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Dedication

For every brave traveler who discovered that home can be a person, a place, and an honest choice.
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Luca Bellandi — A private international captain, majority owner of Aurelia Air, and hands-on owner of Bellacosta Farm in Sicily.

Sofia Reyes — A Filipino American travel writer from Chicago who has come to Italy determined to build a life that belongs to her.

Nino Falcone — Luca’s loyal farm helper, enthusiastic troublemaker, and self-appointed matchmaker.

Rosa Bellandi — Luca’s formidable grandmother, a gifted cook who reads people faster than they can hide.

Marta Conti — Organizer of Florence’s summer small-producers exchange and a fierce advocate for family farms.

Alessandro Venturi — Aurelia Air’s chief financial officer and Luca’s oldest friend.

Bianca Moretti — Aurelia Air’s capable communications director.

Clara Novak — Sofia’s best friend and editor in Chicago.

Benedetta — A white Sicilian goat with criminal instincts and excellent comic timing.
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Chapter 1
The Market of Small Things
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By ten on Saturday morning, Sofia Reyes had learned three things about Florence: stone streets punished fashionable sandals, espresso was not meant to be sipped for twenty minutes, and a bouquet could become a weapon without anybody intending it.

She discovered the third lesson in Piazza Santo Spirito.

The square was crowded with striped awnings and folding tables, each one carrying the work of a small producer. Tomatoes shone in crooked red pyramids. Loaves cooled beneath linen cloths. Handwritten cards named farms, villages, and prices without a single word about artisanal experiences. Sofia liked that. She had come to Italy to find stories that had not already been polished into souvenirs.

She raised her camera, then lowered it again. The elderly woman arranging purple onions had not agreed to be photographed. Sofia made a note instead.

That was when someone behind her shouted, “Attenta!”

Sofia turned too quickly. The paper around her bouquet caught the corner of a wooden crate. Apricots leaped free in every direction.

One rolled beneath a cheese table. Two disappeared into the crowd. Three flew directly at a tall man in a faded green work shirt.

He caught the first against his chest, trapped the second with one hand, and stopped the third beneath his boot without crushing it. The entire performance happened with the calm efficiency of someone accustomed to emergencies more serious than rebellious fruit.

The market went silent for half a second.

Then the man examined the apricot in his palm and looked at Sofia. “Your flowers have attempted a robbery.”

Laughter traveled through the nearby stalls.

Heat rushed into Sofia’s face. “They have no respect for private property.”

“Clearly.” His English was precise, touched by an Italian accent that made the dry word sound almost elegant. “Are they armed?”

She held up the bouquet. Chamomile, small yellow roses, rosemary, and one bent sunflower. “Only with pollen.”

“A dangerous substance.”

He crouched to gather the fruit. Sofia did the same, although her white shorts and the dusty stones had not been designed for reconciliation. A boy returned one apricot. A terrier tried to claim another. From behind the cheese table, a broad-shouldered man with a red scarf shouted that all produce recovered after ten seconds belonged to the market.

“Ignore Nino,” the farmer said. “He believes most laws should benefit him personally.”

“Only the fair laws,” Nino called.

Sofia rescued an apricot from the terrier and set it back in the crate. “How much damage did I do?”

The farmer inspected the fruit with unnecessary seriousness. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows. Sun and work had darkened his forearms, and a pale scar crossed one wrist. Nothing about him suggested money, leisure, or a carefully managed image. His boots were worn. Soil marked one knee. Yet his posture held the quiet confidence of a man who expected people to listen when he spoke.

“Two bruised,” he said. “One emotionally changed.”

“The apricot?”

“Nino. He was hoping for a larger disaster.”

Nino pressed a hand to his heart. “The morning is young.”

The farmer returned the last fruit to its place. A handwritten sign above him read BELLACOSTA FARM, SICILIA — SUMMER PRODUCERS EXCHANGE. Wheels of pecorino occupied one end of the stall. Eggplants, lemons, tomatoes, and jars of capers filled the other. The arrangement was beautiful because it was useful, not because anybody had designed it for photographs.

Sofia brushed dust from her knees. “You came from Sicily to sell vegetables in Florence?”

“For the summer exchange. Two weekends here, then home.”

“That is a long drive.”

Something flickered in his expression. “We did not drive everything.”

Before she could ask what that meant, Nino leaned across the table. “He flies.”

The farmer sent him a warning look.

“The produce,” Nino added with magnificent innocence. “Very fast produce.”

Sofia glanced between them. “Cargo?”

“Something like that,” the farmer said.

His answer was smooth enough to invite another question. She knew the technique. Travel publicists used it when the truth was inconvenient but a lie might be recorded. Sofia had made a career out of listening for what people stepped around.

Today, however, she was on vacation. At least that was the official story.

The less official story waited in the notebook at the bottom of her bag. Her editor had given her ten days to decide whether she still wanted the new column they had discussed before the wedding collapsed. The proposed column was supposed to be personal—travel through the eyes of a woman rebuilding her life—but Sofia had resisted turning private pain into a brand. She wanted to write about places, not package her heartbreak for strangers.

At the next stall, a young couple argued about whether they could afford a jar of honey. The beekeeper quietly offered a smaller jar that was not displayed. Sofia noticed Luca notice. He added two peaches to the couple’s bag and pretended they had rolled there by accident.

“Do you always interfere with neighboring sales?” she asked.

“Only when I can blame gravity.”

“Your apricots are unusually active.”

“They are unionized.”

Nino slapped a handwritten sign onto the table: APRICOTS — INDEPENDENT BUT OPEN TO NEGOTIATION.

Luca removed it. Nino replaced it with another.

Sofia laughed and finally asked permission to photograph the stall. Luca hesitated. The refusal formed visibly before he looked at the farm names printed on the labels.

“Photograph the products,” he said. “And Nino, if you can make him stand still.”

“Not you?”

“The cheese is more cooperative.”

She could have taken the picture without asking. Half the square had phones raised. Instead, she framed the wheels, Luca’s scarred cutting board, and Nino’s ridiculous sign while leaving Luca outside the image.

That choice changed the way he watched her.

A local woman arrived with an empty glass jar and a list written on the back of an envelope. Luca greeted her by name. He weighed tomatoes, refused payment for a bruised lemon, and listened while she complained about her grandson’s new job. His attention did not flicker toward Sofia even when she lifted her notebook. For those few minutes, the customer mattered more than the interesting tourist.

It should not have impressed her. Ordinary decency was not romance. Yet Eric had often performed kindness when an audience was useful and become impatient when attention offered no reward. Luca appeared to reverse that pattern: wary when watched, generous when he believed no one important was looking.

Sofia wrote one sentence beneath the date: The most honest market stories happen when the seller forgets the writer is there.

When the woman left, Luca glanced at the notebook. “Did I become material?”

“The lemon did.”

“It has always wanted attention.”

“And you?”

He rearranged the knives even though they were already straight. “I prefer useful work to attention.”

The answer sounded practiced, but the discomfort beneath it did not.

Marta, the market organizer, arrived to collect a vendor form. “Luca, the refrigerated van permit is missing your company number.”

He reached for the clipboard too quickly.

Sofia caught only the first word printed beneath his hand—AURELIA—before he folded the paper against the table.

“Airline?” she asked.

“Transport,” he said.

Nino developed a sudden, urgent interest in stacking eggplants.

The mystery should have warned her away. Instead, it made the morning feel like a door left slightly open.

She picked up her bouquet. The sunflower’s stem had snapped. Its bright head hung sideways, defeated.

The farmer noticed. Without asking, he took a pair of small shears from beneath the table. He trimmed the damaged stem, removed two bruised flowers, and added a fresh sprig of rosemary from a basket near the cheese.

“Rosemary?” Sofia asked.

“For remembrance.”

“Of the apricot tragedy?”

“Of surviving it.”

His mouth changed before he smiled, as if smiling were a private decision he did not often make in public. The effect caught her unprepared.

She had spent the past six months becoming difficult to surprise. A canceled wedding did that. So did discovering that the man she had planned to marry considered her career a pleasant hobby he expected marriage to cure. Sofia had crossed an ocean to prove she could make choices without asking whether they inconvenienced somebody else.

She had not crossed it to stare at a cheese seller.

“Luca,” Nino announced, destroying the moment with enthusiasm. “You forgot the little sunflower.”

“I did not forget.”

Luca selected the smallest sunflower from a bucket and tucked it into the bouquet. His fingers did not touch hers, but he looked at her while he did it.

“Sofia,” she said.

“I did not ask.”

“You were going to.”

“I was considering it.”

“Slowly?”

“Carefully.”

Nino made an impatient noise. “He is like this with cheese too. Months of silence, then suddenly very serious.”

Luca reached for a small wrapped wedge of pecorino. “Would you like to taste something before Nino explains my entire personality to the square?”

Sofia should have thanked him and continued toward the artisan booths. She had a list in her bag, a reservation at the Uffizi, and a train to Venice in two days. More importantly, she had promised herself that Italy would not become another story about a man.

But Luca had repaired her bouquet without treating her embarrassment as entertainment. He had listened to her answer as if it mattered. And his rough hands did not match the perfect English or the alert stillness that reminded her of someone awaiting instructions through an invisible headset.

She set her camera inside her bag.

“One taste,” she said. “Then you tell me how the cheese got here.”

Nino slapped the table in triumph.

Luca did not look away from her. “Those sound like two separate negotiations.”

“I am very good at negotiations.”

“So am I.”

He unwrapped the cheese, and the smile returned—smaller this time, but real.

For the first time since arriving in Italy, Sofia forgot to wonder whether she had made a mistake by coming alone.
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Chapter 2
The Cheese Man’s Smile
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Luca Bellandi had landed an Airbus in crosswinds over the Atlantic with less concentration than it took to cut Sofia Reyes a proper slice of pecorino.

The knife moved badly in his hand. He corrected the angle before Nino noticed.

Nino noticed.

“Careful,” his helper said in Italian. “At this rate, she will think we sell triangles.”

“We do sell triangles.”

“Not nervous triangles.”

Luca placed the sample on a square of waxed paper and offered it across the stall. Sofia accepted it with the solemnity of a judge receiving evidence. Her white sunhat shaded a face made expressive by curiosity. A navy polo and white shorts should have made her look like any other summer tourist. Somehow, she looked entirely like herself.

“Peppered pecorino,” Luca said. “Made at Bellacosta. Sheep’s milk. Aged five months.”

She tasted it. Her eyes widened, then narrowed in thought.

Most visitors praised whatever they were given. They wanted the seller to approve of their good taste. Sofia looked as if she were willing to disappoint him for accuracy.

“It starts gentle,” she said. “Then the pepper arrives late and causes a scene.”

Nino pointed at her. “Like Luca.”

“You have customers,” Luca reminded him.

“I am helping this one.” Nino leaned closer to Sofia. “There is a discount for honeymoon couples.”

Sofia nearly inhaled the cheese.

Luca picked up a small wheel and aimed it at Nino’s chest. “There is also a surcharge for unemployed farm helpers.”

Nino retreated to the tomatoes, laughing.

Sofia covered her mouth until she could breathe. The laugh that escaped was warm and unguarded, without the practiced brightness Luca had learned to distrust at business dinners. He found himself smiling with her before remembering that he preferred not to invite strangers into any part of his life.

“I apologize,” he said.

“You did not offer the discount.”

“I apologize for failing to throw accurately.”

“In that case, accepted.”

She examined the label on the cheese. “Bellacosta. Is it your farm?”

“Yes.”

“And you flew the produce north?”

He heard the opening in her question and disliked himself for using it. “I helped fly it.”

“Cargo crew?”

He could have answered honestly in one sentence. I am an international captain, and the airline whose cargo hold carried these crates is mostly mine. The information would change the way she looked at him. It always did.

Some people became impressed. Some became suspicious. A few performed indifference with such effort that money entered every conversation even when nobody named it. Luca had spent years learning how quickly a title could replace a person.

At Bellacosta, the goats did not care who owned Aurelia Air. The soil did not flatter him. Cheese required patience rather than press releases. At the market, in faded clothes with dust on his boots, he could be useful without becoming a symbol.

Sofia waited.

“I am a pilot,” he said. “And a farmer.”

“That sounds inconvenient.”

He blinked. “Inconvenient?”

“Most people struggle to answer emails from one job. You apparently grow eggplants between flights.”

“The eggplants do not send emails.”

“That is a strong argument for agriculture.”

Relief arrived before he could stop it. She had not asked which airline, what aircraft, or how much money he made. She picked up a jar of capers and read the back label instead.

“You wrote the description?” she asked.

“My grandmother dictated it. I removed three insults aimed at supermarket capers.”

“Only three?”

“I was pressed for space.”

The refrigerated van behind the stall gave a tired mechanical groan. Luca checked his watch. They had forty minutes before the afternoon heat made the softer cheeses difficult to keep at the right temperature. He should have returned to work.

The square chose that moment to become crowded. A tour group arrived behind a guide holding a yellow umbrella. Two restaurant buyers wanted wholesale prices. A child began squeezing every tomato within reach while his father negotiated for cheese.

Luca moved through the rush with quick, contained authority. He greeted the buyers in Italian, answered a French tourist in fluent French, and redirected the child with a basket of cherry tomatoes before any parent noticed the rescue. Sofia stepped aside, expecting to become irrelevant.

Instead, Luca handed her a paper bag. “Hold this.”

“What is it?”

“Forty euros of ricotta. Do not let Nino sell it twice.”

“You are trusting a suspected fruit criminal?”

“I am desperate.”

For twenty minutes, she became an accidental member of the stall. She passed bags, found change, and learned that the handwritten labels used farm numbers because the market required every item to be traceable to its producer. Nino attempted to give her an apron reading BELLACOSTA’S MOST BEAUTIFUL EMPLOYEE. Luca confiscated it before she could put it on.

“Workplace jealousy,” Nino said.

“Workplace survival,” Luca answered.

During a quiet minute, Luca’s phone vibrated against the table. The screen lit with ALESSANDRO — BOARD URGENT. He turned it face down.

Sofia had been trained by years of interviews to notice avoidance. “You can answer.”

“It can wait.”

“Board of what?”

“A company.”

“The mysterious transport company?”

His gaze sharpened. “You collect details quickly.”

“People usually give them away.”

“And what have I given away?”

“That the van is registered to Aurelia Air. That airport workers call you captain. That your watch is expensive enough to make a thief reconsider retirement. And that Nino becomes theatrical whenever I ask a useful question.”

Nino, three feet away, began whistling so loudly that a customer stared.

Luca’s mouth threatened a smile. “You have built an impressive case from poor evidence.”

“Then correct it.”

He could have. Sofia watched the decision move across his face and settle into caution.

“I fly for Aurelia,” he said. “The farm uses its cargo program during the summer exchange.”

True, she thought. Not complete.

The phone vibrated again. This time Luca answered in Italian and stepped behind the van. His voice changed—not louder, but firmer. Sofia understood only fragments: regional routes, fuel agreement, tomorrow’s vote. When he returned, the farmer’s ease had vanished behind something disciplined and remote.

“Trouble?” she asked.

“Nothing I cannot manage.”

“That sounds like trouble spoken by a man who dislikes witnesses.”

For a second, weariness showed. Then Nino dropped a roll of receipt paper, which unraveled across the square and wrapped itself around Luca’s boot.

Sofia bent to help gather it. “Your secret empire appears to be attacking.”

“It has poor leadership.”

The laugh they shared restored the moment, but Sofia no longer mistook his simplicity for the whole truth.

Instead he asked, “What brings you to Florence?”

Sofia’s fingers paused on the jar. “A vacation.”

The answer was too quick.

“You do not sound convinced.”

“I am practicing.” She set the capers down. “I write about travel. Usually for magazines, sometimes for people who believe five-star hotel sheets are a cultural experience. I wanted to find a story that belonged to the people living here.”

Luca looked across the square. Marta was arguing with a delivery driver. An olive grower weighed a paper bag for a local woman. A baker gave yesterday’s bread to a student without announcing the kindness. These were people he understood.

“The summer exchange has a producers’ supper tonight,” he said. “No tour groups. No speeches. Too much food.”

Nino reappeared as if summoned by the possibility of interference. “And music.”

“Possibly music,” Luca corrected.

“Definitely music. Marta found an accordion.”

Luca closed his eyes briefly.

Sofia’s smile tugged at one corner. “Is this an invitation or a warning?”

“Both would be responsible.”

“How luxurious is it?”

“The chairs do not match.”

“That is promising.”

“The wine comes from a farmer who refuses to admit the year was difficult.”

“Even better.”

“Nino will speak.”

“There it is. The danger.”

Luca laughed, surprising himself. Two customers turned at the sound. He rarely laughed loudly enough to attract attention.

Sofia noticed that too. Her expression softened, but she did not turn it into a question.

“I will come,” she said. “Under one condition.”

He expected a request for a private tour, a photograph, an introduction. “What condition?”

“No luxury-tour nonsense. If someone tries to put me in a vintage car with a scarf and a glass of prosecco, I am leaving.”

“We have a refrigerated van with a broken radio.”

“Perfect.”

Nino leaned between them. “Should I write Sofia’s name beside Luca’s?”

“On the guest list,” Luca said.

“Of course. What other list could I mean?”

Luca handed him the cheese wheel again. “Go count these.”

Nino accepted it. “How many?”

“Keep counting until you remember silence.”

When he was gone, Sofia took cash from her bag.

“The cheese is a gift,” Luca said.

“I do not accept gifts from suspicious pilots.”

“Suspicious?”

“You speak English like an international diplomat, wear a watch you keep hiding beneath your cuff, and have a helper who nearly exposed a national secret over tomatoes.”

Luca glanced down. The watch had belonged to his father. It was valuable, though not flashy. He had forgotten it was visible.

“Perhaps I am only a complicated cheese seller.”

“Perhaps.” She placed the money in his palm. “I prefer finding out slowly.”

Her fingers brushed his. The contact was brief, ordinary, and far more unsettling than it should have been.

Luca watched her move toward the next stall, repaired bouquet against her shoulder. She stopped after three steps and looked back.

“What time is supper?”

“Seven.”

“Do not let Nino invent a seating plan.”

“That may already be impossible.”

She laughed again and disappeared into the crowd.

Nino returned, carrying the same cheese wheel. “There are twelve.”

“There are forty-eight.”

“I became distracted by your face.”

Luca resumed cutting samples. “My face is none of your business.”

“It is smiling. This makes it market business.”

Luca tried to stop. He could not.
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