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            Book Description: It started in Bellagio…

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrea Brunelli enjoys life. She loves her business and she enjoys her friends. But make no mistakes, her business always comes first.

      A girlie weekend at the Villa Costanza provides the perfect opportunity to unwind. If only her friends would stop telling her to find a man—she’s not interested, especially after her last embarrassing encounter.

      

      Yet she is thrilled when Riley James, a wealthy and handsome American staying at the same hotel, seeks her out. Unlucky in love, Andrea tries to take things slowly. But Riley James has other plans.

      When he later shows up at her warehouse, she is determined not to let him slip away. And so begins a seductive Italian summer romance.

      Until her business partner makes things difficult for them. And when her nights of passion lead to more than she had bargained for Andrea discovers that there is a price to pay.

      Is her passionate new romance all that it is set up to be or is there more to it than meets the eye?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘All That Glitters’ is the second book in the ‘Italian Summer Series’, which is a spin-off from the ‘Honeymoon Series’. The first book in that series is  ‘Honeymoon For One,’ and it is currently free at all retailers.

      ‘Italian Summer’ consists of a series of books which tell the stories about the characters who first appeared in the ‘Honeymoon Series’.

      In addition you also get to discover what is going on in the lives of the main couple, Ava and Nico, from the Honeymoon Series.

      If you haven’t read the first three books in the Honeymoon series, please be aware that there will be spoilers in this book.

      The timelines of both series are connected and you can find a recommended reading order here.

      ‘All That Glitters’ is Andrea’s story.
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      “You dropped your towel.”

      His voice, soft and golden like melted butter, stole into her thoughts, jolting her from her dreamlike state. Andrea, who had been lying on the sun-lounger, letting the sun kiss her bikini-clad body, now opened her eyes and looked up through the brown filter of her sunglasses.

      Him again. She’d noticed him before, and now watched him as he stood beside her with a white towel in his hand.

      He was gorgeousness personified and so different from the dark haired Italian men she was used to. This man before her was blue-eyed and golden and hotter than lava; she thanked the god of fitness, for she could see that the gym had been particularly good to him.

      Blinking, she became vaguely aware that her own towel lay by her feet and she was just about to reply to the handsome stranger when Caprice beat her to it.

      “That’s mine,” her friend purred, leaning over Andrea to take the towel from him and no doubt giving the man a good eyeful in her plunging cherry red bikini. Andrea’s eyes narrowed. Caprice, with her long straight hair and luscious body, had the type of figure and full lips that gave men ideas.

      The man glanced at her friend and grinned, and Andrea was grateful for the huge Prada shades that shielded her eyes as her gaze swept easily over his chest and arms. He looked like a tower of strength, standing over her with his tall and taut gym-sculpted body. She felt vulnerable lying down in her bikini and propped herself up to a seated position. Her movement attracted his attention and he looked at her, making her feel self-conscious and excited all at once.

      “Are you ladies enjoying your stay here?” he asked. His accent was American, she noticed and the more she stared at his electric blue eyes—as blue as the lake which the Villa Costanza overlooked—the more she recalled that she’d seen him yesterday, too.

      The pitter-patter of her heart increased and she briefly wondered whether the sun had affected her. She was far too cautious and sensible to believe in insta-love, yet here she was ogling this man as though he was the last of his species.

      Her body was reacting to him—even if her mind still sat on the side-lines wondering when to join the game. She tried to think of something to say, so that he would know she had a voice, that she wasn’t mute.

      “We are,” said Caprice, wriggling around in her seat. “Someone had a big milestone birthday celebration this weekend.”

      “A milestone birthday?” he asked, his eyes twinkling. “A twenty-first?” he asked, all innocent.

      “She turned thirty,” replied Andrea, nodding her head at Caprice and finally getting a chance to prove that she could talk.

      “Thirty is the new twenty,” Caprice declared as she rubbed sun lotion slowly and suggestively over her upper body. Andrea smiled at the man, more out of embarrassment for her friend who had turned the art of applying sun cream into foreplay.

      “I agree.  That’s quite a milestone you celebrated in style.” With his attention directed at Caprice, Andrea’s eyes darted to his body. Her gaze lowered to his swim shorts which hung dangerously low on his waist. Rivulets of water trickled down his chest and kept her transfixed as she watched them cling to the light dusting of golden hairs across his chest.

      He caught her looking and her throat dried up like a prune. She didn’t know where to look.

      “Nice meeting you, ladies,” he said, finally. “Happy belated birthday,” he told Caprice before stealing a look in Andrea’s direction. Then he walked away.

      She stared at the perfect V-shape of his back. Caprice made lewd, low moans and licked her lips in pure, unashamed admiration as he stood at the side of the pool, getting ready to make a dive. The glittering water was blue and silver as slivers of sunlight fell and danced upon its gently moving surface. He dove in and disappeared, emerging moments later with his arms raised, thick and corded at the biceps, as he swept back his golden hair.

      Andrea’s heart galloped as though she’d just sprinted four hundred meters. She lay back on the sun-lounger, her chest rising and falling.

      Hot damn.

      “Where did he come from?” Caprice sounded as though she needed an inhaler even though she didn’t suffer from asthma. “If I was single…,” she whispered, adjusting herself on the lounger. “Oh, look,” she cried, almost spilling out of her bikini. “I have my towel here, see.”

      “Maybe someone else dropped theirs,” murmured Andrea.

      “Or maybe that was his line,” purred Caprice. “I think he was interested.”

      “You’re with Luigi.”

      “I can still look.” Caprice pouted. “And he’s not here.”

      “That makes it alright?” Andrea asked.

      “I’m not breaking the law. You can be with one person and still have thoughts for another.”

      “That’s called cheating.”

      “It’s harmless, Andrea. I love Luigi and I would never do anything silly.” She settled back on the chair.

      Andrea welcomed the silence and the feel of the sun as it licked her skin. This weekend had been the tonic she’d needed. The Villa Costanza nestled high above Lake Como and was set in a small wooded peninsula. An enchanting and luxurious hotel, it was tucked away in a quiet corner of Bellagio with only the view of the lake and surrounding greenery around. This magical paradise had enabled her to unwind completely during the long weekend.

      It might have explained why her pulse had rocketed the moment she’d set eyes on the golden haired stranger. She didn’t usually notice men, not as easily as her friends Talia and Caprice did. They seemed to have been born with some sort of heat seeking device which locked onto all the hottest guys within a short range.

      Yet she’d noticed him.

      “It’s been a great weekend, huh?” Caprice asked.

      “It’s been amazing. I so needed this,” Andrea replied, dreamily. “I can’t thank you enough.”

      “You are welcome, my darling. I wanted to celebrate with two of my best friends but now I wish I didn’t have to leave so soon.  Why didn’t we make it longer?”

      Because it would have cost a fortune, Andrea thought, wishing her friend would lie down and keep quiet for more than a minute.

      “Make sure you plan at least a week for your thirtieth birthday celebrations.”  Caprice could talk for the world, and Andrea realized that she wasn’t going to get the peace and quiet she desired. She sat up and tied her thick dark curls into a ponytail.

      “I was thirty last year,” she said quietly.

      “You didn’t invite me!”

      “I didn’t do anything.” Andrea opened her bottle of sun screen lotion and rubbed it over her shoulders. “I think I might have had takeout pizza.”

      Caprice snorted. “That’s tragic! I hope your thirty-first birthday is more exciting. I hope you’ve found a man by then, at least.”

      Andrea’s smile slowly faded and she shook her head. “I don’t think I’m too good in that department.” She’d messed up a few months ago with one of her best friends, Nico Cazale. He was now a reformed man who only had eyes for one woman—a woman who had recently become one of her good friends. Andrea hadn’t shared any of this with Caprice and Talia though.

      “You don’t give yourself a chance. You’re always too busy working in that warehouse of yours.”

      “I happen to love my business and what I do.”

      “A business isn’t going to keep you warm in bed at night. You need someone to share it with. You need to live a little.”

      “I’m lousy when it comes to reading men.” Andrea replied and didn’t like the way Caprice nodded her head eagerly.

      “Am I that bad?” she asked but Caprice seemed to have dropped out of the conversation completely.

      “I think he’s interested,” her friend said, speaking low as though she had no air in her lungs.

      Andrea turned to look just as Caprice hissed, “Don’t look now—”

      But it was too late; she already had. He’d slipped on a baseball cap and pulled it down low over his forehead as he slid down his recliner. The white wires of his headphones hung down his chest and her eyes once more scanned the full length of his body.

      She turned back to Caprice, her insides vibrating like jelly. His sun-lounger was three spaces away. Had he been here before them this morning? Or had he only now picked his spot?  It wouldn’t surprise her if he’d picked this spot so that he could take a better look at Caprice, she guessed. Men flocked to her as though she was giving away free money. Andrea had seen it all her life, from their college days onwards.

      “I think he’s more interested in you,” said Caprice carefully.

      Not one to raise her hopes, Andrea balked at the suggestion.

      “You don’t think he’s hot?” Caprice, shocked at Andrea’s cool reaction lifted herself to a seated position and sat facing Andrea. She snuck another look at the man.

      “Will you stop eyeballing him?” hissed Andrea, embarrassed that he would discover they were talking about him.

      “You don’t think he’s hot?”

      “He’s…okay.” Andrea drew her words out begrudgingly. If she admitted to finding him even remotely interesting her friend would goad her into making a move. They were desperate, both her and Talia, to pair Andrea up.

      “Okay? If I wasn’t engaged,” Caprice paused to admire her huge solitaire diamond ring, “I might be interested. But I think he’s into you. He keeps looking this way.”

      Andrea exhaled loudly. “Please, can you drop this?” She begged. For the past four days her friends, both in relationships, had been interrogating her about her single status. Talia was in a new relationship with a man she’d met at a court case and Caprice was engaged to her boyfriend of eighteen months. Because it had been a few years since Andrea had been in a meaningful relationship, her friends had been trying to ‘figure out what was wrong with her’ and had proceeded to carry out an analysis of her condition.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Caprice, looking at her as if she’d had a nosebleed. “Why are you so uptight about a drop-dead hunk who keeps looking at you?”

      “I’m not interested in having a relationship at the moment. I don’t have the time and energy to go for it.”

      Caprice made a dismissive noise “It’s not an exercise class!” she snorted. “With the right guy, you’ll make the time. All your work ethic will go out of the window, you’ll probably spend your time in bed doing more fun things.”

      Andrea glared at her friend and wished she would drop the talk. Besides, the man behind her was way out of her league and she wasn’t going to put herself out there. Not yet. She’d been humiliated enough to discover that she’d gotten things so wrong with Nico. These days her ego was fragile and she preferred to focus her attention on her business for now. Dealing with baby and children’s nursery furniture, toys and accessories was easier than dealing with relationships.

      “Can’t we make the most of the time we have left and stop talking about men for a change?” Talia had left first thing in the morning and in a few hours Caprice would be going, too. Andrea had extended her trip to stay for one extra day because she had plans to check out a new crib manufacturer on her return journey.

      “What else is there to talk about?” asked Caprice, retying the bow of her bikini top and hauling her breasts higher.  Andrea watched in envy. There were times when she wished for a fuller figure like her friend’s. “And how can you go without sex for so many years?”

      Andrea nearly choked on her breath. “Ssssshhhhhhhhhhh.” If Blue Eyes over there hadn’t been wearing his headphones, she would have died of embarrassment.

      “It hasn’t been years,” Andrea retorted. Caprice was making it sound like it had been a decade.

      “Your Rabbit doesn’t count. That’s not sex that’s—”

      “Will you stop it?” This was the problem with her friends. Because they were so loved up, they were constantly fixated by relationships—whether it was the latest celebrity pairing or someone they knew. This weekend they had been trying to find out what Andrea’s problem was.

      “But don’t you miss it?” Caprice insisted, obviously desperate to unravel the mystery of her celibacy.

      “Having someone?”

      “The sex. Don’t you miss the sex?”

      Andrea thought about it. “I miss having someone to talk to, someone to go to dinner with, someone to spend a day like this with.”

      “And the sex?” Caprice refused to let the matter settle.

      Andrea squirmed. “I miss intimacy,” she whispered. Even though she had her back to him, she could feel Blue Eyes. It was a good thing there were a few sun-loungers between them. “But right now I have other stuff going on.”

      “I don’t get why you’re not putting yourself out there more and working harder to find someone.”

      “Because I’m busy working hard on my business and I want to expand, find bigger premises, maybe get a second warehouse in years to come.”

      Caprice dismissed her words with a wave of her hand. “It’s always about your business. It takes over your life and it’s not a good thing, Andrea. It’s not right.”

      “What’s not right?”

      “Spending your life alone.”

      Andrea set the bottle of lotion on the ground. “I like my business. I like being my own boss and having my own hours. I don’t have to return home today in order to prep for work tomorrow.” She pulled a face at her friend. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound like a dig.”

      “Luigi says he doesn’t mind whether I work or not.”

      “He’s your boss. He only wants you at work so that he can keep an eye on you.”

      “And other things,” said Caprice mischievously. “Sex on his desk knowing that his secretary was sitting outside his office was the biggest thrill. Have you ever—”

      “No,” returned Andrea emphatically. She tried unsuccessfully to erase the image that Caprice had conjured up.

      “One time I got under his desk and gave him a blow—”

      “I get the picture! No wonder you can’t keep away from work,” muttered Andrea. Caprice hadn’t changed one bit. She’d had more boyfriends back in college than she and Talia had combined.

      “Sex is more thrilling than ever,” she cooed.

      “I bet it is.”

      Your work is secondary, thought Andrea. This was where she had a lot more in common with Ava. Both were independent, strong minded women who ran their own businesses. For her friends their jobs were something that sucked up five days out of the week. Talia loved her work; she’d studied hard to earn her law degree and seemed to enjoy her career. Caprice was well taken care of, and work for her was a hobby, or a sex playground, mused Andrea.

      It was different for Andrea. She worked seven days a week, maybe not the whole week at the warehouse but she often took work home. She never had a day when she didn’t do anything related to her business. It consumed her life.

      “Let’s relax for another hour, then maybe grab lunch?” she suggested.

      “That would work. Luigi wants to take me to dinner at eight so if I get the train by four at the latest, I’ll have plenty of time to get ready.”

      With Blue Eyes not too far away, Andrea’s body was buzzing with excitement. She tried to remember when she’d first seen him; was it only yesterday? Or had he been here a few days before that?

      What with their lunches, brunches, cocktails and a good few days of girlie fun, time had melted into one long, lazy stretch of memories and she’d stopped living by her watch for a change.
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      “I wish I could stay another night.” Caprice hugged her friend hard. “Another dinner, some more drinks, more catching up.” She curled her fingers around the handle of her Zebra print wheeled luggage cart and held her Michael Kors handbag in the other hand. With her tortoiseshell Dior sunglasses perched on her head, Andrea marveled at how glamorous her friend looked for what was a simple train journey back to Milan.

      “I think we’re caught up for the next six months,” said Andrea running a hand over her hair and doing her best to smooth her thick, unruly mane. She kissed Caprice on the cheek. “Why don’t you stay, if you really don’t want to leave?”

      Her friend shook her head. “Luigi is waiting. We’ll do this again in a few months’ time. I hope to god you’ve found a man by then.”

      “Thanks for organizing everything and for being so generous. You didn’t need to.” She would have paid up, even though it would have cost a fortune. But Caprice insisted that the birthday treat was on her.

      “Look at you staying on another day Ms. Businesswoman.”

      “I’m wondering if I did the right thing. Maybe I should have left today as well instead of visiting the new supplier on my way home.”

      The place already felt lonesome now that she was the only one here. She could have returned home today and then taken a train from Montova to see the crib manufacturer later. It would have saved her the exorbitant rates at this hotel but after considering the pros and cons of extending for one night, she’d decided to treat herself. Leo had managed to convince her to take time out, too. He told her that she didn’t have to worry about a thing since he was here. In fact, he’d kind of insisted on her going. He was good in that way.

      “Now your business sounds glamorous to me.”

      Andrea laughed. “It isn’t.”

      “Ciao.” They kissed and hugged and Caprice jumped into the taxi and was gone.

      Andrea folded her arms around herself and stepped back into the cool, plush interior of the hotel lobby. She wondered what to do now that she was all by herself. For a few moments she questioned again her decision to remain an extra night.

      If Leo hadn’t been there to take the helm in her absence, she would never have considered taking a long weekend break. Having Leo around was a great help. It meant she didn’t have to have the bulk of the pressure on her own shoulders. His cash injection into her business also meant she could ramp up faster. If the next year was anything like it had been since she’d met Ava, things were only going to get better. Ava’s business was exploding, and Andrea was one of the main providers of the products Ava sold.

      Taking him on had been a blessing, and it meant she no longer had to run to Nico whenever she had business problems or questions. She didn’t want to rely on Nico as much as she had in the past. And now that Nico and Ava were getting married, it would be odd to continue to seek the advice of a former lover while still being friends with them both. Their friendship meant the world to her and she would never willingly jeopardize it.

      No, finding Leo had been a godsend. At thirty-six he was older than her and according to her brother, Dominic, recently divorced. There was not so much as a hint of an attraction between them and she had a good feeling about taking him on.

      She wandered around the lobby, unsure whether she should sit out by the pool or return to her hotel room and catch up on her backlog of emails. Caprice’s words rung in her ears and she was reminded of their conversation earlier. It would have been wonderful to have someone to share this weekend with. Maybe someone special, she thought, not without a touch of envy. Talia was going back to her boyfriend, and Caprice would be out with Luigi tonight.

      It wasn’t true that she wasn’t looking for love. She didn’t want to spend her life alone but recently she’d been stung and now she was careful not to read the wrong signals. She didn’t want to mistake niceness for romantic interest. When she met the right person, she would know. It was a theory she believed in.

      Lost in her thoughts she felt out of sorts as she looked around the large lobby area.

      And she felt his eyes on her before she saw him.

      How did he do that?

      She slowly turned to find Blue Eyes walking towards her and then he stopped in front of her. She’d read about the jolt to the chest but until this moment she had never actually experienced it.

      Not even with Nico.

      And yet she felt the heat of his intense stare as his eyes locked on hers. The shock to her heart lasted one second. Maybe two. She lost track of time.

      Seeing him staring back at her was enough to raise her hopes. There was no misreading the interest.

      “Hi.” It almost looked as though he wanted to strike up a conversation because he stood there with his hands slung into the pockets of his shorts.

      “Hi,” she replied calmly while her heart shuddered violently beneath her ribcage.

      “Was that your friend who left?”

      She nodded weakly.

      “Quite a celebration you girls had on Saturday night. She looked embarrassed when the waiters brought out her cake with the sparklers and the roses.”

      “Oh, that,” she said, remembering the details. She’d had no idea he’d been watching and was amazed that he’d noticed so much about them.

      A group of waiters had sung ‘Happy Birthday’ to Caprice who had taken it in her stride. Three glasses of wine meant she could easily take anything in her stride.

      “Are you on vacation?” she asked, curious about his reason for being here.

      “A friend of mine got married yesterday.”

      She expelled a short breath in awe. “It must have been beautiful to have a wedding here.” Images of white dresses and decadence swam around her.

      “It was.”

      And what are you doing here now, she wondered?

      As if reading her thoughts, he said, “I’m staying on a while. This place,” he looked around him at the surroundings. “It’s pretty cool. I feel as though I’m disconnected from the crazy world.”

      “It’s amazing.” She agreed. “I’m here until tomorrow,” and then wondered why she had given him this unsolicited piece of information.

      He smiled again.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, and offered her his hand. “I’m Riley.”

      “Andrea.” She held on to his hand and slowly breathed before sliding her hand out of his. She wondered what to do next.

      “I was going to have a drink at the bar. If you’re free, would you like to join me?” His offer reached deep down inside her and warmed every inch of her body.

      “Me?” she blurted out.

      He looked around with blatant exaggeration and the corners of his lips curled upwards. “Of course you, Andrea. It’s fine if you can’t or if you don’t want to. It’s only a drink.”

      She had often been proud of her ability not to show her feelings on her face and even though she was confident her cheeks hadn’t been touched by crimson, she wasn’t sure that he couldn’t hear the beating of her heart.

      “A drink would be lovely.” She heard herself say.

      “It’s nicer outside. Would you like to sit by the tables overlooking the lake?”

      Yes, she definitely would. “Why not?”

      And that was how Andrea found herself sitting outside at a table overlooking the azure blue lake with a handsome stranger by her side.
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      They sat underneath a deep green patio umbrella.

      It was green all around, thought Andrea, happily as she admired the grass, and trees and shrubs which surrounded the Hotel. The bunches of flowers, deep red roses and winter daffodil contrasted against the lush grass. She didn’t need a glass of wine to make her feel light-headed. Sitting among the heady beauty of nature all around her made her feel light-headed enough.

      Added to which the presence of Riley across the table from her still seemed surreal.

      What would her friends make of this? Although she would never take one, the thought of taking a selfie, of her and him, and sending it to her friends was a cause of amusement.

      He curled his fingers around the top of his iced bottle of beer and laid one arm lazily on the table. “How come both of your friends left?”  Now that she was so close to him, and it was just her, no Caprice to steal the limelight, she felt self-conscious and wished she’d made more of an effort. She wished she’d worn some makeup at least. Here she was, bare-faced, and with under eye circles—due to not going to bed until two in the morning, with her hair hastily thrown back into a ponytail. She didn’t exactly look her best.

      “Caprice—the one who left just now wanted to return to her fiancé, and my other friend left earlier because she’s busy working on a heavy court case.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m taking things easy,” she said mysteriously and slipped him a smile over her tall glass of orange juice. She would let him guess what she did and not give too much away all at once.

      Quiet laughter from a group of people at one of the tables nearby reminded her they were not alone. They both turned to watch as a waiter popped a cork on what looked like a champagne bottle.

      “I wonder what they’re celebrating,” said Riley, lifting his bottle to his lips. For a man he took in a lot of information, she noted. As much information as a woman usually did.

      “How come you’re still here?” She asked, curious to find out more about him.  “If the wedding is over?”

      “I’m the last of the guests to leave.”

      “A wedding here must cost the earth.” She didn’t want to guess how much.

      He nodded. “I can’t imagine it being cheap.” He was quiet for a while. “When are you leaving?” he inquired.

      “Tomorrow.”

      His eyes flickered and she wondered if they were beginning to think the same thing. She could easily spend the whole evening sitting out here with him. “It’s hard to leave a place like this, isn’t it?” She glanced over her shoulder at the building behind them, so majestic, standing in all its splendour amid the Candelabra-shaped plane trees and statuesque cypress.

      “You have one more night,” he asked, meeting her eyes squarely.  “Where is home?”

      “A small town, about twenty minutes north of Verona.”

      “Verona. It’s on my list of places to visit.”

      “You should come.”

      “I’ll have to.”

      She stared at his sun-kissed golden hair and knew this was a line and that she would never see him again. He mirrored her relaxed pose and sat back into the chair, clasping both hands in front of his stomach. It had the effect of making his shoulders look broader than ever.

      He lifted the bottle to his lips once more then raised his arm to catch the attention of a waiter. “Another tall glass of juice for you?” he asked, nodding at her almost full glass. “Or something stronger?”

      It was tempting, but really, she didn’t need anything strong. Or rather, she feared it might loosen her reserve. “This is fine,” she said.

      “Is that an American accent?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Born and raised in Boston. Have you ever been to the States?”

      She shook her head. “One day, I hope to. A good friend of mine comes from Denver but she’s living here now. She met someone while she was on holiday in Verona and they’re getting married in a few months.”

      “That sounds like a fairy tale.”

      “Very much so. If you knew them, you would think it too. Although I don’t suppose men believe much in fairytales.”

      “And you do?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Fairy tales are for kids.”

      “I guess they are. Actually, I must tell her fiancé about the floating pool here. He’s in the hotel business too and is looking to open a new hotel in Ravenna soon.”

      “Have you tried the floating pool?”

      “We swam in it yesterday. Have you?”

      He nodded. She hoped he wasn’t going to ask her if she wanted to take a swim. If he saw her in her bikini now she’d be more self-conscious than ever.

      “I managed to find some time away from the wedding.”

      “How long are you over for?”

      “I don’t’ have a time limit,” he said. “I'm traveling. The only reason I stayed here was for the wedding.”

      “Traveling?” she asked curiously.

      “I was in Switzerland, then France for about eighteen months.”

      “Eighteen months?”

      “And I’ve been in Italy for almost as long. Mainly the north. But I have plans to go south by the end of it.”

      “Which parts have you been to?”

      “Turin, Genoa, Parma and Padua. I can’t remember the other places. There were many others. After a while you lose track.”

      She was impressed. He continued, “I’m hoping to go to Sicily, Amalfi and Portofino at some point and I’ll have to add Verona to my list, now that I know you’re near there.”

      She nodded and wondered if she would ever see him again. “It sounds intriguing, to be able to do that.”

      “Anyone can do it.”

      “Travel?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure I agree with that.”

      “You’re free to do whatever you want.”

      “It depends, if you have dependants and commitments then I doubt that the decision would be an easy one.”

      “You mean children and a partner?” he asked.

      It wasn’t what she’d been thinking. But now that he mentioned it. “That would be one reason.” As well as a job, a career, a business. Not everyone could take off as easily.

      “Is that the reason you wouldn’t consider it?” His blue eyes held her captive.

      “I never said I wouldn’t consider it.” She’d bypassed his question entirely.

      “But you sounded as though it wasn’t something you could do.”

      Were they already disagreeing about something?

      “I’m saying that not everyone can up and leave.” She took a sip of her juice, wishing now that she had ordered something stronger. A cocktail even. She’d annoyed him, but she wasn’t sure why. Behind that oh-so-handsome facade was something she couldn’t put her finger on.

      “I did.”

      She tried to laugh. “Maybe you’re different.” She instantly regretted her choice of words. “Special,” she said, trying to recover. The conversation had taken a nosedive to hell.

      “Shall we start again, Andrea?” She couldn’t help but stare at his wide shoulders. The outline of his hard chest against that tight t-shirt had her looking a moment longer than she should have been.

      “Let’s.” Like him, she wanted to return to pleasantries and to make the most of this evening.

      “There are so many beautiful parts to your country,” he told her. “I think I’ve fallen in love with almost every place I’ve been to.” All the while he spoke, she considered his face and knew she was already enjoying the time she’d had with him. He was different from the Italian men she’d been used to in the past—dark and magnetic, and men that many would consider handsome and sexy—but this man before her, he was different. This American, with his loose American drawl, his eyes that looked right through her, and the way the corners of his mouth broke out into a ready smile—all of these things made him seem so friendly and easy to talk to. He was new and different and she was intrigued.

      “How long do you think you’ll carry on? Traveling, I mean.”

      “Who knows?” He gave her no indication of time. “This is more like a traveling sabbatical you could say. I used to be an equity trader until the markets crashed years back. Now, I trade remotely. It keeps me in the money, shall we say.”

      She frowned. “You’re a trader?”

      He nodded. “I trade the US markets, while traveling. It’s not easy, but it is doable, as long as I have my mobile setup, and a good and reliable internet connection.”

      “Mobile setup?”

      “A laptop with a couple of CINQ monitors attached to it.”

      “What monitors?”

      He grinned and shook his head. “They’re small, lightweight and portable monitors—I call them screens—that connect directly to my laptop so that I can look at three screens of data at once.”

      “Isn’t it risky?”

      He shrugged it off.  “It has its moments. It’s not easy, but when it works out, it does work out well.  Though I find myself looking for ideas. For inspiration.”

      “Inspiration?”  He was obviously doing well enough that he could not only travel but was able to afford to stay in places as extravagant as the Villa Costanza.

      “For business ideas. Sometimes you meet people who give you food for thought. Like you,” he intimated, and gave her a look that had her insides free-falling. “Meeting new people and hearing about what they do for a living, what ideas they had and ran with and made successful, all of that has me thinking.”

      “Have you come across any idea that grabs you yet?”

      “Not yet. But it would be good to find something more stable that I can do for a living. What about you, Andrea? What do you do?”

      “I have a warehouse that supplies children’s furniture and toys.”

      “You do?” The adulation in his voice was unmistakable. “Most of the women I’ve met seem to be nothing but trophy wives for their husbands. Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he added quickly. “It’s rare, in my experience, to come across a woman who chooses to run her own business. I think it’s an admirable quality especially in a beautiful woman.”

      She looked down at her glass as a flush crept up her face.

      “It’s true. You don’t have to be embarrassed.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Did I make you uncomfortable? Because that wasn’t my intention.”

      “No.”

      “You seem uncomfortable with praise.”

      “I’m not used to hearing that much praise. It makes me feel a little overwhelmed.”

      “At least I make you feel something,” he said in a voice that reminded her of satin sheets. She crossed her legs and hoped to calm the sudden rush of excitement she felt between her thighs. Where was that cocktail when she needed it? Lost for a suitable reply, she started to doubt his words which now came laced with a hint of intimacy and a promise of something more.

      She swallowed.

      “Your parents must be proud of you,” he said, saving the moment.

      “My parents wanted me to go into the family business with them. They own several vineyards in Puglia. I think they expected me to help out. But neither my brother nor I wanted to do that,” she explained. “I think it might have been an act of rebellion to start something on my own. I’d been selling things online on eBay soon after I left college. Opening the warehouse was a natural progression. I didn’t like the idea of working for anyone.”

      “You don’t like taking orders from anyone?”

      It felt like a loaded question, or perhaps it was her mind and her wishful thinking that had her thinking this. His gaze penetrated her thoughts, making her feel something she hadn’t experienced in a while; a layer of heat spread across her skin, kissing her body all over while her pulse raced. She found herself wondering what those lips might taste like.

      “I prefer to set my own hours and my own rules,” she said, fidgeting in her chair.

      “A woman after my own heart. I’d considered the idea of running a vineyard,” he told her. “I met quite a few people who own them.”

      “It’s a lot of work.”

      “I don’t mind work as long as the return is good. I’m sure you work pretty hard yourself.”

      “I do,” she replied. “And this long weekend was exactly the kind of break I needed.”

      “I’m glad I met you.” A smile danced at his lips, and he thumbed the top of his bottle, moving it around in small circular movements. She thought about his fingers lingering on her body, and the sensation of his touch.

      “I’m glad too.”

      “I noticed you days ago, Andrea. I noticed you from the moment you walked past the swimming pool.”

      “You did?” she asked weakly. Had he been here since then, maybe even earlier? She had no recollection of him then. On their first night here they’d taken one of the tables at the back by the pool. Prickles of heat spread along her back and chest at the idea that he’d been watching her since then. “Are you sure it wasn’t my friends who caught your attention?”

      He shook his head slowly. “Not for a moment. It was you, right from the start. The white halterneck dress, big necklace and cuff?” His voice was husky as he relived that night.

      She swallowed again, her heart thudding. He’d noticed her for sure and now her mind reeled that he could remember what she’d worn even now, days later.

      “I never thought I might get you all to myself,” he said. She could feel the rise and fall of her chest and wondered how he’d reduced her to a wilting state by his words. If Caprice had been here, she’d know what to do. But Andrea did not. And she wasn’t sure how to respond. Hours of flirtatious conversation were one thing. It was safe—if she kept it that way. Unbridled lust in a hotel room was something else altogether.

      She wasn’t the type of girl who met a man and ended up in his bed an hour later.

      Sitting outside in the early evening with nothing but the silent lake before them felt like a slow seduction that hinted at more intimate moments. For now she could sit and ponder and imagine the type of night she could have. The choice was hers.

      She glanced at the red and yellow flowers around her and wanted to pinch herself to make sure this was real. But she dared not move a muscle. He had captivated her and she wanted this moment to last forever.

      But she knew it would not. She would return to her warehouse tomorrow and her small apartment later in the evening and he would continue with his travels.

      All they had was now. Was she willing to throw caution to the wind? Or was she reading the signals wrong all over again?
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      “Your friend seems to think you’re working too hard.”

      She gave him a blank look.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I overheard you talking with your friend this morning, near the sun-loungers.”

      He’d heard her? She thought he’d been listening to music. She scratched her neck and looked away, praying that he hadn’t heard anything about her single status or  Caprice’s reference to sex toys.

      “My friends are fixated on their relationships and feel sorry for me.” She stopped herself before she spilled her heart out.

      “And this is your weekend for mixing work with pleasure?” She wouldn’t have put it in those words. “I extended my stay by an extra day in order to visit a supplier on the way home. I’m not sure if that counts as mixing business with pleasure,” she replied and glanced at his ring finger. It was bare. He wasn’t married; of course he wasn’t. Who would travel for this long with a partner back home? But then again, maybe he had an understanding girlfriend…

      “Tell me what there is to see in Verona?”

      “There are places to visit,” she said, even as her heart plummeted to the depths of her stomach, and warmth spread deep inside her. He was making it sound as if he was really going to visit there. “Probably not too many places for someone young like you. The Roman Arena is one of the main attractions but mostly Verona has many churches—I don’t think you will find those too interesting.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I will but if you are nearby…” he said, his eyes glistening as the sun started to set.

      “Of course there is also the infamous Juliet’s balcony.”

      “The balcony?” he said, “I read about it. Where is your warehouse?”

      “In a place called Montova,” she said. “Unfortunately Montova isn’t a place for tourists. It’s more like an industrial area but surrounded by pretty towns and places. I live between Montova and Verona but Verona isn’t far. There’s another beautiful little village, Montagnano, further north, maybe twenty miles away. That’s where my friends are getting married—the ones I mentioned earlier. In a lot of those places you won’t find many tourists.”

      “That suits me perfectly. Cheap and commercial doesn’t appeal to me. I prefer to savor things of beauty—the places that are often off the map and go unnoticed by most people. Like you, Andrea.”

      “Me?”

      “You don’t see how striking you are. You walked around not noticing how many people noticed you, while your friends walked around thinking they were models on a catwalk. I saw them, with their heads held high, checking around to see if anyone noticed them. I saw them and looked away. That kind of blatant attention  seeking puts me off. But you, Andrea. The moment I noticed you I couldn
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