“Had sex for the first time?” she asked in a gentle tone.

“Yes, we did.” I touched my hot face.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“I feel…I don’t know, scared?” I hunched my shoulders.

“That’s natural. Sex is a very emotional experience. My first time with Paul, I was also scared.”

“You were?” I croaked.

“Yes, I was. I had to get past the fact that he was famous. I felt insecure because he’d dated women that were much more sophisticated than me.”

I exhaled long. “That’s how I feel, too. How did you get over it?”

“Realizing Paul chose to be with me. Everything that he did was to bring me into his life.”

“Rocco, too. He’s been great.”

He had done the same. He’d gone out of his way to include me in his life. He encouraged me to explore my own interests. He also didn’t pressure me to have sex. He waited until I was ready.

“Sex can be emotional and bring up a lot of feelings. My advice to you is to stay close to him. If he’s busy, tell him you need him to stay with you.”

My pulse sped up. “Can I really do that?”

“You can. I promise you,” she said. “He’ll want to keep you close, anyway. Trust your feelings and let him know them. All right?”

Her advice was what I needed to hear. I didn’t want to be alone. Rocco was already keeping me close. He even had me shower with him.

I heard a creak behind me and turned my head. Rocco stood quietly in the doorway waiting.

“I have to go, thank you,” I told her.

“I feel honored that you trusted me, Adelina. And I hope you always will. Anytime, day or night. I’m here for you.” Her kindness touched me deeply. I could only hope that she meant it and that…well, that I had a new friend.

“Thank you,” I said hoarsely. We ended our call, and I took a deep breath.

Rocco came over and took my hand. “Come back to bed.” He didn’t ask who I’d called, only that he wanted me with him. I stood, and he tucked me into his side.
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We sat down for brunch while we waited. I took a cornetto and espresso, and Rocco had waffles, eggs, and sausages. “You barely eat.”

“I eat when I’m hungry,” I told him, adding fruit to my plate.

He studied me quietly for a few minutes. “You run a few miles a day, but you only eat a full meal at dinner.”

My lips parted. Does anything ever get past him? “Ask the doctor when she gets here,” I joked.

“I just might,” he told me while squeezing my hand. I loved how touchy-feely Rocco was. Every time he did, it charmed me, and made me feel special.

But truth be told, I wasn’t eating because I was nervous about the doctor’s appointment. Isla had arranged for a house call instead of a public trip to the clinic. Rocco wasn’t exactly low profile, especially in Italy. He had international campaigns for Versace, Bulgari, and soon Ferrari. Isla walked in with a wave to both of us and handed over a portfolio of new contracts for him to sign. I could easily see why. He was the quintessential attractive, stylish man. But I knew him differently. He was becoming a new friend. And lover.

Rocco was so passionate and attentive. Even sitting with him now, I wanted him on me, deep inside me again. I coughed to cover my thoughts and breathed faster. Rocco reached over and rubbed my thigh.

We continued our breakfast while Rocco quietly murmured to Isla, who took notes. “Oh, Lorenzo called about Midsummer Nights,” she told him.

“It’s a masquerade ball,” Isla said cheerily.

Rocco’s brows pulled together, and he shook his head.

Isla quickly tucked the invite away.

“Is it? I love Shakespeare,” I said excitedly.

He huffed. “Shakespeare is what it’s supposed to be, but in the hands of my cousin, it’s Caligula’s den. He’s hosting this year, so that makes it a pass.”

I pretended to whine. “But it sounds exciting.”

He let out a shaky laugh. “You have no idea. But, hmm, maybe I shouldn’t stifle your new sexual exploration.”

My cheeks heated, and I glanced at Isla’s impassive expression. She’s probably heard worse, but still, I’m not used to it.

Rocco touched my arm and eyed me shrewdly. “You’re embarrassed?”

The doorbell rang, and my pulse jumped. Rocco handed the papers back to Isla, but I waved at him to stay seated. “Please, stay here. I’ll be fine.”

“Isla could translate for you if you got stuck?” Rocco suggested.

Isla gave me a nod.

I shook my head. “I can speak enough Italian to talk about it.”

The housekeeper, Rose, came in with a small older woman with a medical bag. I went stiff waiting for Rocco to insist on sitting in on my appointment, but he only greeted the doctor and returned to his meeting.

I exhaled the breath I was holding and followed the doctor with the housekeeper to a guest room on the ground floor.

“I’m Doctor Vitale. I speak English, so you can speak freely.”

“Great, thank you.” I shook her hand. We went inside the room, and she sat behind the desk, and I pulled up a chair.

She took out a notepad and pen. “Date of your last period?”

“May seventeenth,” I said.

Her brows rose. “You know the exact date.”

“Yes, I do,” I nodded.

If my grandmother hadn’t been so adamantly obsessed with my uterus, I wouldn’t have remembered. Still, I double checked using the calendar on my phone. My last period was a week before graduation. Three weeks ago? I rechecked the calendar. An appointment caught my eye.

Yarwood Springs FaceTime with Jacob 1 p.m.

Dr. Vitale checked my pulse. “You can send me the information from your last medical checkup. Just sign this release.”

I filled out a form and handed it back to her.

“I understand from your fiancé, that you are exclusive?” Her voice raised an octave.

I smoothed my damp hands down the front of my dress. “Yes. I was sexually active for the first time yesterday. We used condoms.”

Her brows rose. “Okay, I’ll check your vitals and do an exam.”

Dr. Vitale went at a slow pace and checked in with me to see how I was feeling as she checked over my pulse and heart. It put me at ease as she did the rest of the physical exam. Even though I’d been checked at the college clinic not that long ago, I was a bit nervous that she’d find something. However, she smiled and said, “You’re healthy.” Then she gave me time and privacy to put my clothes back on.

When I returned from the bathroom, I sat down on the edge of the bed, and Dr. Vitale took a seat at the desk in the room. “Now, let’s discuss birth control. I can give you pills, a shot, or the implant.”

“How long does the shot last?” I asked.

Dr. Vitale took out three boxes and some pamphlets and placed them on the desk. “Three months, and you’ll have to come back for another one. The pill would depend on you remembering to take them. I would suggest the implant if you want long-term birth control.”

The implant was too permanent. The shot gave me time, but I didn’t have much of it, and if anything happened, I’d be in trouble. “I’ll take the pill.”

She handed me the box. “All right. You take one a day for twenty-one days, then a week break for your period. I’ll leave a prescription for more. They don’t protect from diseases, so get regular checkups.”

“Thank you very much,” I said and shook her hand again. I left for the bathroom and filled a cup of water to take the first pill, then returned to her in the bedroom.

She smiled. “Communication is the most important part of a marriage. Plan ahead with your partner, understand?”

“Yes, I do.” I shook her hand. “Thank you.”

Rocco was near the door when I got out. The corner of his mouth had turned down when she said the pill. However, he shook her hand, then walked her out to the car.

When he returned, I braced myself for a fight, but he gazed at me tenderly. “I’ll put the pill in my calendar to help you remember.”

I had expected Rocco to control me like my grandparents and Mama had, but he didn’t. Instead, he treated me with respect. That somehow empowered me. And I also felt validated that I could actually be a full adult without supervision from my grandparents. That was definitely something I didn’t expect in my arranged marriage.

A soft smile spread across his lips. “You’re not staying inside today. We’re going to the Uffizi Gallery and Accademia.”

My lips parted in awe as excitement swirled in my stomach. “Uffizi Gallery?”

He clasped my waist. “Yes.”

I hugged him, and he laughed. “Wow. Okay…uhm, I left something upstairs.”

I left to collect my laptop and sent a quick message to Cindy, confirming I’d be there for the call with Jacob.

After a short search, I found a leather case to carry it in and headed back downstairs. Rocco gave the bag to his driver, Rick, and we walked out with him to the Bentley out front. Once we were settled inside, we moved off the estate, heading to the center of town. Like before, there were lots of tourists crowding the famous museum. A thrill went through me. I was getting the chance to stand before the art masterpieces I’d seen only in books.

We left the car, and Rocco placed his arm around my waist. “Art is something to see over a lifetime.”

“A lifetime? We only have like a few hours,” I mused.

“Yes, that’s the point. Time holds meaning; it’s not stagnant. Seeing Botticelli as a child means something completely different as an adult.”

He greeted someone at the front, and we were shown right in. I felt a twinge of guilt for skipping the long line, but I was excited to go see the famous artwork. We decided to head straight to Botticelli’s work. Once we reached it, I had to agree with Rocco about time.

We gazed over the incredible Primavera, Spring; Botticelli’s depiction of nine mythical figures on a flowery field with orange and laurel trees.

“To me now, it’s….” I hesitated. It’s falling in love.

Rocco pointed at the god Zephyrus. “The mighty wind of Zephyrus is change, stripping away the innocence of the maiden nymph Chloris. She’s ripe, full, and sensual. And together, they are no match for love’s arrow.” He moved to the Cupid above. “That pierces their passion and gives birth to love. Venus is knowledge and abundance. The muse’s dance is the sex, and Mercury blesses with good fortune and fertility. That’s how I see the painting now.”

My skin heated. “That’s a very different take from what I heard in college, but I love your interpretation. It’s very…sensual.”

“Yes, it is. I thought the same when we kissed on the street in Siena. You’ve inspired me.”

My heart skipped a beat.

Rocco’s gaze shifted over my face, his expression impish. He kissed my lips, then my neck, right where he had sucked on it earlier when he was deep inside me. I shivered, and my breath hitched. His nose brushed behind my ear. “I want to fuck you here.” His tone was deep, seductive.

I shuddered, my heart beating faster. “Rocco.” I tried to admonish him, but my voice was breathless. There were people all around us, some even staring.

I pushed his chest, and touched my warm face. He cocked an eyebrow, challenging me.

“Oh, my God. You’re serious? No…no way. Let’s get the book from the gift shop and move on.” I shook my head, touching my smile.

Rocco chuckled. “As you wish, soon-to-be Mrs. Marini.”

We didn’t leave, but went on to Botticelli’s life-size painting of The Birth of Venus.

Rocco gazed admiringly. “Everything about a woman’s body is so beautiful. This is a celebration of form. It’s one of my favorites.”

“Mine, too,” I said and beamed at it. “It was one of my dreams to see this in person. It’s one of the paintings that inspired me to draw. I used to draw on everything, anything.”

“Your paintings are vibrant, exciting, and you’re great with form,” he said. “I could see us all in your creation. You captured our passion for the music.”

I beamed at his praise. “I. Wow. Thank you. I have a long way to go, though.”

He squeezed my hand and brushed a kiss on my cheek. “Some things are worth putting time into.”

“Do you think I should do that?” I asked, tentatively.

“Yes, I do. I’ve grown up to appreciate talent and true beauty, Adelina. And I’m not one to joke about talent. I don’t give false praise. Have never seen the point.” He looked so serious, and it made me realize that there were so many facets to this man.

“Thank you for saying that. My family doesn’t really recognize my desire to create art. They’ve squashed that hope, if I’m honest.”

“Then I hope I can keep your dream alive.”

“I’d like that. Thank you. It’s nice to feel empowered, if that makes sense.”

“Complete sense.” He linked his hand with mine and pulled me forward.

We went to see the masterpieces Leonardo Di Vinci’s Annunciation, the shield head of Medusa by Caravaggio, and the power beheading of Holofernes by Judith.

“Power is sexless,” I said. “Women can be as strong—”

“And evil,” he said grimacing. “It’s a powerful work, but unsettling.”

I nodded in agreement.

He wrinkled his nose. “Let’s go back to the Renaissance work.”

I laughed.

“You could show in a gallery one day,” he said.

I stopped walking. “I doubt it.”

“Don’t. Every accomplishment starts with a dream. I was fortunate to have connections,” he acknowledged. “But still the willingness to try. I volunteered to do every position.”

“Did you? I never heard about that,” I said.

He gazed at me. “Even though it feels like it, everything is not captured. It felt good to be anonymous, in a way.”

I stared at him, as I hadn’t expected him to feel that way. He was always out there with so much attention on him. “I’m surprised. I thought you liked the spotlight.”

“I use it to promote my work, but there are times I just want to walk in a gallery,” he said, and I hugged his side. “I like how easy it is with us here.”

It had been like we’re in our own, special cocoon. I also loved the time away.

“I most of all like that I can talk to you,” he said, his eyes shifting over my face.

My pulse sped up. “I love to listen.”

He kissed me on the lips, then checked his watch. “I must cut this short so we have time at the Academia Gallery.”

I checked my phone. The call was in two hours. “Okay.”

Rocco stopped to speak with a few people on our way to the car. By the time we were seated and moving, the traffic was busy. We only made it a block before stopping, waiting to navigate the narrow streets.

My heart accelerated. “Maybe we can go another time?”

“It’s not that far; we’ll be there very soon.

Ten minutes later, we parked a couple of blocks away and had to wade through a huge crowd. Rocco ran into more people he knew, so he introduced me and started a conversation. I put on a smile next to him, but I couldn’t resist checking the time on my phone. Only an hour and fifteen minutes left. The laptop was in the car, and I had no idea where we had parked.

I touched his arm. “Maybe another time?”

He said goodbye to his friend and placed his hand on my back. “Why? We’re almost there, Adelina. Trust me, you don’t want to miss this.”

I went stiff. “I-I can’t right now. I have an important call and barely an hour to make it. Please. Let’s go.” My voice caught.

He lifted my chin to him. “What’s wrong?”

“I have a call scheduled with my brother, Jacob. He’s at Yarwood Springs Care Center. They have him on a set schedule. I-I can’t miss it,” I said nasally and sniffled.

He pulled me into a hug, then made a call, speaking rapidly in Italian. “We’ll make it. I promise.”

The car came within minutes, and we were back on the road. “We’ll go to my grandpa’s home. You can make your call there.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled, my fingers fidgeting on my lap.

He took out his phone and made a call.

However, my eyes were focused out the window, and for once, I wanted the traffic to move faster. After turning a sharp corner, the road opened up to the countryside, and I eased some. We finally turned down a road to a mansion surrounded by fruit trees, and Mr. Marini stood in the front doorway. I rushed forward and into a bear hug.

He patted my back. “Mia dolce, Adelina. There you are.”

“I was wondering when I’d see you,” I said and we clasped hands.

“I’m not one to get in the way of a new couple,” he said in a teasing tone.

I rolled my eyes, and he let out a dry chuckle, hugging me again. “They’ll get stuck like that.”

I laughed.

“We’ll catch up later. Follow me,” he said.

Rocco stared at me, his eyes wide. Perhaps he was caught off guard by our casualness. But it had been that way from the start with his grandfather. He hadn’t looked down on me when I was poor and abused. And he’d given me his friendship when I needed it the most.

We followed him down the hallway. At the end was a guest room with a beautiful bed and oak desk. He had a laptop on it with the internet, and I realized I’d forgotten to ask for mine.

I turned and hugged Mr. Marini again, and he patted my back. It was so good to see him again, and I couldn’t wait to catch up. “There you go, my dear Adelina. You call your brother.”

My eyes stung. “Thank you. Thank you both.”

Rocco kissed me and followed his grandfather out of the room.

My heart expanded. All I had to do was ask. I didn’t know why I was afraid to do so. Only because I never put my own feelings and needs ahead of everyone else. It started long before Rocco. When I had to put Mama back together as a child when she was hurt. Her feelings and safety were always put ahead of my own. Rocco was showing me a different world. One I hoped I’d get to stay in. But it was my time with Jacob now.

I put my worries aside and typed in the address.
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Ten minutes later, the screen connected to Yarwood Springs, and Jacob appeared beside Cindy, who waved at me. “Hello, Adelina. Jacob is so excited to see you today.”

“Lina…Hey,” he said, and raised his frozen hand and moved his finger.

“Hello, hello big brother,” I said, my tone cheery and using sign language as I spoke. “What are you up to?”

Jacob grinned, and Cindy wiped the corner of his mouth. I stared at him, and my heart swelled. He had on a T-shirt with some paint drops on it. “You painting today?”

He signed, “Yes. I made another masterpiece.”

Cindy left the screen and came back with Jacob’s new painting. It had modern stripes, and it was vibrant like a flower.

Jacob signed my name and the flowers were me. “For graduation.”

“Thank you, Jacob,” I signed back. “I’ll frame it and send you a picture of it as soon as I can.”

Jacob lifted his finger and nodded.

“We’re planning a trip to the museum in Poughkeepsie,” Cindy said. “I sent you the form.”

Cindy and I had a deal for her to give me information about the opportunities that exceeded his account bill for the month.

“I’ll send it now,” I said, typing into my phone to transfer the money to his account at the center. To my surprise, I had five thousand dollars in my account. Grandfather? No. Rocco? He hadn’t mentioned it. I blinked at the screen, my heart expanding. This money could help for a while. I sent three thousand dollars to Jacob’s account. “Anything you need, just let me know. Are you feeling better?” I signed the question.

Jacob gestured. “So-so.”

Cindy nodded. “Jacob has been doing well. His last checkup indicated that his chest infection has finally gone. He hasn’t had any seizures. His new medication makes him tired, but he’s still receiving physical therapy and doing daily exercises to help him stay strong.”

Cindy made a muscle, and Jacob lifted his arm.

I clasped my hands and laughed. “Big muscles, Jacob.”

Cindy brought over more of his paintings; Jacob had completed three new ones. They were vibrant hearts that looked like a tunnel. He’s extraordinary. I was often wowed by his talent, and he just kept on improving. Astonishingly given how most of the outside world believed he was incapable of anything beautiful because his body wasn’t considered “perfect.” And he’s my amazing brother. I was just so proud.

“Love’s infinity,” I signed. “That’s what I see.”

Jacob signed, “You get it, sister.” He nodded at the screen.

My heart swelled. I signed back and said, “I’m visiting a friend, and I don’t have them, but I’m working on a new picture. I’ll send photos to Cindy to give you. I need your critique.”

He grinned. “Yeah. I’ll show you how to do better.” He chuckled, and I joined in, nodding my head. “You’re the expert.” Jacob was. His paintings inspired me to work harder at my art.

I wanted to tell Jacob about the marriage, but with Cindy there, nothing ever felt private or personal. Still, I didn’t want to keep Jacob in the dark about it.

“I’m getting married,” I signed.

He lowered his brows. “You? Married?”

I nodded.

“You date?” he signed and shook his head no.

“Yeah, we date now,” I signed back. “His name is Rocco.”

“Rocks?” he teased.

I chuckled. “Yeah. He’s nice. You will…you’ll meet him soon.”

He grinned. “You date and marry so fast. I have a girlfriend, but I’m staying a bachelor.”

I grinned and groaned. “You didn’t tell me.”

“I didn’t want you to be jealous,” he signed back and laughed.

I chuckled. “I am.”

“We have to go if he’s going to get his lunch on time,” Cindy said. “Sorry.”

“I love you, Jacob. Adelina loves you.” I pointed to myself and made a heart with my trembling hands.

Jacob lifted his hand. “Lov-ve you, Lina.”

I beamed at him. “I love you, too, Jacob.” I blew kisses and wiped the corners of my eyes before Cindy waved with him. “Goodbye, see you again soon. Please…hug him for me.”

“I’m not ‘allowed,’ but….” Cindy hugged Jacob.

My heart contracted, and the screen went black. I buried my face in my hands. More than anything, I wanted something more than a call. I hadn’t seen him in person since college winter break. I’d wanted to go on my own, but my grandparents had insisted on going too, which I’d hated. My grandfather had complained the whole drive, and had been ready to go after only half an hour. While my grandmother had fussed over his room being untidy. She’d had the staff on edge, cleaning his room instead of talking to him.

I sat in the room for a while, alone. Knock. Someone rapped on the door.

“It’s Rocco. May I come inside?” he called.

I dabbed my eyes and sat taller on the chair. “Yes, come in.”

Rocco opened the door and my heartbeat sped up. Not only had he generously shared his own experiences over the last few weeks, but he’d been so kind and supportive. A foreign concept for me. He hadn’t hesitated to help me when I asked for things, and in many ways, he was becoming a good friend. That’s a good way to start a marriage, right?

His brows went up as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “I am.”

“How was your call?” he asked.

“Good.” I averted my eyes. “I guess it must be weird for you to have someone miss seeing David in Florence for a short call with their brother, but Jacob’s…he’s my big brother and one of my best friends.”

“I understand that. I wish you would have told me earlier,” he said, and I looked at him. “He’s twenty-three years old?”

“Yes, he is,” I answered. “He’s an artist like me or I’m like him. We both paint and share with each other our artwork.”

“That’s cool,” he said. “Salvatore and Siena are ten years younger than me, and it might as well be fifty. They speak like they are on another planet.”

I laughed. “They seemed very fond of you.”

“We love each other,” he said. “I know Jacob lives at Yarwood Springs. Do you call him often?” He leaned forward, giving me all his attention.

“Every two weeks, and Cindy, his medical care worker, gives me extra time on special occasions. She has a full list of clients, so we can’t do it every day, but I love our FaceTime calls.”

“Can you tell me more about what happened to him?”

I took a deep breath. Soon he would be family and it wasn’t exactly a secret, at least in my family. I was often reminded that I had a father who’d ruined our family. He might as well know. “Mama said when she was pregnant with Jacob, she gained weight. Judge Colby didn’t like it, so he put her on a diet.”

He puzzled. “Judge Colby? Your father?”

I grimaced. “Yeah, that’s what I usually call him. He’s never been a father to me.” I held my elbows. “But yeah, that’s what I call him…Mama started feeling ill, but he was on drugs and broke, so he refused to take her to the doctor because he didn’t want to pay the hospital bills. He told her women had babies naturally since the dawn of time.”

“Fuck me,” he gritted, then took a deep breath. He took my hand and lightly tugged. “Come sit next to me.”

I went and sat next to him on the bed.

“Please go on,” he murmured.

I lowered my eyelids. “Anyway, Jacob was born prematurely with many health complications. He’s older than me, but smaller. His spine is twisted. He’s mostly nonverbal, but he can say more words now, and he’s improving on that. One of his hands is frozen, except for a finger. He has movement in his other and has learned sign language. He’s immune compromised and has severe seizures, but even with all that, he’s smart. Funny, and very social. He has a better life and is doing so much more now. He’s active, goes places…has friends. A girlfriend, whom he told me about today.” I touched my smile. “He’s a very talented painter.” My voice was thick, and my chest grew tight. I touched it.

“Is that why you followed that family around at Pisa?” he whispered.

I hunched my shoulders. “Yeah. I-I wanted to be like them. To give him hugs and kisses. I haven’t been able to see him in person as much as I’ve wanted over the years.” My voice cracked, and my chin trembled. “It’s been six months since I got to go to visit him at his center. I had college, but even on some summer breaks, I wasn’t allowed to go.”

He scoffed. “Why the hell not?”

“My grandparents decide when it’s right,” I murmured. “He can get sick, so I always made sure I was healthy to go. But they’d always have some reason it wasn’t possible.”

Just saying it out loud seemed awful.

“Fuck that. I’ll make sure that stops now,” he said with determination. A man as powerful as he was, he’d undoubtedly confront my grandparents. He didn’t understand, and I couldn’t explain the nature of our relationship without revealing more things.

I went rigid. “I’ve told you…maybe the hardest thing I’ve ever had to share. That Jacob’s life was harmed by my father’s selfishness. His care is extensive and expensive. We all do our best, and he’s finally happy. He’s everything to me. I don’t want anything to interrupt his life. Ever.” That was my hardline. I’d do anything for Jacob.

“Spending time with him is not interrupting his life,” he said. “It’s being a family, Adelina.”

What he said seemed so simple. It was being a family. The fourteen years in hell with my father and abused mother felt more like survival. The past eight years in boarding school and college made me feel mostly alone. I loved my family, but I didn’t feel like we were a family. Still, they meant everything to me.

“My family is all I have,” I said hoarsely.

He picked up my hand and squeezed it. “You’ll be my wife; we will be family. You have me. When we return, I want to meet him.”

My heart swelled. I couldn’t speak.

He wrapped me in his arms, and I closed my eyes, and for a while everything felt right. And I didn’t feel quite so alone.
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“You can’t leave without having dinner,” Grandpa Marini said. He directed us into the kitchen and handed Rocco an apron. “You can cook. We’re taking a tour.”

Rocco didn’t object; instead, he took off his blazer and went to work.

My heart skipped a beat as I stared at him. “We keep changing his plans,” I half-joked.

Grandpa Marini laughed-coughed. “Don’t worry about Rocco. He knows my cook doesn’t need him. He’s just giving me some time with my soon-to-be granddaughter.” He squeezed my arm, and I felt how his hand trembled.

“So you planned our marriage for a long time?”

He stared at me for a minute, then said, “I did.”

I lowered my head and my heart sank. In a way, Mama had been right about our friendship. She believed he groomed me, and he all but confirmed it. He’d had a motive all the time. “When? Why?”

His eyes shone. “I know that makes you think badly of me.” He lowered his head, and I sensed his shame. “It was after I met you that night by the reservoir. You were so small and battered, but not defeated. I felt your good heart, and it touched me,” he coughed. “I hadn’t expected a friend, but you became one. A good one that I’ve grown to love very much.” He coughed harder, and I patted his back to try to help him. His housekeeper rushed over and gave him water. He gulped, and I waited for him to settle.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes, I am, and yes. I just have a cold,” he said, handing the cup to his housekeeper. “Thank you, Helena.”

My heart ached. Was he really okay? Worry rose and at the heart of it was love. I loved Mr. Marini. Whatever made him stay in my life I was grateful for it. He’d given me what I desperately needed—a friend. He’d never belittled or tried to control me. He gave me fatherly support and an ear to share my thoughts and feelings. He encouraged and celebrated my successes at college. I could have married someone else, but he gave me Rocco, who treated me so well.

“You do deserve more of an explanation, I owe you that,” he said taking my arm.

I nodded. “Yes, you do.”

He smiled. “So, to answer your question. Yes. I did plan for this wedding. Making it happen took a lot of things I’m not proud of now. The Belfiores I’ve known over the years were masters of deception, but here we are, joining families. It’s good we’ve all grown and changed.”

I pressed my lips together. A part of me hoped he’d share more, but the other felt embarrassed. My grandparents had been cruel to leave us with Judge Colby, however, they had changed. We weren’t banished or being harmed by my father. But what we’d traded had cost us. Mama was in a loveless marriage, and under my grandparents and Glenn’s control. I couldn’t help but think about Mama and her feelings about our friendship, but she hadn’t been there. Mr. Marini had been good to me over all these years when I had so little. But it wasn’t just the material things; I had more conversations with him than with my own grandparents. They rarely asked what I was interested in, and instead always told me what I must do.

He sighed heavily. “I’ve put you on a hard path, but you must hold on and have faith. You’ve been in our honeymoon home, and now you’re at the house I moved into after my wife’s death.”

I stopped and gave him a side hug. “I’m sorry.” The affection I’d for him had come so naturally, but at the same time, I was shocked.

Grandpa Marini’s smile broadened. “It’s kind to show you care, Adelina. I prayed trust would come from the little girl I begged to sit across from me on a bench.”

My face warmed. “It’s Rocco. He’s always giving me cuddles.”

“Good,” he said. “He’s a good man. You’re much more relaxed now. Arranged marriages are hard, but if you’re strong in commitment, yours can last for many years. Mine lasted over forty years.”

I touched my smile. Could Rocco and I last as long? I didn’t know. “What’s the secret?”

“Not holding back. Even when you’re afraid,” he said. “My wife married me knowing I was in love with another woman.”

I grimaced. “That must have been hard for her.”

He nodded. “Indeed it was. But my Aurora had strong faith. She was kind and patient. She listened, and was open with her needs. We became friends, and I found that what I thought I had before her was infatuation. She taught me there was more to life than getting even. I took her heart with care, and I gave her back love. I still feel that love and you can, too, one day.”

I placed my arm around his shoulders and squeezed. He always talked to me like an adult that can critically think about life’s circumstances. His insight was what I needed to hear. I don’t have to rush. I had a lifetime ahead in this arranged marriage, and if I was willing and open with my feelings, I could have that love one day. I could imagine that with Rocco, and given he was keen to explore what we could be, I really was in the best arranged marriage possible.

“No one hugs like you, Adelina.” He hugged me tight and long. It was warm and soothing and full of our open hearts. I treasured it.

Grandpa Marini gave me tour of his home. This villa, perched on the hills of Florence, was smaller than the honeymoon home but just as grand. It had rows of fruit trees and flowers, with gardeners working to prune and pick in baskets. “Most will go to care homes, some to family restaurants and shops.”

We went down the stone steps to a row of flower bushes.

He picked a pink rose for me. “A flower for a Bella.”

I took a whiff of the bloom. “You sound like Rocco.”

“He sounds like me. Where did you think he learned all the tricks?” We laughed together, and I squeezed his arm.

“You know, I’ve held on to those words you told me all those years ago,” I said.

“Which ones, mi suca?”

“The ones about resilience. You said, resilience will be my—”

“Superpower. And I was right, yes?”

“I’d like to think so.”

He smiled. “You are strong and resilient, Adelina. They are two of the reasons I wanted you to join our family. They suit you well and will complement Rocco, too.”

He held out his hand, and we walked on. I hoped he was right. I did want this marriage to work. And I will work hard to ensure it does.

Back inside, we toured the main house. It had tray ceilings, and some had Fresco paintings. There was a regal stone staircase and a fireplace that had to date back centuries. He’d adopted more of the Renaissance style of oil paintings and sculptures, with a touch of modern custom furnishings that harmonized with the antiques and lighting. The dining room was spacious, seating twelve. One of his other housekeepers was putting out place settings, and she stopped to greet Grandpa Marini warmly and shook my hand. It was the one thing I loved most about Italy—everyone went out of their way to be so welcoming.

We finally reached the library, or study, with Chesterfield sofas, a comfy chair, and an antique Art Deco glass lamp. There were books in built-in cases, but as I walked through, there was a shelf of modern stories. I picked up Lady Chatterley’s Lover. “This is a surprise.”

He shrugged. “It’s a great book. Even if I can’t partake anymore, it gives me something to reminisce about.”

We sat down, and I stared at him—a vise closing around my heart. He was paler with deepened lines on his face, and there were beads of sweat on his brow and upper lip.

“Are…are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

He waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t you start. Let me tell you a few things that are important for you to know.” There was a seriousness in his tone, and I quieted to give him my full attention.

He sighed. “I don’t think you know, so I’ll tell you. Your grandfather married the woman I was promised to.”

I gasped. “What? You were going to marry my grandmother?”

He nodded. “Yes. I was madly in love with Constance Longfellow. She was like you, a rare beauty. Back then, her family was prominent in New York, and we were betrothed at birth. She was a proud and formidable woman, but Reginald was much more cunning back then. He stole Constance, and made it almost impossible for me to do business in New York City.”

I pressed my hand to my chest. “I knew nothing about it.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s not something any of us are proud of. But I refused to give up the Longfellow property in Washington Heights that was part of her dowry. It wasn’t expensive back then, but times have changed, and it’s worth millions now. For you, and only you, I’ve agreed to return it.”

I squinted. “You’re willing to give it back because of me? Why?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’m doing it to atone. If it hadn’t been for Aurora, I’d still be hellbent on revenge. It consumed me for years, and I deserve hell for all I’ve done, but I ask for your forgiveness.”

I furrowed my brows. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

He took my hand. “You see, Adelina…I’m not the man you think—”

“Grandpa,” Rocco called from the door. “I hate to cut your visit short, but I have work early tomorrow.”

“But you will stay for dinner?” Grandpa Marini said, his eyes shifting between us.

Rocco smiled. “That’s why I’m getting you both now.”

I wanted to know more and touched Grandpa Marini’s arm. “Can’t we talk more now?”

He patted my hand. “Later.”

Reluctantly, I followed them into the dining room. We sat down and his chef brought out the first course of homemade tortellini pasta, stuffed with ricotta cheese and potatoes, pecorino, pepper, and raw shrimp. Delicious.

I cleared my plate before they stopped talking about the ACF Fiorentina football match against Frosinone, which they’d won.

“We beat them easily,” Rocco complained between bites while a housekeeper refilled his glass of wine. “It was not much of a match.”

Grandpa Marini laughed. “They were asleep. That’s what happens when they underestimate our team.”

It was the same pride and banter I’d heard from the other family members that stopped by. I was clueless about the sport, but I enjoyed their enthusiasm for it.

“How’s our wedding preparation coming along?” Rocco asked him.

“Cardinal Torino is ill, but he’ll be better soon with grace. He will be able to perform your wedding ceremony.”

“Thank you,” I said and took a sip of my drink. The second course came in: mixed grilled fish, shellfish, and squid with garden salad.

“So, tell us about Cannes,” Grandpa Marini said. “Rocco has a movie produced that will show at the Cannes Festival this year.”

“Yes, I’d like to hear about it, too.” I regretted not enquiring.

Rocco took a sip of wine and placed it down. “It’s Morgan Steele’s movie The Age of Sin, a historical, Gothic romance. I’m its producer, so I have to go.”

“Rocco’s being modest. He’s more than a producer; he has been hands-on with the production, casting, and sets, not only finding backers for funding,” Grandpa Marini said with pride. “If you check online like I have, it will be an award magnet. As his grandpa, I also got to see an advance screening. It’s the best movie of the year.”

My heart warmed at the kindness his grandfather showed him. Rocco was quiet, but there was a shininess to his eyes, listening to the elder’s praise.

Rocco put his fork down. “I hope so for Morgan. He’s worked so hard all his life. He deserves it. I, of course, enjoy producing.”

“Yes, stick to producing, you don’t need a studio,” Grandpa Marini added.

Rocco took a drink and didn’t look at him, and I empathized. He also had restrictions that were placed on him.

We ate more, keeping the conversation light about gardening and visiting the Uffizi Gallery. After a zabaglione with strawberry dessert, I was very full.

I patted my stomach. “I can’t eat anything else.”

They laughed.

“Or maybe for two soon,” Grandpa Marini joked and gestured to Rocco’s frowning face. “None of that. You will have children.”

That was something I wished I could change, but most of all, I was happy.

We stood to go and walked over to the door.

Grandpa Marini kissed my cheeks and hugged me tight. “Mia dolce, Adelina. So happy to have you here. Please know that I loved you from the start, and I’m glad you’re my family.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered, patting his back. “Thank you for everything.”

I couldn’t imagine my grandmother with him. He said he’d been in love with her. But he didn’t say she loved him back. That was the cruelty of love. Of course, if he had married her, there wouldn’t have been Rocco. Anyone who had gotten to know him would feel a significant loss. He was truly extraordinary.

And I’m an admirer.
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“Hello, Gorgeous,” I said, answering Cassidy’s call after my morning run.

“Finally, you’ve called,” she said. Her tone was curt and it caught me off guard.

My brows lowered and an uneasiness knotted my stomach. “Uhm. Give me a second.” I walked over and closed the bedroom door for privacy, then leaned against the back of it. “What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you miss me, Lina? We talked every day for years, and now I can barely get you on the phone. I called you right back when I missed your call, but it’s been a week, and you didn’t call me back. What’s up with that?”

Cassidy wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t meant to not call her, but I’d had to consider Rocco’s privacy. Still, I did miss her. “Sorry. I’ve wanted to talk to you and tell you what’s going on, but we became busy here. But honestly I didn’t know what I could share.”

“I’m your best friend. Your feelings matter, too. You know I studied law and understand confidentiality. Heck, my parents are high profile lawyers with many famous clients. You know me. I may gossip about silly things, but never something important. I’d never tell anything you told me in confidence.”

“Yes, I know,” I rasped and pulled my hair over my shoulder.

“You also know I’ve signed NDA’s for Rocco, your family, and the Cranes. Their lawyer was very clear that he’d sacrifice me if I said anything—”

“Rocco’s lawyer threatened you? What’s his name?” I snapped, furrowing my brows.

“Gunnar,” she said in a light tone. “Actually, his ruthlessness turned me on.”

I let out a laugh despite everything. “You joke, but he had no right to treat you badly.”

“He wasn’t left without scars either, babe. He’s in the celebrity law business, my parents know him. A bit too good looking for my taste, but I’ll still fuck him. I feel a need to break him.” She let out a chuckle.

“Cass,” I scolded while laughing. How sex would break this Gunnar guy I didn’t know, but he’d attracted her attention. It also made us laugh together and the tension inside of me eased. I loved Cassidy dearly and didn’t want to hurt her, ever.

“But seriously, Gunnar said the same thing I’d say on behalf of my clients. It’s always been hard to get close to you, but I love you. I’m asking you to trust me and our friendship.”

Cassidy never gave me a reason to doubt her, and honestly I missed her and needed her advice. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better. Gosh, so much has happened.”

“Well, I’m here right now. Talk to me.” Her voice was sincere and she was supportive, as she’d always been. Despite being so different, there had always been this ease in our friendship. Hopefully once life settled, and we’d find some sort of routine and be able to talk more regularly. I had definitely missed being able to talk to her daily. So, I sat on the bed and told her everything. It was cathartic if I was honest. She didn’t interrupt me, but waited until I stopped speaking.

“I wish I’d been there for you. Especially when you had your first sexual experience, but I’m happy you had Nadia to help you.”

My heart constricted at the hurt I could hear in her voice. “I’m sorry, Cass. I called and left a message, but I should have tried you again. She shared some personal experiences that I could relate to. But honestly, I hoped I’d tell you in person.”

“We could FaceTime. Just putting it out there,” she said in a light tone. “Anyway, I believe Nadia gave you good advice. Rocco sounds thoughtful and patient. A good lover—”

“A great lover,” I teased.

“Great? I love you and I hate you, Lina.”

I laughed.

“Seriously. It’s what I hoped for you. He gave you space to think about having children without pressing you to be a mother. He’s not old fashioned and you’ll have a career. I love what I’m hearing.”

I smiled and my insides warmed. “He’s been great. I really like him. He’s taken me around Italy, and I love it here.”

“Are you falling in love?” she asked.

My skin heated, and I fidgeted with a button on my shirt. “We’re just getting to know each other. We’re friends.”

“So, Adelina is keeping her shield in place,” Cassidy deadpanned.

I rolled my eyes and huffed down the line. “I’m being cautious.”

“Sure you are,” she chided. “Does he open up to share with you?”

“He…he does,” I said and bit my bottom lip. Rocco had told me a lot about his life and his family. He’d shared his work, and ideas for the future. I know more about him than he probably knows about me. I admitted as much to Cassidy.

“See? He’s trying and I’m glad you’re dating, but you’ll need to drop your guard and let yourself be vulnerable with him. It could open up your relationship so much more. The sex will even be better. Best of all, you could fall in love.”

“Geez, Cass. You sound very sappy. Are you with someone new?” I teased her.

“No, I’m trying to be serious and help you. You deserve love, Adelina. I want that for you.”

My heart swelled and my throat felt constricted. While I wasn’t sure about opening my heart to Rocco, I was glad for the time we spent together.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

“Yes?” I called.

“The dinner guests have arrived,” One of the housekeepers named Magda called through the door.

“Thank you. I’ll be right there,” I said. “I have to go, but I’ll call you soon.”

“Please do, I miss you and love you like crazy, Lina.”

“I love you too, Cass. Thank you.”

I felt lighter and freer after our heart-to-heart. Placing my phone in my back pocket, I picked up a brush and quickly fixed my hair, leaving it in loose waves down my back. I then took extra time powdering my face, brushing my brows, and smearing lip gloss on my lips before leaving the bedroom.

“Adelina, is that you? Come in here.” Rocco’s rich voice called out from the kitchen.

He gave me a wave at the archway, then returned to stirring spices into a massive pot on the stove. The sauce’s aroma made my mouth water, as did Rocco. He had a few buttons undone at the collar of his white shirt. Which made him look sexy. He held up a spoon. “Come taste it.”

I went and drank from the spoon he held out. Incredibly delicious. “Not bad.”

He scoffed and swiped my butt. “You’re lying.”

I grinned. “I am.”

An older couple walked in, and Rocco introduced me. “Aunt Rita, Uncle Walter, this is Adelina.”

“Belfiore,” they said almost at the same time. It still shocked me how so many people knew my family. My stomach jittered with nerves, but they hugged me like they’d known me for years.

His aunt held me at arm’s length. “You’re a beautiful woman. You’ll make a lovely bride.”

I dipped my head humbly, but was a little put off. All it takes is looking good to be a wife? On the other hand, she was being kind. “Thank you.”

“You went to college in Massachusetts?” his Uncle Walter asked.

I nodded and smiled. “Yes.”

“Boston is as beautiful as Dublin,” his Aunt Rita said. “I loved walking the bridge over Charles River and having dinner in Harvard Square. Our son, Gino, went there, just like Rocco. And Simone, whom you’ll soon meet, is an artist.”

“Where are they?” Rocco asked.

“Gino’s eating. Simone’s glued to her phone,” his Uncle Walter griped.

Rocco turned to add more spices.

A man around Rocco’s age, who was wearing an ACF Fiorenza shirt tip-toed into the kitchen with a finger over his lips. He opened a drawer, took a spoon, and crept behind Rocco, his hand reaching for the pot.

Rocco hit his hand at lightning speed. “Hey, what are you doing? Go away.”

We all burst into laughter.

Rocco turned and peered at us with a scowl. “You, too, Adelina?”

I covered my laugh.

Aunt Rita side-hugged me. “Let her laugh. It’s funny.”

I placed a finger on my chin. “Is AC Fiorenza a soccer team, just like Manchester United?”

Roars and guffaws erupted from all the Marinis.

Gino held up his palms. “The wedding is off.”

“We just have to make her a fan by making her watch football every day for the rest of her life,” Rocco said. He came over and lifted me up, and I let out a yelp as he carried me off to dinner. His pasta dish was delicious, and the conversation stayed light on ideas about where we could honeymoon.

“Paris,” Simone suggested. “That’s where I’d go.”

“Not anytime soon,” Rita said.

His family had been all over the world, and I felt smaller as I listened. There was so much I hadn’t seen or done, yet the more they talked and included me in Rocco’s future travels, the more hope it gave me.

The door closed, and Rocco pulled me into his arms, He kissed my lips and down my neck, lifting the end of my dress to grab my ass. “Mmm. I haven’t fucked you in here yet.”

“Rocco, come on.” I laughed and pushed his chest, nodding towards his housekeeper who was clearing away the food.

“You’re so shy,” Rocco teased, but let it go. He took my hand, and I followed him out of the dining room to his office. It wasn’t a place I’d been too much, and I didn’t know how much he had changed it from when his grandfather had lived here. It had a lived in feel to it. The leather couches were worn and soft. There were photographs of family members on the walls. One even had on a flapper hat and a fringe gown next to a man with a top hat and tails. I loved the fact that everything was so rich in history. It made me wish I knew more about my own family.

He plopped down in the seat behind the desk and groaned. “All this work is stressing me out. We need a vacation.”

I walked over and closed the door. A wild idea came to mind, but I was shy about doing it. Rocco had, for the most part, initiated sex.

Maybe I can try to seduce him?
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I took a deep breath and knelt on the carpet and sat there for minutes, waiting for Rocco to look over. He finally did, and he gazed at me like I’d spouted a new head. “What are you doing?”

My cheeks warmed, and I averted my eyes. “I thought we could role-play tonight. Maybe…?” I chewed on my bottom lip. Or is this wrong?

I heard a chuckle, then an outright laugh from him.

My face burned, and I wished the room could open up and swallow me. “Sorry.” I quickly climbed to my feet, and rushed to the door.

“No, don’t leave the room, Adelina. I laughed because you continue to surprise me. But I love surprises,” he mused. “And I also love role playing…I didn’t permit you to leave,” he said in a commanding voice. “Take off your clothes and kneel back down. I prefer you naked whenever you’re on your knees.”

“So you want to do this?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I like your initiative. I also think it would be fun. I’m not one for slave dominance, but I can take on the role.” He rubbed his hands together, and I laughed. “Now, take off your clothes and get back to sitting on your knees.”

I stood, removed my shirt and jeans, and glanced at him.

“All off,” he instructed.

I unclasped my pushup bra and removed my thong, leaving me naked and eager.

“Now on your knees, push your breast out, and spread your knees wider so I can see my sweet wet cunt. Entice me,” he commanded.

My skin tingled and heated at his dominance. I opened my thighs wider.

“Mmm,” Rocco groaned and came around the desk. I could see his shoes in front of me, and I glanced up. His gaze was focused between my thighs. “Don’t raise your head unless I ask you to. Submission is about offering control of yourself to your partner in any way they like. Let me guide you.”

I nodded.

“Now, keep your eyes down, Adelina, unless I ask you to look at me. Everything is at my will, as your dominant.”

The sound of clothes rustling filled my senses. “Lift your head.” He had his cock out, stroking it. “You’re a good girl, Adelina. It annoys me how hard you work to please everyone but yourself. But fuck, it turns me on how you work to please me.” He came closer and rubbed my head. “I like my good girl.” He gripped my hair and brought his cock to my lips, rubbing it on them. My tongue darted out and swiped it.

Rocco tsked. “You should ask first, Bella. But I liked your hot tongue on my dick.” He sat on the couch. “Lay back and spread your legs. Rub your clit until I tell you to stop.”

I moved on my back and spread my legs wide. It was so exposing; I was embarrassed, but still turned on. My skin turned hot as I rubbed my clit. It felt good, and I stroked faster.

“Not so fast; I don’t want you to come. I want you to seduce me, make me desperate to eat you out.”

I slowed my hand and rubbed lightly, still growing hotter under his gaze and control. I clenched my thighs and gushed. I glanced down between my legs in shame. I’d dripped on the carpet.

He groaned. “You’re a bad girl, dripping on my floor.”

My skin burned.

“I should make you lick it up, but I don’t want to share my sweet pussy right now.”

A moan escaped my lips, and I stroked my clit faster as he stared. My breath became ragged as my body vibrated and tightened. I’m about to come.

“Stop,” he commanded. “Crawl between my legs and lick my cock the way you wish I’d lick your cunt.”

I shook with need as I moved on my knees and crawled between his spread thighs. I raised my head and ran my tongue up and down his cock. Every lap of my tongue had me more desperate for him to touch me. My nipples hurt from how tight they were, and I could feel my clit throb and ache. But also, I could hear Rocco’s breath become faster and harder. I was pleasing him. I sucked on the tip the way he’d suck my clit.

“You do that so fucking well, but you’re too close to coming, so I can’t suck my sweet pussy like I want to. You will ride me. Now climb on.”

I stood on shaky feet and climbed onto his lap. My ears filled with the sound of my shallow breaths, and my heart pounded against my ribs. The heat of his skin turned me on. The strokes of his large hands over my bare breasts made goosebumps break across them, and his spicy cologne filled my nostrils. I wanted him badly.

“I’m so wet,” I whispered breathlessly and moaned, lifting my trembling hips as I eased him inside me, lowering on his hard cock as he stretched me deliciously.

“Fuck, say that again,” he groaned, strumming my clit.

“I’m so wet for you, Rocco.” I squirmed and shuddered as his cock filled me deeper. “Mmm… that feels so good.” I lifted my hips, gliding up his shaft and then back down. My body throbbed at its core as he slid in deeper, stretching me wider, taking more of him. I whispered his name, moving my hips back and forth in a slow, sweet fuck.

He kissed my neck and groaned into my skin. “Slow it down. Show me how good that tight cunt can suck my cock.”

I was achy, straining, and writhing on his lap.

“Ohh, Rocco,” I moaned his name and exhaled audibly, easing out and lowering, taking him at a faster rhythm. It felt so good to be lost in the pleasure.

He grasped my tits hard, squeezing the nipples, and a surge of sensation exploded inside me. My inner walls clenched. “Ohh, God,” I cried out.

Rocco moaned. “That’s it, Bella. Fuck me good.” He grabbed my hips and lifted me to fuck him faster. I rocked as I rode him. The orgasm rose with each slide of his cock in and out of me. Nothing mattered more than to come. I knew it would shatter me.

We were sweating, kissing, and sliding our tongues together. My body moved above him as I bounced on his cock. Our moans and pants were loud.

“Adelina,” he moaned. He lifted his hips, rubbing that spot inside me. His fingers moved on my clit, and I came, clenching and spasming, my inner walls squeezing his cock. He grabbed my ass hard, lifting it beneath me with deep, fast thrusts. I held on to his broad shoulders and bounced up and down on him. He was as gone as I was.

Rocco let out a roar as he gripped my waist. “Fuck.” His lips brushed my damp forehead, before he kissed me deeply, our tongues slipping hot against each other. “Damn. You’ve turned me out. I’m obsessed.”

I basked in his praise and placed my head on his shoulder, feeling his heart still beating fast. “I enjoyed that.”

“Me too,” he whispered. “So much.”

He kissed my forehead, and my lips again. His hands moved down and cupped my ass. His cock was still inside of me. I liked the feeling of him bare inside me.

We rested together for a while, then parted and cleaned up. I had my clothes back on and joined him back in the office. He was at his desk again, but reached his hand out for me. I went to him, and he placed his arm around my waist.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you that our wedding planner Will called; we’re doing a walk through at the wedding venue in a few days,” he said, squeezing my waist.

“Where are we meeting him?” I asked.

“No idea,” he mused.

I groaned.

He chuckled. “I don’t know why, but I’ve become addicted to seeing you surprised. It’s weird. Of course, I want you to relax and enjoy yourself here. But I find myself waking up thinking about ways to make you happy.”

Rocco’s revelation brought on a stark clarity. He was confused because he never considered me in a romantic way. Sure, he was charming, kind, and protective toward me, but he wasn’t falling in love. My lack of dating experience made me feel at a great disadvantage. A sharp pang pierced the center of my chest, radiating outward.

“I’m going to bed,” I said and moved away from the desk with a forced smile.

He eyed me curiously, but didn’t stop me. “Hmm. Okay. See you soon.”

Once upstairs, I stepped into the shower, my tears blending with the water, and flowing down the drain where they belonged. The fault was mine, for allowing myself to get carried away by his charisma and yearning for every moment in his presence.

I had mistaken his attentiveness and affection as something deeper. I wasn’t a choice, but a business investment. He had brought me to Italy to test me out, to see if he could tolerate me. The arranged marriage was a transaction that our families needed and would have. I didn’t need Rocco to love me; I needed him to marry me.

Stepping out of the shower, I resolved to get back on track with Rocco. We were business partners who were about to close the deal. The marriage and freedom was finally in my grasp. I needed to ignore the feelings that arose when we were intimate. Yes, they were wonderful, and sex was fabulous. But he’s had that for years, Adelina. You were only a shiny new toy.

The Belfiores had been grooming me all along as well. They’d groomed me to expect little emotion and show little emotion. And trained me to keep myself aloof from deep friendships. In many ways, they’d done a brilliant job at preparing me for an arranged marriage. I didn’t need love to be married. Still, I couldn’t help but get caught up in Rocco’s charm, attention and care. He made it hard for me to protect my heart.

I couldn’t help but return to Mr. Marini’s words about marriage. He’d said, “Arranged marriages are hard, but if you’re strong in commitment, yours can last for many years.” His wife Aurora had married him well knowing he was in love with my grandmother. Yet, she’d kept the faith, and given him time. Mr. Marini had eventually fallen in love with her. Could that happen with Rocco? I didn’t know.

Nevertheless, I’d stay the course for what the marriage brought my family. I was a survivor—I had been one for years—so I knew how to endure.

Even if I had to remain loveless.
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We started the day at The Duomo, the cathedral at the center of Florence—its heartbeat. That was what Mama called it. She told me once shed visited here with my late grandmother Tessa who’d told her that it was the place to unburden sorrows. She had been younger than me at the time and hadn’t known the hardship that were to come in her life. Had it been her fate? The way Mama told it, I’d believed Grandmother Tessa was psychic, which I wholeheartedly dismissed. Life was pretty cut and dry back then living with her. We’d worked to live another day. But now, as a grown woman about to marry, I sought the same. Coming here with Rocco today I had a chance to let go of my pain.

The doors opened for Mass, and Rocco and I walked inside along with other parishioners. The polished pews and smell of incense was bittersweet. So many times as a child I’d go to a church to feel warm when we had no heat, or to get peace from my father’s wrath. Today, we were here to receive a blessing from Cardinal Torino, who would marry us in just two weeks.

In two weeks, I’d become a Marini. I’d have what I wanted most of all—security for myself and my family.

“Adelina,” Rocco said, and I snapped out of my musings to take a seat next to him near the front. The pews were mostly filled, and the service was soon starting. I wanted to stay present for it, but my mind was heavy with the conversation I had with Mrs. Belfiore early this morning. She’d called me instead of me calling her. I’d been downright upbeat, bubbling to share all that was soon to come….

“I have a final dress fitting today. We’re going for a blessing at Mass in Florence, and then a walk through at the venue—” I babbled.

“That’s standard wedding preparation,” she said dismissively in a clipped tone. “It’s not why I called. Reginald said he told you to give your virginity to Rocco. Did you have sex with him?”

I remembered the heat on my skin, even as I felt a chill run down my spine at her words. She hadn’t asked how I was doing or if I was happy. Just callously disregarded me, and assumed control of my body like she owned it. I detested it, but her and my grandfather still held the cards; Jacob’s care depended on this wedding. So I pushed aside my feelings and told her the truth.

“Uhm, yes, we had sex,” I stammered.

“Hmm, I see. Then I’ll tell you what I told Lorelei all those years ago. There will be no more men that will want to marry you. You will forever be Rocco’s wife and raise his children. As death is the only acceptable reason for divorce in our family—”

“But Mama divorced my father, Judge Colby.”

“He chose to divorce her.”

Another family secret was revealed only when they needed to use it. I’d always wondered how Mama had gotten away from my father. A wave of nausea churned in my stomach, but no one around us at Mass would have known it. I sang the hymn like I was on autopilot despite not having been to church in a long time. It was harder to keep faith when a man like my father could use it to take away your freedom. I’d known better. The Belfiores’ beliefs were imbibed for generations, and they were committed to their values, no matter how outdated. I’d been ready to end the call, telling her I’d see her soon, but she’d had something else to tell me.

“There’s only one man that would still marry you..”

I hadn’t forgotten his name though she’d told me anyway.

“Percy Sterling. He’s the son of Jeb Sterling, an old friend from your grandfather’s Duke University years before he transferred to Yale. Percy’s wealthy and claims he’s religious, but he’s not a good man. If you refuse him, we will have to disown you.”

“You don’t want that, do you?” I asked, my voice catching.

“No, Adelina. I don’t. But I put family duty ahead of my choices. What happened to Lorelei was my fault, my sin. I failed you, too—”

“You didn’t fail me. Rocco’s confident about the marriage. It’s all planned—”

“I know, but I also know life happens in the middle of plans. I’ll pray for you.”

Her voice had wavered, and my heart had swelled as I’d believed she cared.. I’d been sure her iron-armor had broken and my words rushed out in haste. I’d been so eager to say them.

“Thank you, Grandmother.

I’d called her grandmother, but she hadn’t responded. Maybe she hadn’t heard me?

My hand had tightened around the phone, my heart beating hard against my ribs. I…I love you. I love you, grandmother.”

Silence for many seconds. Click. The call disconnected.

It was a cold bucket of water, that hadn’t left me chilled, but burning in shame. Just when I’d thought we’d connected, she’d shut me out. She’d heard me, I was sure of it. How I could expect something different was beyond me. They hadn’t changed, but something had. It was then that it had dawned on me that I was the one who had changed. Being with Rocco here, seeing the laughter, love, and support he had with his family made me think I could have the same.

“Adelina, are you okay?” Rocco said pulling me out of my thoughts.

I nodded and flashed him a quick smile.

The Mass ended and we left our seats for a blessing, sacrament and prayer. I used mine to let go of my sorrow, but also prayed for Rocco. I save one for me, to be strong and endure all that was to come.
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Rocco put on classical music and drove us away into the country once we returned to the car to head for the wedding venue. It was another one of his surprises. I was keen to find out where we were going. We passed olive and hazelnut trees and vineyard fields along the winding road and hills before I spotted a sign for Chianti.

“Chianti, we’re getting married in Tuscany,” I announced joyously, clasping my hands.

“Who says were going to stop there?” Rocco said in a monotone.

I peered over at him. His expression was unreadable.

“Rocco,” I sang out.

He broke into a laugh and my heart skipped a beat. The wind picked up, and before I closed the window, I placed my hand out of it to feel the hot breeze, inhaling the sweet scent of flowers and fruit baking in the sun. Rocco once said after the wedding he thought about us moving to Malibu, but if I had a choice, I’d stay right here in Italy. It was the place I felt the most free. Then again, I’d be too far away from Jacob.

The castle came into view before we reached it—a stunning medieval stone magnum opus carved into a hill. It was well maintained, the rectangular and dome towers intact, and surrounded by lush green trees. I was utterly in awe. Rocco stopped at the base and when he clasped my hand, an electrical jolt flared from his touch. I merely thought to glance at him, but our eyes held, and my heart pounded.

“It’s incredibly beautiful,” I said hoarsely.

He smiled. “It’s perfect.”

“Is that why you chose it?” I asked.

“Yes, because it’s the best.”

The best. That’s all he cares about. What things look like, is not how they feel.

I swallowed. “Yeah, it is.”

He let go of my hand and touched my chin. “What’s wrong, Adelina?”

I hid my eyes. “Nothing.” Nothing you want to hear. “I’m…I’m excited, that’s all.”

“No, there’s something else bothering you. Tell me what it is.”

I peered at him through my lashes. “How do you know?”

“I think I know a happy Adelina by now.”

I cocked a brow. “Oh, do you?”

His lips curved upward, and my pulse picked up. “You’re radiant when you’re happy. There’s a pure sweetness to it.”

His praise brought on a spell of its own. I could feel myself wanting to give him what he wanted, but it was my happiness, not his. Was he doing all of this because he wanted to or because it was the best?

I sighed and averted my eyes. “I wish I knew when you are genuinely happy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked with surprise in his tone. “I usually am.”

I didn’t answer.

He checked his watch. “Our wedding planner is waiting for us.”

“Then let’s not keep him waiting.”

We pulled up in a contemporary parking space, and taking a quick walk across the short bridge, we stepped back in time. A man ahead of us introduced himself as Will our wedding planner, and escorted us to a garden surrounded by the castle’s spires.

“There will be a carpet path with flowers where a platform will be set for your formal blessing and photos with the family,” Will enthused.

He brought us forward to review a row of sketches on easels. There was a drawing of a piano and string quartet along with a couple surrounded by lights and vines of green leaves and flowers. There were rows of chairs for the ceremony. It was all exquisite. We moved to the interior courtyard for our reception, which already had long, cloth covered tables in place with candles and flowers.

“We’ll end the evening with a light show to celebrate before you leave for your honeymoon,” he said. “Have you decided where that will be?”

I glanced at Rocco.

“Maldives,” he announced.

I gave them both a small smile, but inside I was jumping around. Wow.

Rocco’s smile wilted and my stomach knotted.

“Perfect choice,” Will said cheerfully. He motioned us to follow him to the bistro on site.

“The chef’s preparing a sample plate of your planned meal. You are welcome to walk around and explore the castle. We have also set up the medical team with Yarwood Springs so that Mr. Jacob Belfiore can attend.”

My jaw dropped open. “Jacob? My brother is coming to the wedding?”

I turned to Rocco, and he cleared his throat. “Surprise.”

I pressed my hand to my chest to steady my wild beating heart. “He’s getting medical clearance?”

“We hope,” Rocco said. “A local medical team is working with his center. If something changes, we’ll plan for a stream so that he can watch the wedding. I also planned a trip to Poughkeepsie to see him before our honeymoon.”

Happiness filled me up, and I was in absolute shock at what he’d done for Jacob. Yet, I stood there frozen to the spot. My mind so sure he’d only done what appeared perfect, and not done it for me. I’m no one to him. Why do I care?

“Thank you, Rocco,” I said softly, and turned away. Rocco placed his hands on my shoulders that were shaking.

‘“Can you please excuse us, Will?”

“Of course, Mr. Marini. Your sample dinner will be with you when you’re ready. You’re welcome to look around the grounds,” Will said and quickly left.

Rocco turned me around. “Look at me,” he demanded.

I lifted my chin. His blue-eyed gaze shot to mine and locked. A powerful force that commanded attention captured me, and I felt the pull to go to him.

“No,” he said, his eyes shifting over my face, his jaw tightening. He clasped my arms. “Not today.”

I blinked up at him. “What…what do you mean?”

He huffed. “You, Adelina. I’ve never met a woman like you. I…fuck. I keep trying and being patient, and every time I think we’ve gained ground, you shut down and shut me away.”

My pulse sped up and I stumbled over my words. “I don’t shut you away. We…we’ve been…intimate—”

“Yes, we fuck,” he said his voice raising. “That’s when you’re warm and affectionate, and I think we are connecting. Only to later look at me as a stranger and I have to start trying to get you to open up to me all over again.” His hands roughly pushed his hair back. “Fuck, what am I doing? Give me a minute or ten.”

He walked away, and kept going out of the restaurant.

My pulse jumped into my throat as I quickly went after him, catching up with him just as he stepped on the bridge that led to the parked cars. “Wait. Rocco…?”

He stopped and turned back to me. I could see a man at the end of his resolve. He wasn’t going to try anymore. Panic swirled inside of me and tears stung the back of my eyelids. “Let’s talk about it.”

He shook his head and placed his hands on his hips. “About what? I give, and you pull away. I’m a proud man, Adelina. You have no idea how soul-crushing it is for me to have a woman forced into my life.”

“I’m not…I don’t feel forced,” I stammered and stepped towards him, then hesitated.

His eyes narrowed. “But you are, and I hate it. I hate that you’re with me against your will. And that’s why I try to show you a good life every day. That I’m committed to making you happy—”

“That’s the problem,” I cut in, my voice raising. I fisted my hands by my sides. “You’re doing it out of obligation. You’re surprised how it makes you feel—”

“What surprised me, Adelina, was that making you happy made me happy, too,” he grasped my arms. His eyes bore into mine. “Over these past weeks, I have found out that nothing from you comes easily. You’re…self-restrained. And at times, to be honest, I find you friendly, but cold.”

I broke away from him and drew air into my lungs, my hand gripping my stomach, but it was my heart that pained. “You find me cold?” My voice caught, and I swallowed hard.

He opened his mouth but closed it, tightening his jaw. I could see he didn’t want to hurt me, but he meant what he’d said. What had I expected?

The man I’d come to know would not stay in a loveless marriage. He was open, warm, and passionate, but also a man used to getting whatever he wanted. His life was full of support and love. He’d been patient and never stopped trying, but even he had reached his limit. He very well could leave me. He needed a reason to keep trying.

Tears streamed down my face, and I trembled, but I stood my ground and spoke from my heart. “I don’t always say how I feel because I’m afraid. My family had no time for emotions So I learned to hide my feelings, or I’d get hurt.”

He nodded but kept his hands at his sides, not reaching for me. “I get that, Adelina. I know you struggle with expressing your emotions. That’s why I told you I’d try to find ways to bring you happiness. When you are happy, I know it’s real, and that means a lot to me. Your feelings matter to me. Just show me something.” His eyes cast down, and I could feel his pain, his vulnerability. He gave me so much. He needed to know I cared.

“What you did for Jacob means the world to me. It means everything to me. I’m so grateful. I…Rocco. I am happy…here with you. I…I want to stay with you. Give me another chance. Please.” I choked and drew in a shaky breath.

His shoulders rose and fell, and he exhaled heavily. I wasn’t sure, but then he lifted his arms. “Come, Bella.”

I didn’t hesitate and rushed over to him, throwing my arms around his broad shoulders. He wrapped his around my waist and held me tight. “That’s all I want. For you to give me something to keep going.” He lifted me in his arms, kissing my face. Our lips met with hard presses, and our tongues tangled. The air charged with lust, and his kisses were more seductive and intoxicating. His hand lifted my dress, and I wrapped a leg around his leg. He reached down and squeezed my ass. My hand went back and pulled on the thong.

He broke us apart, pulled my dress down, and said roughly, “We’re in public.”

“I need you inside me,” I begged. “Please.”

“Christ,” he said before I rushed down the bridge path to the forest of trees off the path ahead. We stopped, and I tugged off my thong, craving him with a ferocity like nothing I’d had before. My feelings were a broken dam, flooding recklessly. I couldn’t hold back, and Rocco could feel it.

“There you are, Bella.” He was quick on his feet, opening his trousers and lifting me, and roughly pushing his cock inside of me with a loud grunt.

I cried out between choppy breaths, my inner walls gripping him hard as we fucked.

“Bella,” he groaned, shuddering as I clung to him.

I want you, Rocco Marini.

I do.
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We were about to leave the yacht for the Cannes Film Festival. Even though I was exhausted and had slept most of the ride, I rose early, inspired by my visit to the wedding venue. No matter what I came up with, nothing captured how special it had been. Rocco listened when I told him about Jacob. He could have ignored it, but he gave me what I wanted more than anything. He reached in my soul and quenched my deepest thirst for someone to care about my needs. Time and again, he showed me he was a man I could dream with. He so freely shared himself, and the more I shared with him, the more he showed he would be the man I needed. He was breaking me open, and from it, I found his touch and kisses so much more intense. He was indeed my friend and lover.

I wanted him inside of me and I couldn’t get enough. It was almost painful how much, even after we had sex. But I could see he didn’t plan to stop with my body. He wanted more. He would take my heart if I wasn’t careful.

I didn’t know how to stop him, nor could I sleep. I stayed up drawing, and when it had become lighter with the day’s sunlight, I’d cleaned up and changed. Nadia Crane had sent me Givenchy floral slacks, a suit, and a silk shirt to wear just to walk off the yacht when we arrived in Nice, France. My hair was styled in a low ponytail, and I had on slight makeup that was barely visible. The leather strappy sandals and bag actually matched. Nadia had sent sunglasses, too, which I twirled in my hand nervously. It was amazing learning all the preparation stars and socialites did just to leave their homes. Today, I’d have to go into Rocco’s world of celebrities. Nerves danced in my stomach. I watched entertainment news shows, and I thought about the press junket and the stars doing many interviews. Will Rocco as a producer have to do it, too?

Rocco came out of the shower to the bedroom, and I learned, once again, he wasn’t the type to wrap a towel around his waist. Hot damn. He finished drying his hair, then placed the towel around his shoulders. He had a godlike body. I was definitely in lust. And staring again. His muscles rippled as he put on the white T-shirt that was tight-fitted. He’d been talking, but he stopped and smirked at me. “Adelina are you listening?”

I widened my eyes, but I had to cover my mouth to stop my laugh.

He chuckled. “You will have me all night when it’s done, but I want to give you a heads up about how it will go.”

I smiled. “Okay. I’m listening.”

“Good,” he grinned. “Now, the press have a stand on the pier, and we’ll stop for a short interview. After, we’ll go straight to the car and hotel. Unfortunately, I have to leave for a photo shoot, but I will meet you at the premiere.”

“What will I do before that?” I asked, slipping on my pumps.

He put on his dark slacks. “You can do whatever you like. The spa will be there. Isla has your dress for the night. Swim, eat, read, whatever you want.”

I was getting used to the free time, but I’d hoped I could do more. Besides painting, I had considered a mentorship or a job that required the use of my language skills. But no matter what I decided on, I still hoped to explore after the wedding.

I smelled Rocco’s rich cologne, and my thoughts broke away.

He clasped my hands. “I’m happy you’re here.”

My heart skipped a beat. “I am, too.”

“It’s time for us to go.” He squeezed my hand, and we walked out of the bedroom and up a flight and down a corridor to the top deck exit. My nerves jumbled seeing the crowds and press with cameras, and my hand tightened in his. Rocco lifted it, brushing the back with his lips. “You’ll be fine.”

We walked off the boat and the camera shutters and video cameras moved our way, capturing our every move. Rocco had to do all the pre-press before the premiere. He was to have the first one when we arrived at the festival. I peered ahead at his driver, Rick, who was standing next to a limo, but we would have to pass the press and some film festival fans. Rocco smiled and took selfies, and I stayed close to his side, putting on my sunglasses to act as a shield as we waited.

Rocco pressed his hand to my back, and I realized I was shaking. I shifted next to him, a wave of jitters dancing in my stomach. The spotlight wasn’t something I was prepared for, but I knew this festival was one of the biggest ones in the world and he had the fortune of having a movie he worked on premiere here. He placed his arm around my waist and moved his head next to my ear. “They’re just normal people asking questions. That’s it.”

I leaned into him, and he tighten his hand on my waist. “Thank you,” I whispered. Still, my pulse jumped into my throat as we stood waiting for a couple of celebrities to finish their questions. We’re next.

Rocco seamlessly reached his hand up and removed my glasses, then winked at me.

My heart skipped a beat. He took my hand, and his warm touch comforted me. I ran my tongue over my lips, and morphed into the smile I practiced as we moved up to the row of press and microphones.

Right before my eyes, Rocco transformed into a magnetic, charismatic star. I was just as transfixed by his spell just like the spectators, who were watching him behind the press.

His voice was strong and commanding to the captive audience of media and crowd. “My fiancée Adelina, and I are excited to be here at the Cannes for the premiere of my dear friend Morgan Steele’s movie “The Age of Sin.” As you know, it’s already an Oscar contender, and you’ll all find out why. Thank you.”

He glanced at me, and I smiled. However, the press wasn’t done.

“Rocco, are you considering breaking into acting next?”

He smiled broadly. “No. I’m better behind the camera.”

“Marjorie Storm is here. She called you the love of her life and dedicated her Emmy win for The Crossing to you. Care to comment?”

I kept my smile, but touched my churning stomach. Love of her life? Were they in love? He’d been vague and dismissive when I asked him about her before. I hadn’t brought her up again because I believed he was sincerely committed to giving us a chance. I thought back to what he said about her.

“We broke up a couple of weeks ago.”

“You must still have feelings for her….”

“If I do, it doesn’t matter. We had no future.”

Did they have no future because I graduated from college and his arranged marriage was about to come into effect? If so, it would be understandable that he still had feelings for her. And yet, he fought to gain your trust and affection.

“I hope the best for Marjorie,” Rocco said smoothly, squeezing my hand.

“Wait. Adelina… Adelina, your father, Judge Eric Colby, has received his license to practice law again and has taken a new position in the 5th Circuit. He says he has been exonerated but has not been invited to your wedding. Can you confirm?”

I trembled, and Rocco placed his arm around me and quickly moved us to the waiting car. But I still heard the reporter’s question thrown at my back.

“Adelina, why is your father barred from your wedding?”

Rick and another beefy security guard stepped in front to block their view of us as we climbed into the back. The door closed, but I couldn’t stop shaking. Judge Colby’s out of jail? My pulse pounded so hard, I could feel it in my ears. I gasped for air to refill my lungs but couldn’t regain control of my breathing.

“Shit,” Rocco said. “What can I do?”

My stomach lurched. I gagged and covered my mouth.

“We need to find a place to stop. Hold on, Bella. Rick, find us a private space as quickly as you can. Adelina’s sick.”

The car jerked around a corner near the docks. Rocco quickly got out and helped me. I made it to the edge of the street just in time and vomited.

Rick came over with a towel and handed it to me.

Rocco rubbed my back. “Just let it all out.”

I vomited again and dry heaved. Then, I wiped my mouth.

“Fucking assholes,” he growled.

My eyes were watery. “He can’t be out? How can he be out after what he did?”

It all came flooding back: Judge Colby’s wild mood swings and violent outbursts. How he’d “accidentally” burst into my room when I’d left the shower. I’d never left the bathroom unclothed or slept without a weapon, knowing he’d cross that line one day. And he tried to sell me. The fury and joy bubbled up inside me as I remembered how that bastard had crumbled. I used that folding chair.

Rocco touched me, and I bristled. He quickly dropped his hands and said, “Let’s get back in the car.”

I climbed in first, and Rick closed the door. Then we drove off again.

Rocco pressed the call button. “No more stops, Rick. Head straight to the hotel. Tell the manager to clear the staff in the villa. They’re not to come back for an hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rocco took out his phone and turned to me. “I’m going to check with my lawyer.”

I didn’t answer but pressed my hand on my churning stomach.

“Hi, Gunnar…Yes. I was hoping you could tell me about Judge Eric Colby. Yep. That one. Now. Whatever you have.” He was silent as he listened, and I was keen to know, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. I only needed to find out and share what I knew with Mama. It will hurt her so much. My head was filled with images of her broken body and spirit. I can’t live through it again.

“Shit. Yep. Okay. Well, talk soon, Gunnar. Thank you.” He ended the call and cursed, blowing out his breath.

My pulse became erratic. “Tell me, Rocco. Please.”

He sighed. “Colby has friends in the judicial. They helped him plead down to a misdemeanor, and he did a stint at rehab. They appointed him in a temporary vacancy only recently, probably to do a favor. But the bottom line is, he’s free.”

“To practice law?” I asked. Not possible? But even I doubted that.

“He voluntarily stepped down from his job and was never convicted of a crime while practicing law. No one can access his case.”

“B-but my grandfather promised,” I said, my voice catching. “When did it happen?”

“At least seven months ago.” He blew out his breath. “They kept it quiet, and no one was looking until…” He rubbed the space between his brows.

Our wedding announcement. Rocco didn’t want to take the blame. He shouldn’t. My grandparents had known, and yet they never mentioned it. Mama probably didn’t know, or she would have told me. Was that why my grandparents wanted our wedding to be kept quiet? To keep Mama and me in the dark?

“Your grandparents helped bury his jail time, so the scandal didn’t touch them, or that’s what I suspect. After hearing what happened with your mother, he deserved more time.”

If my grandparents were willing to give up some of their privacy, Judge Colby would have never seen a day out of jail. But their own pride and status mattered more than us. I keep trying to earn that love, but maybe, I’ll never get it.

A nagging thought tugged at the edge of my conscience. My grandfather promised me he’d make it all disappear. He didn’t. Judge Colby was never held accountable for harming Mama and me. He was out there with another chance after putting us through hell. I fisted my hands at my sides. I did my part. What have they done but use me?

Rocco lightly touched my hand, and this time I didn’t pull away. “I’m sorry, Bella. What can I do to help you?” He gentled his voice and moved loose strands of hair off my face.

“Nothing, thanks,” I muttered. All I wanted to do was to speak to my mother and make sure she was safe.

But there was an elephant in the car: my attendance at the movie premiere. If I went, Rocco wouldn’t be able to control the press, and I’d probably react if I was told more news about Judge Colby. But if I stayed away, the press would believe they’d struck gold and would dig up more dirt. How do I keep myself together?
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Hotel du Cap-Eden-Roc was a luxurious manor that sat at the crown of a paved drive with plush manicured lawns and swaying palms. The weather was on board with the sun shining above, giving every color in the environment an infused hue—the greens were greener, the pinks and yellows in the flowers more vivid, and the blue of the sea appeared drawn from a water painting.

Rick turned to the Villa Eleana, a pristine, contemporary-styled home on the estate. A hotel with private villas, this was the crème de la crème of luxurious indulgence. At any other time, I’d have marveled at the extravagant surroundings that Rocco navigated and shared with me, but my mind was preoccupied with Judge Colby. The man had a hold on Mama like no other. She wouldn’t leave him. It was what I’d resented the most and what had almost ruined our relationship forever. I had to find out what she knew.

I felt Rocco’s stare and turned to him. His expression was pensive as he studied me. Even though he modestly downplayed attending the event, it was his big night. The movie he invested in had a chance for top honors. He needed the press as much as I wanted to avoid it. Besides that, it had been years. Even though my grandparents were deceptive in what they’d done, I’d fought back. Ultimately, Judge Colby won. He got another chance after so many. If I was being truthful with myself, I’d of known there was always a chance for a man like him to walk free, especially if he hadn’t been held accountable for all the damage he’d done.

Rocco rubbed his jaw. “I’ve arranged a spa treatment here. Isla has your dress, but if you want to stay in tonight—”

“No, I don’t. This is your movie, and I’m excited to go. I’m coming,” I said and stepped closer with my arms out. He wrapped his around me. I refuse to let Judge Colby win. “Don’t worry. It was the initial shock. I’ll talk to Mama. I just need to know she’s safe. Okay?”

“I’ll make sure you’re safe, too. I’ve requested more security, and one will escort you tonight.” He exhaled heavily.

I peered up at him. “You have to go?”

He nodded. “They’re waiting for me, and I need to have it all wrapped up before the premiere. I’ll have to meet you there, but I don’t want to leave you upset.”

I could see the anger and frustration on his face. His concern filled me with gratitude. But I also knew how important this movie was to him. “Thank you, Rocco. Go on. I’ll see you soon.”

He hugged me, and I squeezed his waist before letting go. When he leaned in to kiss me, I held out my cheek.

“Are we okay?” He frowned. Rocco was affectionate, and I didn’t want him to stop being that way with me. I loved the extra cuddles and caresses he gave me all the time, but he seemed to have forgotten something.

I wrinkled my nose. “I vomited twice. Remember?”

His eyes widened as he recalled, then he relaxed, his shoulders dropping. Still, he eyed me speculatively. “Hmm. Maybe I should have a doctor check you over.”

I groaned and pushed his chest. “Go. A massage will relax me more than medicine. Okay? I’ve done talk therapy but it didn’t change how I feel about him. I really hate him.”

The anger well inside me was deep. At the core of it, I wished I’d hurt Judge Colby more.

“I know things, Adelina, but I’d prefer you talk to me about your past.”

I tensed and touched my lurching stomach. It wasn’t a surprise that Rocco may know that I’d hurt my father. The fact that he hadn’t confronted me with it made me appreciate him more. But did it make him nervous?

“It’s my job to make sure you’re safe and happy. All right?” Rocco said. The sincerity in his face warmed my chest.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He kissed both my cheeks and left with Rick. It was only then that I realized I didn’t get a chance to talk to him about Marjorie.

I wasn’t wrong to trust Rocco, was I? He’d been so thoroughly angered by the truth about Judge Colby being withheld. Angry on my behalf. Was that friendship or genuine care for me? It was just so confusing, but I had to try and trust him. Cassidy was right, after all. I had held myself back from many friendships because I’d struggled to trust people. You have to let this Marjorie concern go. Rocco had said he’d be faithful to me, and I didn’t have any reason at this point not to trust him.

So, after taking a deep breath to calm myself, I went to the bathroom upstairs, which had everything I needed already stocked.

As I cleaned up, I tried to come up with a plan on how to talk about Judge Colby’s release with Mama. He’d been a menacing presence that had tainted our every day when he was in our lives. We had both done everything her parents had asked, but they hadn’t kept their word. And now Judge Colby was free to hurt someone else, or even us. She had to know.

I sat on the bed and called my grandfather first. He answered almost right away.

“Hello, Adelina,” he said politely when he answered.

“Hello, Mr. Belfiore,” I said, my tone clipped. “We need to talk.”

He sighed. “What is it now?”

“What do you mean by that?” I snapped.

“You called me, and from the tenor of your voice, you’re being rude. Did something happen with Rocco?”

My heart ached. He was more concerned about Rocco than me. “Is that all you care about? Rocco?”

“I’m asking about Rocco because you’re with him and now calling home. You’ll first adjust your tone, and then tell me what you’re upset about respectfully.”

For the last eight years I’d had to walk on eggshells. I could never express my anger, but the situation with my father had me at my end and I couldn’t reel in my feelings. “I just found out from the press that Judge Colby is out of jail.” My voice was laced with accusation and anger. But I braced myself for my grandfather’s usual aloof disinterest.

“I see,” he finally said in an even tone. “And what do you want?”

I clenched my jaw. “You see? What do I want? Is that all you have to say?”

“Jail is not forever,” he quipped and scoffed down the line.

“Not forever?” I repeated, raising my voice. “You lied and said he’d be charged for his crimes—”

“I told you I’d keep you out of jail for attacking him, which I did. If you keep speaking offensively to me, I’ll end this call.”

He had broken his promise. Why should I uphold mine? The urge to lash out and walk away was strong, but my immediate concern was for Mama’s safety. “You know I believed you had done more. I’ve kept my end of our bargain. You lied to me, and that’s the truth. Call my mother and tell her to expect my call,” I demanded in a terse tone.

“Insolent. Childish. You’re turning into Lorelei, and I will not allow it,” he barked. “Apologize or I’m ending this call.”

I pursed my lips. “Sorry,” I said in a flat tone.

“Now, I understand you’re angry and I’ll allow you to speak to your mother, but you need to understand that some things happened that were beyond even my control. We saved you, Lorelei, and Jacob; that’s what we did. You need to gain control over your emotions, and don’t call me about your father again,” he hissed and hung up on me.

I took deep breaths to calm down. My mind went on autopilot, bringing up the many soothing ways I’d always used to cover up for my grandparents’ indifference. But I couldn’t get past the nonchalant way my grandfather had handled the worst time of my life. Jail’s not forever? It would have been if they let me and my mother fight him in court…Mama! His release will devastate her.

I had to make sure she was safe. That’s what mattered. I dialed her number.

“Adelina?” she said when she answered.

Relief engulfed me. “Mama?” I breathed, my voice trembling. “How are you?”

“I’m…I’m better, thanks. But you sound upset. Did something happen?” she asked.

I cleared my throat. “I…I don’t know how to tell you this, but Judge Colby…He’s out of jail, Mama.”

The line went silent. I broke out in a sweat. A few more minutes passed, and I finally whispered, “Mama, you there?”

“Yes, Adelina. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. You had your graduation…My parents convinced me that knowing he wasn’t in jail would disturb your studies.”

I ground my teeth and gripped the phone hard enough to hurt my hand. My grandparents had lied. They only did what worked for them. “When?”

“Eric’s been out of jail for about seven months—”

“Yeah, almost a year,” I said, my voice raised. “How could you keep this from me—”

“He’s been gone for years. Besides, my parents have restraining orders—”

I snorted. “I doubt it. A restraining order would be on record. He’s judging again. Have you checked to see if it’s there—”

“What’s this, Adelina?” Mama said indignantly. “I will not stay on a call with you attacking us. The restraining order is real; Glenn showed me the papers. He also has security outside the house. My parents didn’t lie about it. Eric…he hasn’t tried to contact me. He never came to college or contacted you once, right?”

I took off my shoes. “Not that I know of.”

“Because it never happened. Eric signed the divorce papers. I’ve never heard a word from him in eight years. Trust me, if he was still thinking of doing something, he would have done it. He’s moved on.”

Mama was certain, but I wasn’t. Judge Colby was a cunning piece of work. He’d bide his time. Now that my life was public, he’d need his image to remain intact.

“How are you feeling?’ I asked.

“Better. Honestly, I needed a break. I’ve been stressed out, and I agreed with my parents. You needed time together without my influence.”

My heart hurt. She really believed she deserved to lose contact with me.

“It’s your safety that matters to me, Adelina. Eric never liked being backed in a corner and the press alone may very well do it.” I could hear her panic that plagued my childhood when they were together.

I ground my teeth. It was the broken record that almost destroyed our relationship. Her overwhelming concern about making his life easier. Fuck him.

“Where are you now?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Cannes,” I answered abruptly.

“That’s very public. Eric would never risk making a scene. Don’t worry.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s still out of jail. What should we do?”

“There’s nothing we can do. We’re on a path. It must play out.” Mama sounded like Mr. Marini. “I’ll update my parents, you don’t need to call them.”

I snorted. “Why bother? They lied.”

“They did what was best for all of us. I don’t want people treating me differently. It took years to get back into society. You need to forget about your father. Let it go.”

She was telling me what she never could do.

“We’re going out tonight, so I must go. I’ll see you hopefully next week. Okay. Bye. I love you. Bye.” She spoke in a rapid stream of words.

“I love you, too, Mama,” I got most of it out before the call disconnected. I glanced at my laptop and considered looking him up, but stopped myself. If I see him, it will become real. I wasn’t ready for it to be.

Mama seemed fine about his release.

So why don’t I feel relieved?
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Tonight was the premiere showing with a screening of the film and a panel discussion afterward. I had to get ready. Isla unzipped the dress bag on the garment rack. There were four to choose from, but the final one she’d brought out was the showstopper—an Atelier Versace black sheer mesh cut fitted backless gown. The stiletto sandals were a stylish patent leather that added more to my height. It fit my curves and had a very low back. My skin heated as she showed me how to put on the strapless lifts that were to be my bra. “What if my breasts fall out?”

“I promise they won’t.” She stood back, beaming. “You look like a star.”

She next showed me how to angle my body before the mirror on the red carpet. It seemed like a lot of work to spend a few hours at a show, but it was for the media and press. I’d watched enough bad moments online to know I didn’t want to be one of them. Rocco wasn’t a superstar, but he had celebrity status, and I had to be conscious of it. I never had a reason to look myself up online and never considered making it a habit.

Our wedding was soon. A nervousness went through me along with a bunch of worries, but I put them away. Tonight was for Rocco, and I wanted to be there for him as he’d been there for me. He spent every day with me and gone out of his way to make me happy. While I’d resisted at first, I’d warmed to his presence in my life—it was impossible not to.

Isla added accessories, earrings, a necklace, and wedge sandals. She made up my face to appear sun-kissed to complete the posh bohemian look. I had to laugh when I checked myself out. If my fourteen-year-old self could see me now….

Isla was about to leave when I touched her arm. “Can I ask you something?”

She grinned. “Of course.”

I lifted my brows. “What am I supposed to do there?”

She hesitated, but then said, “Well…usually do press, you’ll watch the movie, more press, and after that is the party. Be careful there.”

My brows rose. “What do you mean?”

She hid her eyes. “Not all of them are Rocco’s friends. His ex, Marjorie, will be there, and they recently broke up. I’m just telling you so you can prepare yourself.”

I fidgeted. Were they in love? I wanted to ask, but was scared to hear the answer.

Her hand clasped over mine. “Please don’t tell him I mentioned that. He will try to be there for you, but people can be flaky sometimes. Never take anyone at the party seriously, and don’t take anything offered from anyone. Okay?”

It was what I needed to hear, and I was grateful she was so candid. “Thank you, Isla.”

She and the stylist added some finishing touches, and we all left the room. Out front was a new beefy bodyguard who Isla introduced as Zane. “Nice to meet you.”

“Zane will be near you at all times,” Isla added.

He held the door open to the limousine and we climbed in. I was excited seeing all the limos lined up to leave the hotel. I instantly thought of Cassidy and the many times she’d attended similar events with her parents. I took out my phone and sent her a text.

Adelina: I’m at Cannes for a movie premiere.

Cassidy: Get out! I should’ve gone. What movie?

Adelina: The Age of Sin.

Cassidy: Lots of buzz about it. It’s a must-watch for me.

Adelina: Rocco’s one of the producers on the film.

Cassidy: Oh, yeah, I read something about it. That’s exciting. I wish him all the best. So, what are you wearing?

I asked Isla to take a photo of me in the designer gown. She waited until I’d adjusted my fall of curls back from my shoulders, repositioned the rhinestone black and onyx necklace, then had me pose, showing off the split in the leg and high heels.

Cassidy: Holy shit! You look damn hot!

She added a row of fire emojis.

Cassidy: What does the back look like?

Adelina: It’s mostly backless and stops just above my butt.

It was more skin than I ever showed outside of the bedroom.

Cassidy: That’s going out in every press. I’m going to repost it everywhere! How are you?

I took a deep breath. There was still something bothering me.

Adelina: Marjorie, his ex, will be there tonight. She said they were in love.

Cassidy: So what? He’s with you now. If she had a chance, you’d already know it.

I wish I could believe it to be so.

Rocco didn’t react when the press had mentioned it, but it would be different seeing them together tonight. And if I was honest with myself, Cassidy could be wrong. He could still be in contact with her and had only told me we were exclusive so I would drop it. No. That doesn’t sound like him. But that didn’t stop the alarm bells from going off in my head. We were arranged and for the sake of appearances that he’s been with me. What if I’m the other woman here? What if he’s still together with her in secret and I’m just his burden?

“Adelina, it’s time,” Isla said.

Adelina: I have to go.

Cassidy: I can’t wait to see you. I miss you like crazy.

My heart felt full.

Adelina: I miss you, too.

We pulled up in the row of limos outside a glass-paneled building with a red carpet lined with the press, attendees, and crowds of tourists gated off, waiting to see the stars at the event. My nerves went jittery, but then I saw Rocco step out from the awning, and my heart lifted.
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“Mr. Marini, over here…Rocco…Rocco.” We stood nearby as an entertainment news host introduced him to her audience with her microphone and camera. “That’s Rocco Marini’s smoldering scowl, posing before the Versace backdrop. He’s the new ambassador for their Gentleman’s brand, and everyone’s wet dream. The Versace single-breasted custom embellished suit he has on will likely become iconic. I particularly like the black, chain-fitted shirt they dressed him in. You can see more of it in the photo behind him. It’s feminine-masculine. It’s Androgynous or, should we say, erogenous. Love. Love. Love.”

I was just as captivated watching him. His penetrating gaze honed in on me. My pulse went into overdrive as he left his spot and came over to greet me. His eyes scanned over my dress intensely, taking in the silk on my curves and the low neckline. I turned to show him the naked back, then turned back with a shy smile.

Rocco’s eyes widened, his jaw tense. He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Hmm. That dress is showing a lot of skin.” He brushed his lips to my ear and inhaled sharply, and I shivered.

My dress was similar in style to what other women had on. “You don’t like it?”

His arm went around my waist. “Oh, I love it. And so does every man here. Seeing you so sexy is distracting. It’s heating my blood. I’m devolving.”

My grin broadened. “Are you going to throw me over your shoulder, caveman?”

“I might, my soon-to-be wife.” He kissed my cheek with a noisy smack.

Cameras flashed around us. I took quick breaths to calm my pulse. We broke apart, ending what was a private moment, but there was no privacy here.

We followed Isla to the theater’s red carpet for the premiere. Around us were many film and television stars, producers, directors, designers, artists, wealthy patrons, as well as up-and-comers. Some people I recognized, but I didn’t dare gape even though I wanted to.

Morgan Steele came strolling up with his blond locks and sleeveless suit that showed off his tattoos and muscular arms. He had Lulu Cummings, the lead actress in the film, a modern Les Misérables Cosette, on his arm. I walked over to the side to watch Rocco pose with them and a few other actors in the film.

“Congratulations on your wedding,” a female voice said behind me. I turned to find Marjorie Storm. She was wearing a white silk single-strap dress, and her skin was illuminated with a shimmering glitter, making her look radiant.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

“Rocco is so charming. He can make you feel like the most desirable woman in the world. I was sure he was madly in love with me.”

I didn’t answer. I was surprised she was so insecure that she came over to try to upset me. It made me happier knowing that Rocco and I hadn’t fallen in love; we were committed to supporting our families. That was what I tried to hold on to, but it wasn’t easy after getting to know him more. I wanted him to be happy. I wanted him to have everything, including love.

“Was mentioning our relationship rude of me?” she said a little louder next to me as if I hadn’t heard her the first time. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought, as a woman, you should know that men have many sides. Rocco can leave you mighty cold in his shade, but the press and public still loves us together.”

Marjorie strolled forward and joined the group, taking a place at the end as cameras flashed more in her presence.

“Rocco, a picture with Marjorie. Rocco. Rocco.”

The press didn’t care that he had his fiancée with him. Their cameras lit up like fireworks to capture the two of them together. My skin warmed, even as I was chilled inside over their cold brush-off.

Rocco squeezed Morgan’s shoulder. “How about Marjorie with Morgan? Ask him about his triumph here.”

Marjorie squeezed Rocco’s arm and let out a loud laugh as he walked off to where I stood with Isla. He took my hands. “I’m going to have to sit with the team and do the panel interview after. All right?”

I plastered on a smile. “Sure, no problem.”
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Isla and I took seats in the second row while Rocco went to sit with the actors on a group of chairs on the side of the stage. Marjorie took the seat by him and said something that made him laugh. Which means I’m staring. What if the press pick up on that? I turned my head.

We all clapped as Morgan was handed a microphone and walked to the center of the stage to a standing ovation. He waved for us to sit, then said, “Thank you all for coming. Thanks, especially, to Mr. Marini and his production company for giving me a chance to show the world my dream. Thank you to MGT, media mode, cast and crew. The wages of sin is death, but life is eternal, and so is this age. Thank you.”

I clapped and gave Isla a confused look. She shrugged.

The lights went down, and the movie started. I tried to focus on the screen but couldn’t stop staring at Rocco sitting with Marjorie. It didn’t appear they were talking to each other. Then again, I came to support Rocco’s work. It would be a shame to miss the film.

The movie was a journey into the past, a Gothic time travel to the Gilded Age. As Mildred Harper, Lucy as the lead, had fallen through a mirror she had bought at a consignment shop. I felt her struggle as she tried to navigate the 19th century in the body of a distant relative, tied to a dashing hero who was an eccentric inventor. The sets and costumes were beautiful, and the acting was riveting. But my attention was still divided. Marjorie’s appearance on the screen as a woman in a brothel, the hero’s frequent customer until the heroine came, brought my focus back to Rocco. My stomach sank as I watched their heads close together. Even briefly, on the red carpet before the screening, there was tension between them. Rocco seemed annoyed every time I asked about her. Anger often bonded with feelings. Was he upset because he couldn’t be with her any longer?

I dropped my head and swallowed hard. The thought of enduring his liaisons in public was a bitter pill to swallow. I took deep breaths and retreated into the space I often went to when I had to deal with my many disappointments. My father’s attacks. My mother’s absence. My grandparent’s dismissiveness. I pushed the pain away until I was once again. Calm. Blank. Emotionless. It helped me remind myself of what mattered. What I truly longed for was not just his heart, but his commitment to our marriage.

When the film ended, applause erupted in the theater. We all stood, performing a ten-minute standing ovation. But my mind was elsewhere, still reeling from the scenes I had just witnessed.

The chairs returned on stage for the speakers to conduct a panel interview about the movie. They were answering questions, but I couldn’t stop watching Marjorie with Rocco. She leaned over and whispered in his ear before placing her head on his shoulder. She even kissed his cheek to claps from some in the audience. Rocco didn’t return her affections, but he didn’t exactly stop her, either. I lowered my head.

I feel like a fool. Life was all about optics for Rocco. If he truly wanted the world to believe he was with me and not with Marjorie, he would have pulled me into the frame of pictures that were already going viral. This is what sells. And Rocco is absolutely aware of that.

He might have wanted me to believe I was important to him back at the hotel, wanting to show me he cared. But this? This display with Marjorie, when he knew full well how it would be splashed around the world? This stung. This proved I could never let my heart get invested with Rocco Marini. And I was glad to have learned that lesson well tonight. He will never be mine in heart.

Isla touched my arm. “This will go on for a while. How about we go to the cast party?”

“Can I go back to the hotel instead?” I whispered.

She leaned over to my ear. “No. I’m sorry, it’s part of the night. If you go home, they’ll gossip. Just go for a while. It’ll help Rocco out.”

The evening wasn’t about me; it was about Rocco’s work and life. I couldn’t let my emotions get the better of me. “All right. Thanks.”

We left the hall, and I kept my head high, smiled, and waved at the cameras. Isla squeezed my hand when we reached the limo. “You did very well. Rocco’s very proud of you.”

What did I do but maintain a fake smile while he was on stage with his ex? Was this what I’d have to expect when attending his events in the future? My stomach knotted at the possibility. Especially since Isla didn’t suggest I ignore what I saw between Marjorie and Rocco.

After a short drive, we reached the film party. The street required passes to access, which Zane stopped and showed before we drove past the barriers. Outside the building was a plaque with the movie photo. It was a nearby club, and I could hear the music outside, but at a level that you could still talk, and many groups of people sat at tables chatting or dancing on the dance floor. Isla took me for a turn around the room. A few people shook my hand and congratulated me on the film as if I were an extension of Rocco. I wasn’t sure what to say but muttered, “It was a wonderful showing. I’m so proud of him.”

Isla seemed not to have a problem with it because she didn’t correct me for a social gaff. We had just stopped near the bar when Isla said, “I need to make a call; I’ll be back soon.”

I gave her a nod and gazed vaguely over the crowd.

“You’re Adelina Belfiore, right?” a male’s voice said behind me. I turned to find a tall, handsome man in all white and blond bobbed hair. He smiled and held out his hand.

My lips parted. “Uhm…Yes. I’m Adelina Belfiore.”

“I was hoping I’d get a chance to meet you. I saw you on the red carpet earlier and had to find out who you were. I’m Janus,” he said like I should know who he was.

I smiled and glanced at Isla, who returned to stand next to me. She gave him a bright smile. “This is Isla.”

He shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Isla. I believe she knows me, but you don’t,” he said, folding his arms.

I grinned and shook my head. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

“I’m in cosmetics, health treatments, travel, and life transformations. I’m the Janus of Janus brand.” He smiled, flashing an even set of white teeth.

I wasn’t one into lifestyle brands, but Isla was starstruck—which clued me in that he was a celebrity. “Nice to meet you, Janus.” My eyes darted around for Rocco. How long is the panel?

“I also had a minor role in The Age of Sin.”

I peered at him again and realized Janus was the male model in the painting scene. He was very nude in that scene. And very hot. The lead was also captivated. They’d had passionate sex right in the gallery. Scandalous. Oh yeah.

My cheeks warmed.

Janus’s grin broadened. “You remember now.”

I nodded. “Sorry.”

He chuckled. “I’m not embarrassed, I’m proud. Can we chat? I want to give you my pitch to be a part of my brand.”

I grimaced. “Why? I’m not a star.”

He smiled. “You’re stunning, and I can’t take my eyes off you. I say you can sell, and I want to know what else you can do. Please?”

I glanced at Isla, who nodded briskly. “Uhm…sure.”

Janus chuckled, placed his hand on my back, and a tremor went down my spine. “Let’s go.”
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Janus’s hand warmed my bare back and nerves rolled in my stomach. Where did Isla go? I searched the clusters of people around the room, and came up empty. She wasn’t my chaperone, but I’d hoped she’d stay with me at least until Rocco came to the party. But she seemed keen on me speaking with Janus. Maybe he’s one of Rocco’s friends.

“Adelina,” Janus called my attention to him. He pointed toward a row of couches across the dance floor, and we sat on the open middle seats. He turned his head toward me to speak, but a woman sat down in the space between us. I’d seen her at the premiere and thought she was elegant in her green satin gown and tight bun. She held out her hand. “I’m Rose, Morgan Steele’s wife.”

I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m—”

“You’re Rocco’s beautiful cake topper. That’s what everyone’s calling you.” She let out a dry laugh.

I cringed, letting her hand go. “Hardly.”

“Fuck them, they’re jealous,” Rose said, her voice slurred and elevated.

My neck burned. Then why mention it? I bit the inside of my cheek.

Janus cleared his throat. “If you’d excuse us, Rose. We’re discussing business.”

Rose’s lips pursed. “Sure you are, Janus. You can spare a few minutes for a wife or soon-to-be one chat. Let me be your guide.” She pointed at the groups of people chatting around the room. “That brunette over there, she’s the new ambassador for Catalina earrings. The one talking to her is a small-time director of a new indie film that has just been picked up by a big studio. The guy over there owns the best spa in Mazembe. And the redhead over there’s my best friend. She’s fucking my husband behind my back. And the man she’s talking to is fucking us both.”

I blinked rapidly. “Are you serious?”

She nodded.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured.

“How sweet,” she said, her hand unsteady as she grasped a glass of champagne from a hostess. She offered me one, and I shook my head, refusing. “Don’t worry about me. We keep it interesting. Besides, Morgan will never divorce me. Remember, the mistresses get the headaches while you have all the perks.”

I frowned. “Is that so?” My tone was airy.

She squinted at me with her mouth open. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Leave her alone, Rose, and lay off the drinks,” Janus hissed.

I took a sparkling water from a hostess and could pat myself on the back at how smooth and unaffected I managed it.

Rose let out a noisy laughter. “You play it cool. I like that. You know, I’ve been there with Morgan when he cheats. I bet Rocco told you they broke up. But then you see them pawing all over each other tonight.”

I took a sip of water and glanced around the room.

Rose touched my arm to regain my attention and smirked. “Chin up, beautiful. Rocco’s a striking, virile man. It’s better to adjust now to the mistresses. Trust me, it’ll save you the embarrassment. He just needs to work Marjorie out of his system. Let him fuck her a few more times and introduce her to his friends. She’ll parasite onto the next man.” She drained her glass.

“Damn it, Rose. Find some tact,” Janus snapped.

Rose scoffed. “No. I’m giving her sisterly advice so she can survive this wasteland. You’re soon to be the wife, the top of the food chain.”

Rose peered at me, perched on her seat waiting for me to respond to her, but I didn’t.

I lifted my chin and took a sip of my water. Will Rocco fuck her? The thought of him touching her brought on a wave of nausea. But he’d been forced to break up. I’m the one that came between them. Would I have been happier if he had shared more about his feelings? Yes. But I was here and I wasn’t defeated.

Rose’s gaze narrowed on me and she huffed and climbed to her feet. “Fine. Ignore me. I was only trying to be supportive.”

I met her eyes, but didn’t say a word. She didn’t care about my feelings, but wanted to stir the pot. Whatever I did feel, I would never share it with Rose Steele.

She shifted her attention to Janus. “And Janus?”

He scowled at her. “I don’t want to talk to you either, Rose.”

“Your scene had me coming without my vibrator. Call me.” She stood and stumbled away.

“Rose never knows when to shut up,” Janus said, glaring after her. “In her own miserable way, she meant well.”

I smirked. Sure, she did. She wanted to light me up and watch me burn. Rocco hadn’t returned from the screening and Marjorie hadn’t appeared either. They could be together and it did bother me. Still, I wouldn’t make a fool out of myself like Rose by spilling all my personal drama, drinking and making a scene. I’d learned long ago to shield my feelings.

“You handled Rose like a pro,” he said and laughed. “I don’t think I ever found her so thirsty. Good going.”

Beyonce’s “Break My Soul” came on, and my heart lifted. Every time I heard the song, it motivated me to stay strong. I swayed in my seat.

“You want to dance?” he asked, standing with his hand out. “Let’s dance.”

My eyes shifted around. No Isla. However, I did see Zane. Why not?

We went to the dance floor. I swayed my hips and arms in rhythm with the music. Janus matched my dance moves, gliding and twisting to the beat. And for the first time tonight, I was having fun. We looked at each other as the song came to an end. Why not keep dancing? The music was good, and we danced through a couple more songs.

To my surprise, Morgan Steele approached us. My heart rose, thinking Rocco might have come too, but then pain burned my chest when I realized he wasn’t with him. I wasn’t hard to miss in this dress, so if he’d really wanted to find me, he would have. And I couldn’t deal with that. Perhaps Rose had given me the advice I needed to hear after all. I will just be at the top of the food chain. The one he keeps, if only for the façade of being married.

“Can I dance with you next, beautiful?” Morgan said, his eyes running down my body and stopping at my breasts. I thought about the mistresses Rose had told me about. Isn’t he Rocco’s friend?

I stiffened.

“No, we’re busy,” Janus told him.

I nodded in agreement.

Morgan eyed him coolly but walked away.

“He’s on a high from the movie,” Janus said. “He’s also known as all hands.”

My eyes narrowed after him. “Thanks for the warning.”

We returned to the couch, and he angled toward me. “You can dance, I see. What else do you enjoy doing?”

I lifted my shoulders. “Hmm, I don’t know, actually. I graduated from college recently.”

“What was your major?”

“Global studies with a minor in modern languages. I also paint.” I gave talking about my hobby a test and it felt good to say it.

He gave me a nod. “Languages come in handy for travel, translators, and diplomats. I speak several languages myself. It also works well for my work.”

“What exactly do you do?” I asked.

“My brand is lifestyles. It involves our wellness products to infuse a new life. We travel all over the world and demonstrate our products. Our lifestyle channel is streamed by millions. Our industry collaborations are in high demand. We have numerous, successful, international stores.” Janus gave me his pitch, and even with the little he shared, I was impressed.

“That sounds amazing.”

“We could definitely use a new brand ambassador, like you.”

Excitement coursed through me at the possibility, but a nagging thought came to mind. Is Janus serious, or is this the flaky stuff Isla warned me about? “You talk to me for a few minutes, and that’s it? I’m sure you can get anyone.”

“My brand is in demand everywhere,” he said boldly. “But I don’t have an Adelina Belfiore, and that’s what I want. Give me your number, and I’ll show you how serious I am.” He pulled out his phone and raised an arched brow.

I chewed my lip. Can I give him my number? It’s for possible work. Rocco said I should find out more about something I can do.

We exchanged numbers and my phone vibrated with his.

I grinned. “Thanks.”

He tucked strands of hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering near my lips. “You’re absolutely beautiful. I had to touch you to see if you’re real. If nothing more, you have a new admirer.”

My head reared back. So it was all a game. I pursed my lips.

Janus’s smile evaporated, and he moved further away from me on the couch as is attention shifted to something behind me.

I turned my head to…Rocco?

He stalked forward, his jaw locked.

“Remove your hand from my wife before I break it,” Rocco gritted between clenched teeth.

Janus held up his palms, laughing. “Your fiancée, Rocco. We were talking about a job opportunity—”

“Fuck off.” Rocco held out his hand for me to take. “Adelina.”

Our gazes locked. My heart ached in my chest, weighted down with pain. Rocco’s finally here.

I stood and Rocco grabbed my face. His eyes penetrating, and an intense longing for him ignited. Without a word, his lips crushed mine, our mouths fusing in lust. A low growl came from the back of his throat, as his hands slid under my hair and pulled, tilting my head back. My lips parted and his tongue swept in, stroking, enlivening. I moaned into his mouth. Oh, Rocco. I hated that I needed to know if I’d taste Marjorie on his lips. But as was always the case when he kissed me, my hands took on a life of their own. They moved around his broad shoulders as his slid down my spine. The intensity of his touch was electric. My body heated and vibrated with pleasure and euphoria. Oh, yes. His possessive claim had me speechless, and I struggled to refill my lungs with air. I wobbled on my feet when we finally parted.

All eyes were on us as Rocco placed his arm around my waist. “We’re leaving,” he announced. I didn’t protest because I wanted nothing more than to leave. Zane and Rick flanked us as we headed toward the door.

Rocco ignored everyone who attempted to approach us, only sparing a lethal glance at Isla who stood near…Marjorie? Her face appeared blotchy and her lips turned down in a scowl. She’s not smiling now. Did that mean what I thought it meant? We got outside but didn’t stop walking until we reached the car. The urgency, and his command of my body, was most definitely a turn-on.

“Get in, Adelina. I want that dress off when we return.”
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Rocco’s brand of dominance turned me on, and I was keen to have sex with him, but I didn’t understand why he was upset. It couldn’t have all been because of Janus. After watching Marjorie with him during the panel interview, he didn’t have a right to freak out about a flirt.

Yet, Rocco hit the side of the interior with his fist. “Fucking press set me up.”

My brows rose. “Rocco?”

“Give me a minute.” He took out his phone and made a call. “Yeah, it’s me, Morgan. You told me Marjorie wouldn’t be at the premiere…You can’t control who shows? She had a chair… Not acceptable. She’s not headlining this movie…Whatever. Bottom line, if you want my support again, don’t count on it,” he snapped and disconnected.

I touched his arm. “What’s going on, Rocco?”

He grunted. “Majorie. She’s become a problem. I broke it off, and she has me GPSed everywhere. I’m sick of it. I don’t want her linked with my work or anything else again.”

My mouth dropped opened. “You’re not friends—”

“We were, but not now,” he said abruptly.

I folded my arms. He was angry, but he had no right to take it out on me. “How else would I have known? If you want me to know the truth, you should share it with me. You left me the second we entered the theater.”

“I sat with the production; that’s what we do at these events,” he said in a brisk tone.

“You didn’t have to sit by Marjorie, laugh with her, let her put her head on your shoulder, kiss your cheek,” I listed off, then flattened my lips.

He snorted. “There were cameras on us the whole time. I’d be a public scumbag if I was anything but nice to her, even though I didn’t want to be. She used us for publicity and fucked over our movie to get it. I left the second the panel interview ended.” So why did it take so long for him to get to the party? I wasn’t sure what to believe.

We fell silent for a few minutes before he said, “Shit, I’m sorry. I’m upset Morgan was too weak to stand on his work that he tried to conjure up salacious drama for the press. We agreed ahead of time that she wasn’t allowed on the panel.” His phone vibrated in his hand, but he didn’t answer it.

“But she’s in the film,” I pointed out.

“A miniscule role that I got for her. It was Lulu’s Oscar to get, and they’re not talking about her. Marjorie has her film, Patchwork, which she has a more prominent role in, showing here soon. But she had to interrupt Morgan’s film, and now the press will forget his hard work. It’s selfish and self-serving, but…maybe I gave her no choice.” He blew out his breath.

I turned back to him. “What do you mean by that?”

“We hadn’t seen each other in months, so it’s not like we were still together. The breakup and marriage announcement was fast, I get that. But our relationship wasn’t going anywhere. I’m being upfront, Adelina. I stopped having feelings for Marjorie quite a while ago.” His voice lost steam.

“Okay. Thank you for telling me that,” I said, hoping he could hear the genuine thanks in my tone. He’d been wronged tonight, too, and I wouldn’t ignore that for him.

His phone chimed. He checked it, then pressed ignore.

“Now, tell me, where was Isla?” he asked, his voice strained.

“With me most of the time. It’s a party. Janus told her he wanted to discuss a business opportunity. She left for a call. But Rose Steele came over to chat with me, too.” I bit my lip.

“What did Rose want?” he asked in a clipped tone.

I lifted my shoulders. “To offer advice.”

Rocco tutted. “Rose has no advice to give. She opened the door for an open marriage with Morgan, and it will never close again. Now tell me what else Janus did to you. Did he hurt you?”

I shrugged. “No. He was friendly for the most part. We danced…Oh, Morgan asked to dance with me—”

“He did? Fuck me,” Rocco hissed, his jaw clenched.

I crossed my arms. “Should I say anything more or are you going to freak out?”

“Morgan crossed a line; I needed to know that. I’m calming down. Tell me the rest.” His voice wasn’t exactly calm.

I took a deep breath. “Janus talked about a business opportunity, then touched my face. You came.” And thumped your chest.

“He dared to touch what is mine?” he said incredulously. “Calling you my fiancée? As if he had a chance in hell to take you away from me. I’d break that asshole in half.”

Rocco was worked up for a fight, and it finally hit me why. It wasn’t just his annoyance at Marjorie at the premiere. “You’re jealous.”

He rolled his neck. “I’m protective.”

I squinted. “Is that why you groped me in front of your friends? Marking your territory?”

He snorted. “Call it whatever you want to. I have maybe three in that room I’d call real friends. Now two. The others want to fuck up any good thing they see. You don’t know how it is, and I refuse to let them do that to us. So yeah, I kissed my fiancée and skipped their party. They don’t control me…Let’s get back to Isla. She wasn’t to leave your side.”

I grimaced. “Why? I am an adult—”

“You don’t leave bait in a den of snakes—”

“Bait? Fuck you, Rocco.” My lips pursed.

He blew out his breath. “Forgive me. I adore you, Bella, but you’re green. Innocent.”

I scoffed. “I can fight, Rocco. I’m not as fragile as you think. I’d have handled Janus if you hadn’t shown up —”

“You shouldn’t have to handle anyone. Isla’s whole job is to take care of you when I’m not there. I went against my instincts keeping her on after she became close to Marjorie, and now I can’t trust her. I’ll have to let her go.”

I frowned. “Please don’t. She’s been very helpful. I really like her.”

Isla was really great with me, prepared and easy to talk to. I felt comfortable with her. She gave me space at the party, and it had surprised me. But I was fine overall until Janus flirted.

“Bless your sweet heart. I’d burn it all down if anyone hurt you.” He reached for me, but dropped his hand.

I stared down at my trembling fingers in my lap. “You don’t want to touch me?”

“I’m too upset to touch you right now, Adelina. But trust me, I most definitely want to.”

“You do, Rocco?” I mumbled, my voice uncertain. He had been jealous, but I was insecure after seeing him with his ex who obviously wanted him back.

“Where is this coming from? Yes, I do. It’s all I want to do the second I let you go.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I smiled.

He took a deep breath and kissed the back of my hand. “I’m sorry. Honestly, I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I need to calm down, or I won’t go easy on you when we get in.” Rocco’s tone was teasing. He unbuttoned the front of his jacket and adjusted the bulge between his thighs.

“I don’t want easy, Rocco. I can handle it.” I shifted my legs on the seat, exposing the slit up to the garter at the top of my thigh.

Our gazes met and fused. I put all my longing and emotion for him in mine. What mattered most was that I’d grown to trust him. He needed to know I’d accept all parts of him.

“Be my good girl and take it off.” His command was just above a whisper, but it amplified in my veins, coursing down to my clit that pulsed. His brand of control worked on me, but I also wanted him to see me as strong.

“Stop calling me a good girl.”

“But you love it, Adelina. You’re a young woman and you want my praise.” He reached his hand over to clasp my thigh, pushing on my leg to open it wider. “You need to please. I get that.”

My skin tingled and heated. Did pleasing him arouse me?

“Stay still for me, Bella,” he commanded in an authoritative tone.

There was a strong, visceral desire to connect, but there was also a willingness within me to submit. I gripped the seat as his hands moved higher up my leg to the top, tracing his fingers against the lace on the thong. My breath hitched, and my pulse quickened. I let out a staggered breath and tensed as his fingers underneath the fabric. Ohh, Rocco. I strained as his fingers teased my clit and rubbed my hot opening. “Mmm. Let me show you how much you love it.”

He pushed a finger inside me. “You’re my sweet, sexy girl,” he purred. My inner walls clenched, and I shuddered as he pumped his finger in and out of me. I let out a moan, opening my legs more. And he gave it to me, sliding in another finger. “Your cunt is eager to be good and fucked.” He fucked me with them, slipping his fingers in and out of me as I moaned.

My hands grasped the seat tighter. “Don’t stop, Rocco,” I pleaded. He already had me desperate. Every time he touched me, I wanted him on me, inside me.

But he pulled out his wet fingers and sucked on them, groaning, “I’d let you have a taste, but I’m too greedy. Now, do as you were told.” His tone switched from teasing to authoritative, and I gushed between my thighs.

My hands were clumsy as I unhooked the garter, and impatient as I pulled off my stockings. I was achy, needy, and frustrated, but this was his control. He wanted me to know everything I did was because I wanted him, needed him.

“Take the stay pins out, too. I want to see your big tits spill out of that tiny dress.”

He was still upset about the dress and used it in his power play. I tugged the covers off my breasts, and he was right—they were both fully exposed in the dress’ low V-neckline. I went to cover them, but he pulled down my hand and gapped the top wider. “No, they’re mine to enjoy.”

Rocco rubbed between his legs as he watched me sit for him. My bare breasts were fully exposed and swollen. I could feel my nipples tighten to the point of pain as he watched. My skin heated to burning. Yet, at the same time, I was dripping wet, throbbing.

A twinge of humiliation raised inside me. I felt dirty. Sexy.

The car finally turned up the drive to the hotel and stopped. He pressed the call button and sent Zane and Rick away, then leaned over and sucked on one of my exposed breasts. He drew on it hard enough to sting. My thighs clenched and my chest heaved.

“Please, Rocco,” I whispered. My clit was pulsating; I was aching so bad it hurt.

He sucked and licked more, then let go of my nipple with a loud smack. “I love you to hear you begging. Now, go in and take the dress and heels off,” he commanded, his voice deep.

He climbed out and held out his hand.

I took it and was dizzy on my feet. He paused, covering my breast, his knuckles grazing over my taut nipples. I shuddered.

I shifted on my feet and moaned under my breath.

“Good. Now go inside and do what I told you.”

He gestured for me to walk ahead of him into one of the exclusive hotel townhomes, and closed the door. It was quiet, with soft lighting left on. The dress came off easily, sliding down to the floor. I let it pool at my feet and kicked off the heels.

Rocco wrapped his arm around my shoulders and waist. He was still fully clothed, but I could feel his hard cock pressing against my lower back. “This is how I should keep you. Naked and wet for me. You’re mine, Bella. Only I touch you.” His possessiveness and annoyance were evident. I could feel my arousal run down my thigh as he gripped my hips and ground his cock against my bare ass. “You see how hard you make me? Show me how much you want my cock.”

Rocco pushed on my shoulders, and I went to my knees. His hands were quick to undo the front of his slacks and free his big erection. My hands were nervous as I clasped him and put him in my mouth. He grabbed my hair and fisted it, his hips rolling. I opened my mouth wider, sucking and swallowing, saliva running out my mouth as he pumped his cock, fucking me with it. I didn’t stop. I wanted to please him, make him come. My hands reached up and gripped his ass. He surged forward, and I swallowed hard as his cock went down my throat. I inhaled through my nose as I gagged and struggled for air.

“Fuck,” Rocco roared, his hands grabbing my head. I pulled back to swallow as he came, flooding my throat. He eased his grip and slid his cock out. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. My breathing came out staggered and heavy, and my mouth was sore. But we stared at each other again. There was surprise or wonder in his gaze that wasn’t there before. He bent and gripped my shoulders, pulling me to my feet, then kissed me with a ferociousness that left me weak.

Rocco’s orgasm had only made him hornier. His kisses moved down to my breasts with the same barbarity, and he sucked on my skin. I was sure he left marks. He moaned as he nipped and sucked to brand me.

“Yes, Rocco.” I wanted every one of them.

“You’re mine.” He moved on his knees, his hands moving over my thighs and buttocks, staring at my pussy until I squirmed, clenching empty.

“Only I can make you come, Bella.”

He buried his head between my legs and sucked on my clit. I gasped, my hands gripping the top of his head, my body unsteady as pulses of pleasure went through my veins. My hands held him, and I ground my hips as he licked and sucked. My body stiffened and shook. Rocco drew me tighter to him, his tongue lapping over and over, stroking, flicking, and sucking my clit.

“Oh, my God, Rocco,” I cried out, lost in the pleasure. He thrust his tongue inside, and I could feel my climax coming; he sucked and hummed, and everything tightened. I cried out and shook as I came. Waves of pleasure filled me, and I couldn’t keep upright. But Rocco took my weight and held me. He pressed on my leg to come down on the floor and had me stretch out on my back. He opened me wide and went back to lapping my clit.

“Rocco, Rocco,” I moaned his name between pants. I was too sensitive from coming, but he wanted to still pleasure me. Knowing that made me heat up more, and I writhed as he rubbed my clit, adding his fingers. I moaned and lifted my hips as he swirled his tongue inside me. To my surprise, my body peaked again.

“That’s it, give in,” Rocco said between heavy breaths. My surrender was what he wanted. His hands went under my ass, and squeezed, then returned to pleasuring me. He was relentless, stroking and sucking on my pussy until I could only shake and spasm in his hands. He stood, and I could see he was hard again. He removed the rest of his clothes before helping me stand. I stumbled over to the couch, where he bent me over it.

He tugged my hips up and pressed his thick dick to my entrance. “I need to fuck you hard.” Then he pushed in with a brutal thrust to the hilt.

I gasped at the strength of his drive, but I was so wet from coming, that his pumps in and out of me were like ecstasy, and I wanted more. He groaned and stirred his cock, setting off more sensations that had me losing myself. I pushed back, and he hit my ass. “I’m fucking you, Bella.”

His dominance had me tightening around him as he ground his dick inside me. Sweat heated our bodies. The friction of his deep thrusts sent me close to orgasm again. I moaned loudly and moved my hips.

Rocco hit my ass again. “You have me so fucking turned on.”

He thrust in harder, at a faster pace, and it took me right back up to the edge of oblivion.

“I’m going to come,” I called out.

Rocco kept his rhythm, pushing his cock deeper and deeper. I could feel his dick grow thicker. I fisted the cushions and stiffened, my body gyrating as I came on his cock.

“Fuck, that feels so fucking good,” he said gruffly.

His breathing was heavy, his voice hoarse. He shuddered and jerked as he came, filling me up. I let go. My energy depleted as I sank on the couch, sated.

We both moaned as he pulled out, and I was boneless. But he smiled as he placed my arms on his broad shoulders and lifted me in his arms, and I wrapped my legs around him. Our guards were dropped, and it felt right. He wanted me to be more open with him, so I needed to try. For him. For us.

“Can I ask one more question about Marjorie?” I said.

He frowned. “Okay.”

I touched his face. “Do you have feelings for her?”

He groaned.

I clasped his face and met his eyes. “No, Rocco. I need to know, and it won’t change anything. I understand why you broke up and that you’re committed to this arranged marriage. But I also know you were arranged to be with me, you chose her to share your life. I need to know if you love her.” I thought about his grandmother, Aurora again, having this conversation with Luca Marini. He’d told her, but it hadn’t put an end to their arranged marriage. She came in without blindness and faced the challenges ahead. It was the only way I could see we could make it, with full honesty.

He sighed. “No, I don’t have feelings for Marjorie. We had fun dating. But we both had careers that pulled us to different continents. I spent more time without her than with her. I thought we’d stay friends, but I now know that’s not possible. I liked her, but we weren’t in love…You and me. We’re together and that means no one else. I refuse to be second.”

I gulped. I don’t want anyone else.

He lifted my hands and brought them to his lips and kissed the back of them tenderly and my heart swelled. “You, Adelina, give me what I need.”

A satisfaction filled me at his praise. I would be one of the people he considered his friend in any room we entered from now on. I’m going to be in your corner, Rocco. I also believed I gave him what he wanted, but one day he’d take it all. Nothing less.
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Rocco scowled, peering at his phone. “Fuck me.”

I took off my sunglasses. “What’s wrong?”

He handed the cell over and swiped down his face, letting out another curse.

We were up early, lying on lawn chairs on the deck of his yacht, only having just left the port in Nice, France. Our schedule was full back in Florence, with family due to arrive for our wedding preparation this week. Besides that, Rocco was ready to leave the festival. The article confirmed he had been right about the media on his ex, Marjorie’s, impromptu addition to The Age of Sin’s interview panel. The press went with the angle of gossiping about his old relationship instead of highlighting the movie’s success.

Marjorie Stormed her way back into Rocco Marini’s Heart: The Age of Sin premiere at Cannes Film Festival.

The torn lovers sparked rumors of a rekindled romance at the Cannes Film Festival premiere. The Patchworks actress surprised everyone by turning up for the screening of The Age of Sin. And from the cozy picture of Marjorie’s head lying lovingly on his shoulder and a smooch on the cheek, one can only guess where the lovers ended up after the panel. (Photos courtesy of Gertz images.)

I did a quick search online to lift his spirits. Unfortunately, the other top article headlines were no better:

Fiancée flees screening of The Age of Sin as sparks fly between Billionaire Rocco Marini and Actress Marjorie Storm.

Pending wedding on the rocks as the Marjorie Storm blows away the competition to Billionaire Rocco Marini’s heart.

Anyone who had seen the photo of them would draw the same conclusion—that they were back together. I placed his phone back on the seat next to him, but even it being out of sight didn’t lessen the pain in my chest or the embarrassment. The public is sure he dumped me already. But it all hurt Rocco, too. I wanted to soothe his disappointment after hearing about all the effort he put into the production.

I typed a search for the critic’s score and held it out to him. “Ninety-six percent fresh. That’s a winner.” I added cheeriness to my voice, though my hand shook when I held out the phone for him to take.

He put it in his pocket and came closer to me. The corners of his mouth turned down. “I had nothing to do with Marjorie after the panel. I promise.”

I cleared my throat. “Rocco, I know. It’s gossip.”

His phone buzzed. We glanced over at the screen. Morgan Steele.

Rocco cursed, and I snarled at seeing his name. He let the call go to voicemail. “Too late, man. I’ll deal with him later.”

Morgan had as good as admitted last night that he’d engineered the scandal to drum up more attention, but it had backfired and hurt his friend, and his work as an up-and-coming director. It surprised me how selfish Morgan and Marjorie had been. Our lives were similar in that respect. Are we all tools to use?

Rocco’s jaw ticked. “I hate how this all hurts you. I blame Isla for having you leave the panel—”

“I wanted to leave, Rocco.” I touched his arm. “That’s on me.”

The blame rested on me because I didn’t want to watch him with Marjorie.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that, Bella.” He kissed my swollen lips, his eyes boring into mine. My skin tingled, and I touch a sore spot on my neck, where he’d marked me. His gaze followed my hand, and from the heat in his gaze, I knew he was thinking of fucking me again.

He hadn’t gone easy on me, which had left me breathless. I now know what it means to be fucked hard all night long.

Cassidy had been right about Rocco. He lived his life with passion and speed, and I would now be the lucky recipient of that passion. She was right to be jealous. But I loved how she didn’t hold that against me. Unlike Rocco’s “friends.” I believed him that he wasn’t a man to cheat, especially because of how hard he’d fought for me to believe him. What I was also learning was that Rocco’s life was one of constant motion, something so different to my college life. But with the freedom and encouragement he’d already given me, I could see myself quickly adapting. I will keep up, because that will also make life easier for him. And just as he wanted me to be happy, I realized that I wanted the same for him.

I yawned, and Rocco squeezed my shoulder. “Let’s go back to bed.”

We left the chairs, and I slipped back on my sandals to walk down the deck and stairs. Two floors down was the large bedroom we slept in on our way to Cannes. I sat down on the edge of the king-sized bed.

Rocco bent down and removed my shoes.

“You know I can do that,” I told him.

“Yes, but my instincts tell me you like this, too.”

“Did they tell you I’d like to submit to you in bed?” I raised a brow.

He grinned broadly. “No, I just hoped, and I’m happy you do. I can’t wait to see what else you’ll do for me.”

He removed his shoes, stretched next to me, and pulled me on top of him. I couldn’t wait to go back to the house in Florence, curl up on a sofa, and read.

Rocco put his arm around me and held me. I added him to my fantasy of reading on the chair. Somehow, he had pulled a door open in my chest, bringing in his sun, and I lifted high. Right now, snuggled deeply in his arms, this life was becoming a dream I didn’t want to wake from.

Nevertheless, I listened to his heartbeat and soon fell asleep.
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I woke before we docked and typed an email for myself on career ideas. Janus may not have been serious, but he had me thinking more about what I could do besides start a family.

“We’re docking soon,” Rocco called behind me. He came over and peered down at the screen. “I’m glad to see you’re moving forward.”

“It’s early, but I love to travel. I could use my ability to speak other languages. Janus wanted it to be more of a public persona, but I’m thinking more behind the scenes, like creating something I can oversee as a company? Art? Art therapy? Illustration? But that’s way far in the future.”

I held my breath, unsure what he’d think about me running a business.

Rocco nodded approvingly. “Yeah. Let’s look into it more.”

My head tilted back and up to his. “Seriously?”

He squeezed my shoulder. “Seriously. Let’s have the wedding ceremony and everything else first. Then, we’ll see what we can do.”

Rocco’s phone vibrated. He groaned, reached into his pocket, and smiled at the screen. “It’s my mom, which means she’s probably at the house.” He answered. “Hello, Mom…how was your flight? You, dad, and Siena are here. Where’s Salvatore? Oh yeah…Sure. We’re back in Florence, just docked…Oh? Okay. Don’t worry. We’re on our way.” He grimaced and put the phone away, his brows pulled together.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Not sure.” He gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “But we need to get moving. Everyone’s at the house.”

We quickly put on our shoes and left for the deck. The yacht docked, and Rocco went over to Zane to talk to him. After a few minutes, we all left.

Zane rushed ahead with his phone to his ear. A few minutes later, a Mercedes appeared with Rick behind the wheel. The rush to get into the car and the urgency of the drive had my head spinning. I clutched my stomach, which lurched. It reminded me of the night Mama and I had gone to my grandparents’ home. I didn’t know what to expect, but I knew it wouldn’t be good. Then again, no one thought me an optimist.

My hands fumbled into my purse as I checked for messages. Nothing.

When I looked across at Rocco, his eyes were clouded.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. He squeezed my hand but didn’t answer.

My focus remained glued to the window as the road to the villa finally appeared. I took a few quick breaths to slow my pulse and fought with my mind to stop the dread creeping into my thoughts. We’re worrying for nothing. Everything’s fine.

Yet, the closer we moved down the drive, the clearer it became that something was going on. There were at least five cars lined up outside. The second the car stopped, Rocco climbed out and half-jogged to the house. I rushed out to keep up with him.

“What’s wrong?” I called to his back, but he kept running.

The front door was slightly open, and high-pitched wailing came from someone inside. What was going on?

Rocco rushed forward, and I followed him to the source. To my surprise, it was Mrs. Marini. She was on her knees while Mr. Marini held her as she screamed.

Rocco’s sister Siena appeared and grabbed him. “It’s Grandpa. He’s gone.”

My head pounded rapidly as everything went blurry. No. They have it wrong. We just had dinner and laughed together. He was fine….

“Grandpa? Dead? It can’t be.” Rocco’s voice graveled. Siena let out a sob, and he held her tight.

“He passed away in his sleep, son. It was sudden,” Mr. Marini answered as if someone had asked.

I took a step back and then another until I was out of the room. Mr. Marini can’t be gone. A film rolled in my head of that night eight years ago when he’d called me over to use the heat lamps by the bench. I wasn’t sure where I’d go or what to do, but I’d walked over. He hadn’t known me at all, but he had cared. From that moment on, he never left. And I clung to every text, letter, or call because he made me feel like I was his family….

I fell to my knees and tears poured out of my eyes. A sob erupted, and Rocco was there. He held on to me as more tears wracked my body. I cried because no words would ever cover what he’d meant to me. Each tear mourned the emptiness inside my heart.

To Mama, I was a defender. To my grandparents, I was a pawn. But to Mr. Luca Marini, I was his dolce Adelina, and he just loved me, for me. And that made me weep all the more because I doubted anyone would ever love me like that again.
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More Marinis arrived at the house to mourn with the family. No one treated me as less, but I wasn’t ready to sit and talk about Grandpa Marini. Instead, I put myself to work, helping the housekeepers put away the food brought over, and checked in with each person to give them whatever they needed, whether it was something to eat, drink, or a quiet place to rest. Mrs. Marini held on to Rocco, who stayed on the couch by her side with his siblings. Night came, and I finally went up the stairs to the room I slept in. To my surprise, Rocco’s father, Nico, was inside when I walked in.

He startled.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt you. Should I move my things so you can sleep in here?” After all, it was their home.

“No…no,” Nico said, rubbing his jaw. “Maybe you can help me. My father-in-law stopped here yesterday, and the housekeepers said he went to this room. I thought maybe he’d left something for us?”

I was puzzled.

He opened his arms. “Can you look around? Does anything appear different or out of place?”

My eyes darted around the room. The only thing different was a copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover. He had left it with other books next to my laptop on the desk. But I knew Mr. Marini. If he left it for me, he wanted it for me alone. That was why I lied. “No, I don’t.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure? Take a real look.”

I checked the closets, under the bed, the bookcases, then turned to him, lifting my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I only see my things in here.”

The muscles in his face jumped, and he let out a grunt. “All right. Thanks.”

I frowned. “I’m sorry for your loss. Mr. Marini was a wonderful man.”

Nico stared at me for a few moments, then walked out of the room without a word.

I shut the door, then stared at the back of it, confused. What was that about?

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Odd.

Did Mrs. Belfiore know? I felt so exhausted from the last few hours. Grieved. But the silence seemed off, so in a moment of desperation, I called my grandmother. Her phone went to voicemail, and a strange chill went through me as my insides tumbled. I left a message.

“Luca Marini has passed away. Uhm…I…I haven’t heard from you or Mama. Please let me know if you need anything from me.”

I had no idea what to tell them. We didn’t talk much about anything other than what they wanted me to do. Their silence after the news of Mr. Marini’s passing was also strange. The word must have gotten back to them by now. What’s going on back there?

I waited by my phone for a reply for a while and checked my messages on my computer. Nothing.

The bedroom door opened, and this time, it was Rocco. I went to hug him.

“How are you holding up?” I asked in a gentle tone, holding his waist.

“I just can’t believe it,” he said and coughed.

I squeezed him then let go. My heart hurt at seeing his watery, red-rimmed eyes. He sighed heavily and clasped my hands. “Listen. Mama doesn’t want to stay in this house…it holds too many memories. I’m going to take her over to my aunt’s house and will return later. We’re all flying back to New York in the morning to see my brother Salvatore and prepare for the funeral. Don’t worry about packing; I’ll have someone send our things later.”

“Okay. That’s fine. Please help her,” I told him, my eyes tearing up.

“Sorry, Adelina.” He wrapped his arms around me. “I know how much he meant to you.”

A knock on the door had our heads turning. It was Olivia, his mother. Her eyes were puffy as tears were streaming out of them. “I didn’t want to leave without speaking to you, Adelina.”

Rocco let me go, and she came over to us.

“Oh, Olivia. I am so, so sorry for your loss,” I said as more tears pooled in my eyes.

“Thank you, sweet girl,” she whispered. She took my hand and held it firmly. “My father loved you very much. He was so proud of you and excited for your wedding. He planned it more than me.” She let out a dry laugh, and a sob.

“I…I loved him very much. He…he was always checking on me,” I stammered.

Olivia nodded a few times. “I…I don’t know how to ask, but I must. I want to ask you both to postpone the wedding and have the funeral? I know that’s asking a lot from the two of you, but we will cover everything and reschedule.”

“Of course,” Rocco said without hesitation.

I heard myself echo his words and take the hug from Mrs. Marini. But inside was a well, deep in fear and dread of what was to come.

Rocco hugged me. “Thank you. I’ll come see you later.” He left, holding his mom’s shoulder.

Left alone, the emptiness inside me expanded. The impact of Luca Marini’s death was an endless well, which I feared I’d never find the bottom of. Just when things were about to change, everything was now uncertain. Will the marriage happen? Will Rocco have to marry me or does he have a chance to end the arranged marriage? He told me he hadn’t planned to marry and was forced by his grandfather. He didn’t want children, something my family depended on for their trust and legacy. If he does, will I be forced to marry someone else?

Pain gripped my heart. In such a short time, Rocco had changed my life so profoundly. He’d reinforced so much of his grandfather’s convictions—that I too could have hopes and dreams. Slowly, with his encouragement, with getting closer to him physically, it had become hard to recall life without him. I didn’t want to live without him, but wasn’t sure how to verbalize that to him. Or if I’d get the chance. Was that love? He’d shown me since the day we were brought together that I mattered to him, and that warmth had been so much appreciated. He was a lot like his grandfather. But we weren’t in love, were we? My heart constricted and a lump lodged in my throat. I know better than to love him.

I soaked my head in the shower to chase away the bad memories, but they still crowded my mind. Every unanswered call and one-word message left a cut of regret. My conscience battered the conversations in which I only talked about myself instead of asking about him. I’d missed the wisdom Mr. Marini had tried to pass on to me, but he never failed me with his understanding, support, and love. Most of all, he believed in me. His wisdom gave me strength in my loneliness. With his guidance, I excelled as a student, and was highly recognized in my outreach. I believed in myself. Even in his final days, when I was unsure about a future in an arranged marriage, he shared with me from his own example that things could work if I’m willing. He was like a godfather, and a dear friend.

I dried off and returned to the room, dropping the towel on the desk, which knocked over the copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.

Mr. Marini’s book! Had he left it for me?

My head shook, and I laughed, wiping the corner of my eye. He often made me laugh, even in death apparently, I moved it back, but in my hands, it was light. Hmm. I opened the cover, and a thick envelope was stuffed in the hollowed-out pages. Had Mr. Marini dropped off a last message just for me?

I wasn’t ready for a goodbye, but I couldn’t bring myself to put it away. When we went to his home, he’d had something he wanted to share with me, but didn’t have time. Perhaps he wrote it out for me and left it where I could find it.

My hands trembled as I removed the thick envelope. A typed message was pinned to the top.

The truth: J.C.

I stiffened. J.C. Judge Colby? My father? That was the only JC I knew. Bile rose in my throat, and I fisted the papers. The last thing I’d ever wanted to discuss was my father. Mr. Marini knew I hated him. Was he trying to help me forgive him? Sorry, but that’s impossible.

I wasn’t ready to read them and went to find a purse to store them for when I felt stronger, however, a logo in the corner of the top paper caught my eye. Esquire Publishing, LLC. The boxes my father’s poetry books would arrive in had the same logo. I retrieved the paper, and read the top document.

“Congratulations. Your poetry book, “Love is a Worn Heart,” has been selected for publishing.” The paper was stapled to the second page, and the filings of the LLC were listed.

“Esquire Publishing, L.M. Esquire, Publishing, LLC. L.M. Mr. Luca Marini, owner….”

I glared down at the paper. Mr. Marini had published my father’s poetry books? The following few pages were copies of loans for real estate and personal loans for my father with the addresses we had over the years. But of course, he took drugs and gambled away everything he owned. Every property went into collections and foreclosure; the bank loans were bought by other companies for payment.

“Fairbanks Mortgage, Bank of the West, Civil Bank all sold to L. M. Holdings…Luca Marini.” Mr. Marini bought the loans? If he did, my father was in debt to him for millions. How did Mr. Marini get paid back, and why did he approve more loans for my father?

The next page listed bank transfers from Reginald Belfiore to Mr. Eric Colby. I fell to my knees. Grandfather. He paid off the loans. Heck, he even sold properties to cover them. The payments went on for years. It was clear these loans from Mr. Marini had chipped away my family’s wealth. Why did they pay for the loans?

I knew the answer. Grandfather’s pride. He’d paid so the public wouldn’t know how awful things were in his family.

I looked at the pages again. My father hadn’t just used his name to get personal loans; he’d used Mama’s, Jacob’s, and my own. I only tried once to get a credit card and was rejected, but I hadn’t needed money—my grandparents covered most of my expenses in college. Or I did with my small family trust.

But there were more pages.

My stomach lurched, and my hands shook. I didn’t know if I could go on, but I couldn’t stop myself.

The first was a screenshot from a phone: Luca Marini with Willy and Mrs. Ashford. They stood next to a car in front of a house. Mr. Marini had admitted that he knew the Ashfords had backed out of my arranged marriage that very night I texted him. I never wanted to marry Willy Ashford. Surely Mr. Marini wouldn’t have used my past to ruin that arrangement, would he? A cut sliced inside my heart just thinking about it.

I flipped to the final page. It was a picture of my father burning a pipe over foil with a man standing over him. Luca Marini. Why would they have been together? Who took these photos of Mr. Marini with my father? What was going on? Could he have known my father was hurting Mama and me? Did he purposely make my grandfather poorer?

He was so remorseful about revenge when we talked at his home.

He’d even said to me in Italy, “If it hadn’t been for Aurora, I’d still be hellbent on revenge. It consumed me for years, and I deserve hell for all I’ve done, but I ask for your forgiveness.”

Mr. Marini spoke of revenge, but what exactly did this mean? The man I’d grown to love and care for had helped my father destroy my family? Impossible. Judge Colby was a menace. Nothing in the papers changed my hatred for him. Did Mr. Marini know how Mama and I had suffered because of him? Did he help him in anyway? But he did ask for absolution, and I thought more about his anger for my grandmother Constance Belfiore, who he claimed to have loved and she left him for my grandfather. Was there another plan for me?

I had so many questions and I didn’t know where to find the answers. Most of all, I needed to know how much Rocco knew about his grandpa. If he hated us so much, why did he arrange for Rocco to marry me? It was all so devastating, and my heart couldn’t put it together that Luca Marini would ever hurt me.

My stomach lurched, and the papers grew wet with tears. I dropped the papers and wanted to shove them away. But something else caught my eye on the back of the last photo. It had a familiar bank number at the bottom of the page. I recognized it. Mr. Marini had given me that same number many times over the years. Next to it was a handwritten note.
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The words were a match that burned me to nothingness. That dreadful night, Judge Colby, my father had told Mama he intended to sell me….

His hand slammed the motel door shut, then pushed my shoulders. I stumbled into the room, dropping the fast food bag I’d brought back for Mama from my shift.

“Bout time you came back,” he stepped on the bag and smashed the food into the rank carpet. “Been waiting for you.”

“Don’t talk to me,” I snapped at him and glared over at Mama. Was that man outside in here?

I hadn’t asked, but my look was enough. She knew I knew.

Her face pinked and she clinched the bathrobe she had on.

“What’s going on?” I said and took a step towards her.

He stepped in front of me blocking my path.

“She’s where I told her to stay,” he said. His eyes were bloodshot. “It’s time you earn your keep. Your Mama isn’t bringing in the money like she used to.”

My eyes shot to Mama. Her hands covered her face and her body shook with sobs. He’s been selling Mama? No. No. No. But she can’t even look at me.

“No. Oh, Mama,” I sobbed, and my fist clenched. “Get out and leave us alone you piece of shit.”

He hit my jaw. My teeth rattled, and I spat out blood on him.

“You fucking bitch. Think you’re too good?” He grabbed my neck, and snarled, his breath hot and rank. He fisted my shirt and I clawed at his hands. “I bet you are a slut, too.”

“Let me go,” I hissed.

“Lorelei says you’re a virgin, but she lies. The men want to know what they’re paying for.”

“Leave her alone, Eric,” Mama yelled, grabbing him.

The fabric on my uniform top tore and the clasp on my bra broke. My hands covered my chest.

He leered.

“Stop it,” Mama said, placing her hand on his shoulder. “That’s your daughter.”

He grabbed her and threw her across the bed, and tugged open his pants. “You need to show her how to fuck.” He stepped on the foil and crushed his drug pipe. “Look what you made me do, you bitch.”

My hands grabbed the folding chair….

I clutched my stomach and gagged, rushing to the bathroom in time to vomit in the toilet. The hatred and anger stayed. Judge Colby should’ve died. Did Mr. Marini really plan to buy me? To what end? Was he always pretending?

I fell down to my knees and sobbed as my world was upended. The sense of being lost, of not knowing who to trust or where to turn, was suffocating. What had changed his mind? My thoughts journeyed back to meeting Luca Marini on that bench behind my grandparents’ estate near the Croton Reservoir….

I crossed over to walk on the stone stairs leading down to the bottom of the hill. On this side of the mansion was the reservoir. At the bottom, a male voice was singing opera not too far ahead, and from the light of lamps, there was a seating area near the dock. My eyes shifted around the path. Behind me was no trail; I had to pass him to reach the main road. I shivered and set off.

The crunch of my boots on approach had the man on the bench turning his head. He waved beckoning me and called, “Hi there, little one. What brings you out on a chilly night?”

“Just going for a walk.” I wasn’t sure who he was, but there was no anger in his eyes. And after the night I’d had, I didn’t think I could take more anger and yelling. And blood. But still, I was cautious.

“I don’t speak to strangers,” I said and swallowed.

“That’s wise.” He smiled. “Let me tell you who I am. Luca Marini.” He paused like I should know him, but I didn’t. “I live in the house next door and know The Belfiores. We share this area and I come here when I’m in town. Now, your turn.”

I bristled in a gust of cold wind and eyed the seat again. My pocketknife was in my jeans in case I got in trouble. I just wanted to rest, but I knew this wasn’t the time or place. But….

There was a bag next to him with seeds, and he tossed them on the ground. He seemed like a nice man. A few birds were near but hadn’t taken them. “They’re waiting for you to relax, and I didn’t catch your name?”

“Uhm…I didn’t give it. Stranger Danger and all that,” I said and shrugged.

“Yeah, you never can be too careful,” he quipped and went back to singing.

The heat lamps were warm, and I stopped shivering. My shoulders dropped, and I rubbed the back of my neck.

Then, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a paperback. A glance at Mr. Marini and his expression had softened to sympathetic but quickly changed back to amusement.

“What’re you reading?”

“Mother’s Night by Kurt Vonn….” When I didn’t know how to pronounce something, I spoke the part I was sure of.

“Vonnegut,” he said and frowned. “That’s a dark satire and inappropriate for a young lady your age. How old are you?”

I bit my lip and didn’t answer.

“I’d guess no more than twelve—”

“I’m fourteen,” I said abruptly.

The corners of his mouth turned down. “You look a lot younger. It’s too cold to be outside without a coat. It’s going to snow tonight.” His tone was admonishing.

I shrugged and hummed The Frozen song, “Let It Go.”

“You sing the Frozen song? I’m old, and I know that one. My grandchildren watched the movie every day. Drove me insane.”

I stifled a giggle.

Mr. Marini let out a belly laugh, and I joined in. He dug into his pocket, pulled out a ball of wrapped candy, and held it out for me to take.

I shook my head, refusing. “I don’t eat sweets. Mama says sweets will make my teeth rot and think of things impure.”

“That’s the same thing my Mama used to say. Are you Catholic? You went to Mass today?”

I nodded. “I go every day.”

I wasn’t strong in faith, but the cathedrals were warm, and I loved the smell of incense and singing. The prayers made me believe in a life that wasn’t as bad as mine. But I kept those thoughts to myself.

He sighed heavily, threw more seeds on the ground, and the birds chirped. “I go every day, too. You could eat it and still confess, you know.”

I shook my head back and forth and pulled my hat down over my ears. “No, thank you, Mr. Marini.”

He chuckled and nodded. “You’re polite. I like that. You were at the Belfiore’s, but you snuck away to think.” His tone turned sympathetic.

“I didn’t sneak, I….” I took a deep breath.

“It’s okay if you did,” he said. “Sometimes impulses lead to making hasty decisions. And even in the worst situations, there’s someone else that has it worse and may need you.”

I tensed. Mr. Marini may have seen me and Mama sitting outside the front house. That was when I thought about how long I’d been gone. She’s probably looking for me. She wasn’t on the hill, she was on the steps walking down towards us. She must’ve spotted me.

“Adelina, don’t go, please come back.” Mama yelled over.

My hands fumbled on the book, and Luka bent down and picked it up quicker than I had expected.

“We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be. Be careful pretending. That’s from that book.” He pulled out a card and tucked it in the pages. “That has my email, address, and phone number. Could you send me a message? Tell me what you’re reading.”

I took the book and stood there baffled. “Why would I do that? I just met you.”

“Because you’ll make an old man happy, and you’ll find I’m a good uncle to have. You are strong, little one. And I think that resilience will be your superpower, Adelina.”

He laughed and I smiled, touching the card….

I pressed my hand to my chest as my head echoed with Mr. Marini’s laughs, smiles, and his veiled warning, “Be careful pretending.” Because perhaps no one would actually want or love me for me.

Would I forever be part of a billionaire’s pact or would someone actually love me one day?

End of Part One. Love and Destiny Trilogy, Book 2 coming soon.
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A young, naive college student moves to NYC and unexpectedly meets mysterious billionaire Paul Crane. What starts as a passionate affair awakens her deepest desires.

“
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THE TIGER LILY TRILOGY

THE BILLIONAIRE’S COMPANION, THE BILLIONAIRE’S INTERLUDE, AND THE BILLIONAIRE’S REVELATION (THE TIGER LILY TRILOGY)
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DARK ROMANCE DUET
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INDISCREET AND DAUNTLESS

An innocent mistake plunges Gia right into the middle of secrets she was never meant to discover. Can Gia recover in time, or lose everything?

“Steamy, sexy, and thrilling”

contemporary romance standalones

MATCH FIT

Notorious British Striker Dylan is pretending to be mine. Will this fake relationship send us to stardom or end our careers?

“A scorching Hot Winner of a Contemporary Romance”—Publisher Weekly Book life

Knox gave his number to the waitress on our first date. I left with another man before it ended.

Neither one of us could stand each other after that. But there he was with his hand out for me to take, right in the middle of a crisis.

“It will grip you, snuggle up and tease you.”

A world of passion burns inside me, hidden from view by my delicate ballet movements I will break free of my ballerina box and will have him—no matter what the cost.

“Phenomenal! Loved every word! I absolutely fell in love with Tyler and Scarlet!”

CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE STANDALONE

UNFINISHED SYMPATHY

Can these two artists unlock their hearts, and compose a symphony of passion or will their love song fade out before it even begins?

“Kept me on the edge from the very moment I started reading. I absolutely LOVED everything about this book.”
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