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      “Sign here, Miss Rosetta.” The attorney slid several typewritten documents across his immense oak desk. In his gnarled outstretched hand speckled with brown age-spots was a pointed mother-of-pearl fountain pen.

      Seated across the desk, Caterina pressed her fingers against her damp collarbone. How can I do this? The writing instrument might as well have been a dagger for her heart.

      Caterina fanned her face with a cherry blossom paper fan she’d bought in Chinatown. Where is the breeze off the San Francisco Bay? It was an unseasonably humid day in the city, a day so scorching it rendered her mind sluggish. Or was that only an excuse for evading the decision she could not bring herself to make?

      Fumbling in her purse, she drew out a wrinkled monogrammed handkerchief embroidered by her own hand. The linen held the milky, sweet scent of her little girl, now a year old. Marisa. She dabbed her neckline and face, stalling the inevitable. She placed the handkerchief and fan on the lap of her light wool skirt and struggled to compose herself.

      In the outer office, a typewriter’s staccato rhythm jangled her nerves, each strike an assault on her sanity.

      “Miss Rosetta, we’ve been through this before. My clients are growing impatient.” Harold Exeter straightened his crooked frame and stood behind her. “I must have your signature today.”

      Today.

      This was her last day with her daughter. Tomorrow morning, Caterina would hug Marisa and kiss her good-bye forever. Her throat closed and her breath became shallow.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and fought to lift her leaden wrist, but she could not. To her horror, the lawyer clenched her hand, wrapped her trembling fingers around the pen, and positioned it over the contract. He clamped her shoulder with his other hand. All at once, the air in the office grew thick. She gasped for breath.

      His bony grip on her hand tightened. “You have already agreed to their offer.”

      Indeed she had. Nevertheless, she instinctively flung her hand from his grip, dropped the pen, and pushed the documents away as if they were contaminated. Dark ink smattered like wine across neat pages that threatened to extinguish the only pure joy she had in her life.

      “Is it more money you want?” Mr. Exeter’s voice had an edge she hadn’t heard before.

      Caterina snatched her purse, dug out the lawyer’s crumpled check, and flung it onto the desk. “I don’t even want the money you gave me,” she snapped. Distraught, she sank her face into her hands, her breath coming in short rasps.

      “That was for your medical bills and rent.” The attorney shifted on his feet and waited for her to regain control. Once she did, he eased himself into a chair next to her. His demeanor softened. “Miss Rosetta, I’m a father and a grandfather. I know how difficult this is for you. But adoption is the best alternative. If you love your child, how can you subject her to a life of shame?”

      Caterina’s eyes glistened, and a moan escaped her lips. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Marisa. Yet the motherly instincts of her heart and the rational judgment of her head warred within her.

      “Do you want her to suffer the brand of illegitimacy for life?” His voice dropped a notch. “Don’t make your child pay for your mistake. She needs a family.”

      She agreed. And she’d tried to do just that, though she had failed. Faith, the kind woman who ran the small maternity home where she’d been living, had warned her. The longer she waited to give up her baby, the more gut-wrenching it would be.

      But Caterina had to know, beyond any doubt, that this was the best decision for Marisa. She could bear nothing less. Clutching her handkerchief, she intercepted the tears that spilled from her lids. “I must meet them.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “The new . . . couple,” she managed to say, instead of parents. Caterina’s skin crawled with unease.

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

      Caterina shoved the fan and handkerchief into her purse and sprang from the chair.

      Immediately, Mr. Exeter placed a firm hand on her arm. “That is, it’s highly irregular.” He shook his graying head as if it were the worst imaginable deed. “But I can inquire.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “We hadn’t much time left. Will you sign the documents today?”

      Caterina bit her lip. “If I like them.”

      “My dear, they are the finest people. Your question should be, will they love and care for your daughter? I assure you, they will. However, I shall try to contact them with this unusual request. Nevertheless, in good faith, your signature will be required first.” He scooped up the documents. “If you’ll wait in the reception area, I’ll have this first page retyped.”

      Caterina felt as if she were suffocating. “I need air. I’ll wait outside.”

      Once outside, her step faltered, and she leaned against the brick building, gulping air thickened with humidity. She watched steam waffle from the pavement in waves. This cloying summer heat was nearby Napa Valley weather—good for ripening grapes—but it was a temperature seldom seen in San Francisco.

      Although she had a decent job in the city, she ached for the panoramic views from her mother’s high perched vineyard, the scent of soil rich enough to yield the finest wine, and the sound of birdsong on breeze-cooled evenings. She had grown up at the vineyard; it was an idyllic setting for a child.

      And yet, she could not return with Marisa. Illegitimate. Why did society pin labels of hatred on innocent children? Why were families robbed of their precious children, all in the name of propriety?

      Marisa. All at once, Caterina sensed an inexplicable draw toward her little girl. She brushed salty tears from her cheeks.

      Her skin crawled with a sudden urgency. Marisa needs me. As if in a trance, she turned and began walking in the direction of her car.

      In the logical recesses of her mind, she knew she should stay and sign the final adoption papers. “It’s the loving thing to do,” Faith had told her this morning before she’d left the house. Caterina had agreed. She was not a young woman prone to dereliction of her duties.

      She had seen other young women at the maternity home give up their babies, some mere hours after giving birth. A few girls were heartbroken over lost lovers, while others bravely maintained they were glad to be rid of the product of rape or incest. Yet she had witnessed the tears and agony etched on each face after they’d handed their tiny offspring to a nurse, never to see their child again. Never to feel a heartbeat flutter against their chests in the small hours of the night. Never to see the first loving smile of recognition or hear the first cry of “Mama.”

      Their inconsolable sobs still rang in her ears.

      Something is dreadfully wrong. Her heart palpitating, Caterina quickened her step, brushing past people on the crowded sidewalk.

      At first, she’d refused to give up Marisa, hoping to hear from her child’s father, the man she loved. Praying for a miracle. “You’ve waited too long,” Faith had told her months later. “You must make a decision for the good of the child.”

      Caterina sniffed the air, detecting a trace scent of thundershowers. Clouds shadowed the sun.

      “Excuse me.” Caterina pushed past a group of meandering students. She stepped off the curb and dodged a taxi pulling to the corner. Her chest tightened. Her car was parked in the next block down the hill. She shed her jacket and broke into a trot.

      Breathing heavily, she increased her pace. She had to reach Marisa. Was it a mother’s instinct? Frantic now, Caterina ran down the hilly street, her purse knocking against her side, her high heels clattering on the sidewalk.

      She reached her car and flung open the door of her turquoise Chevrolet Bel Air with pointed rear fender fins. Her mother had given her the car when she’d moved to San Francisco for college. She turned the key in the ignition and pumped the gas pedal. She had to reach Marisa as soon as possible. She didn’t know why, but she knew it was dire.

      A fat raindrop splattered her windshield, and then another, and another. She flicked on her wipers and pushed the large sedan as fast as she dared on city streets. By the time she arrived at the maternity home, sheets of rain were battering her car.

      She parked down the street and then raced through the downpour past old Victorian homes, which lined the way like pastel macarons. Turning in, she hurried up the steps and passed under a canopy of ornate fretwork freshly painted in lemon yellow, mint green, and cornflower blue. Panic rose in her throat. She pushed open the door and pounded up the stairs, leaving a trail of water in her path.

      Caterina gripped the doorjamb of the children’s nursery in the old home overlooking the bay. Half a dozen playpens with babies lined the perimeter. Paintings of giraffes, monkeys, and elephants adorned the walls, mocking her with their cheerful countenances.

      Marisa was pulling up on her railing, teetering on strong, developing legs. A well-dressed, middle-aged couple stood next to Marisa’s playpen, exclaiming over her.

      “What are you doing?” Caterina demanded, brushing damp hair from her forehead. They’ve come too soon. Terror seized her. She wasn’t ready.

      Faith O’Connell hurried to her side, embarrassment stamped on her reddened face. “This is Mr. and Mrs. Anderson. They wanted to visit today while you were out. You’re back early,” she added in an apologetic tone, fumbling with the top button on her green-checked housedress.

      A woman with perfectly coiffed blond hair jerked her head around and glared at Faith. “You said she wouldn’t be here.” She turned a withering gaze on Caterina.

      Mrs. Anderson’s lips twitched with disdain as she took in Caterina’s rain-stained shoes and wet hair.

      Caterina flicked away errant strands plastered to her flushed cheeks. She shrugged free of Faith, but before she could reach Marisa, Mrs. Anderson picked up her baby. Caterina’s heart thudded.

      “How are you, darling?” the woman cooed, kissing Marisa’s cheek. “Would you like to come home with us?”

      Marisa’s lower lip began to tremble, and her eyes sought out Caterina.

      “Get away from her. I’m her mother.” Fuming, Caterina crossed the room in long strides, intent on rescuing her beautiful dark-haired girl from the woman’s pale arms.

      Mr. Anderson wore a charcoal suit and a grim expression. “We came here to adopt this little girl. We can give her a good home. Don’t you want to do what’s best for her?”

      Caterina yanked her daughter from his wife and pressed Marisa’s trembling little body to her chest. She turned her back to the couple, shielding Marisa from their prying eyes. She couldn’t let her go. “I am doing what’s best for her.”

      Her russet curls quivering with distress, Faith hurried to Caterina’s side. “A child needs a father and a mother, dear.”

      “We wanted a little blond-haired girl, but we’ll take her,” Mrs. Anderson said. “She has such a pretty smile and the brightest blue eyes we’ve ever seen.”

      “And a sweet nature,” her husband added. “We adopted a boy last year, and this girl is for my wife. It’s her birthday today.”

      Caterina was livid. “You can’t pick out a baby like a birthday gift. And certainly not my child.”

      “Mr. Exeter assured us we had an agreement.” Mr. Anderson jabbed a finger in the air. “You must be reasonable. How will you care for her?” He looked at her with contempt.

      “I have a college education and a good job,” Caterina said with pride. “I’m a sommelier at the St. Francis Hotel.”

      “Isn’t that like a bartender?” Mrs. Anderson narrowed her eyes and shrank back with disgust.

      “Surely you’re exaggerating.” Her husband snorted. “No place would hire a woman as a sommelier.”

      Caterina ignored his jibe. “I’m not giving her up, and that’s final.” Marisa began crying at her mother’s distress, and Caterina patted her back. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Mommy’s here.”

      “Oh dear,” Faith said, wringing her hands. “You must understand that Miss Rosetta is distraught.”

      “Rosetta? Well, she’s a hotheaded Italian. That explains everything.” The woman peered down her nose at Caterina. “Come, Fred, I don’t think we want this one after all. She’d probably grow up to be just as willful as her mother.”

      “Get out,” Caterina said through clenched teeth.

      The woman shifted her large leather purse on her arm and wedged past Caterina, her sharp heels clicking on the wooden floor, punctuating Marisa’s wails.

      Her husband trailed behind her, glaring at Caterina. “You’ve spoiled her birthday, you know. And you’ll regret this decision.”

      After the Andersons stormed out, tears welled in Caterina’s eyes. She rocked Marisa in her arms, soothing her.

      Faith clucked her tongue. “My dear, you must think of Marisa’s welfare. It’s been a year now. If you wait any longer, it’s going to be very difficult for her to adjust to a new family. The Andersons were good people. They would have grown to love her.”

      “But I love her. I’m enough for her.”

      “You must face facts. Why, a lovely girl like you can start over and marry a nice boy. No man wants another man’s child.” Faith paused. “You never heard from the father?”

      The father. Caterina shook her head, feeling as if her heart had surely sustained injury. For years they’d been the closest of childhood friends, delighted in each other, read each other’s mind, and only recently, as adults, had succumbed to a newfound passion. But now, Marisa was all that remained of their expression of desire. “My mother was widowed, and she raised me alone. I can do this.”

      “There’s a vast difference in our society between a widow and a single woman with an illegitimate child. Think of the stigma she will suffer. Is that what you want for your child?”

      Caterina looked at her little girl. Marisa’s tears had dried, and a smile crept onto her face. Caterina’s heart melted like sweet honey. Her little girl’s vivid blue eyes were round and innocent and perfect replicas of her father’s eyes. Caterina couldn’t let her go. Marisa was all she had of the man she would love forever. “She stays with me.”

      “We only want what’s best for you.” Faith heaved a great sigh.

      Caterina peppered Marisa with kisses, relieved that she’d arrived in time. Faith and Patrick O’Connell were fair with the unwed mothers who came to them, and Caterina knew they wouldn’t have allowed the Andersons to take Marisa without her permission—unlike some of the other oppressive maternity homes she’d visited—but the mere thought of strangers fawning over Marisa curdled her stomach.

      Caterina vowed never to let anyone try to take Marisa from her again. She would do whatever it took to keep her child, and as far as she was concerned, society and its snotty judgments could go straight to hell.

      “It’s not that we don’t love you and Marisa.” Faith’s expression was earnest. “But you must know you’re running out of options, dear.”

      Caterina squeezed her eyes against Faith’s stinging words. Faith had once been a nun, and her mission in life was to be of service to others. But Caterina found it difficult to face her dilemma.

      Instead, she closed her eyes and savored the warmth and pressure of Marisa’s body against her own. Her sweet, powdery scent always brought a rush of joy to Caterina, but today her emotions were in tatters. A swath of wavy dark hair soft as duckling’s down lay against Marisa’s smooth, olive-toned cheek. Caterina stroked her baby’s skin in a feathery caress. “My precious girl,” she murmured. Marisa closed her eyes, snuggling against her bosom. Caterina stroked her hair, stifling a cry. How could I have thought to let her go?

      Faith put a hand on Caterina’s shoulder. “If you won’t consider adoption, can you go home to the vineyard in Napa? Perhaps your mother will relent if she meets Marisa.”

      Caterina shook her head vehemently. “Going home to Mille Étoiles would be disastrous. My mother will never forgive me.” Years ago, when Caterina had crossed the threshold into womanhood, her mother had warned her against the mistakes a girl might make. Sex before marriage, pregnancy, illegitimate children. Utterly unforgivable.

      Her mother’s words rang in her ears. She’d heard her reproaches a thousand times. “I’d disown you if you ever made such a mistake. Only common trash behaves that way. Those girls should give their babies up for adoption; it’s the only decent thing to do. There’s nothing worse than being forced into marriage.”

      Faith ran her hand over Marisa’s hair and kissed her forehead. “If only your mother could see these happy eyes gazing up at her. I think she’d love her immediately, don’t you?”

      “You can’t imagine the wrath of Ava Rosetta.” Caterina frowned. Faith seemed to be driving at something, but before Caterina could ask, Marisa turned her eyes up to her, and her heart lurched. Once Caterina had seen her baby’s bright blue eyes—his eyes—blinking back at her, trusting her, needing her, she couldn’t bear to part with her. When she’d finally agreed to “do the sensible thing,” as Faith had implored, it had felt as if she were halving her very soul.

      Adopting their babies out might have been the right decision for some girls who selflessly gave their children to those who could provide for them, but it was not for her. Maybe those girls were stronger than she was, or maybe they were in more desperate situations. Caterina would sooner take a knife and carve out her own heart—that’s what it had felt like when she’d been asked to sign the adoption papers.

      Faith rested a hand on her arm. “Aren’t you going to Napa this weekend?”

      Caterina nodded. Her mother had asked her to help choose wines for a wine-tasting competition. Ava Rosetta was a respected winemaker who had standards so lofty that Caterina had often wondered if she could ever match her mother’s stature in the industry—or in life.

      “Why don’t you take Marisa with you? It is your home.”

      Why not, indeed? Guilt prickled her neck. Each day that Caterina concealed the truth of her mistake, her lies by necessity grew larger and more complex. She squirreled away cash and constructed elaborate excuses for her whereabouts. She couldn’t continue her charade much longer. Her stories had swirled into a vortex of lies that was sucking her spirit from her.

      More than that, she wasn’t being fair to Marisa. There had been no doubt in her mind that the day would come when she would have to choose between the love of her mother and the love for her child. The bleak thought tore at Caterina’s soul.

      Faith’s reddish curls framed a freckled face drawn with concern. “I must tell you that we have a new girl coming in two weeks. We’re going to need your room.”

      Caterina blinked back hot tears. “I’ll tell her this weekend.” She’d been in denial; now it was time to accept the consequences of her actions. She’d have to ask her mother if she could live at home with Marisa, at least until her sublet apartment was available again. She clutched Marisa in her arms.

      Whatever her mother had to share with her this weekend surely paled in comparison to the truth Caterina planned to reveal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ava swung open the arched wooden door and stepped outside the main entrance of the château just as a shiny red-and-white Corvette convertible peeled past toward the property exit, which was flanked with rows of towering Italian cypress. She stiffened, her defenses on high alert. Santo must have been visiting his older cousin Raphael, who was like a father to him, at his cottage. He has every right to be here, she reminded herself, but his presence made her nervous. At least Caterina isn’t here.

      Watching him, Ava slid her hands into the pockets of her slim cotton slacks in an effort to appear nonchalant. She recalled the private conversation they’d had nearly two years ago. Though Santo might think her obdurate and unyielding, he didn’t know the real reason behind her decision. And she had no intention of reopening wounds of the past to tell him. Santo rarely came to Mille Étoiles, but when he did, they kept their distance from each other.

      Gravel crunched behind her, and she turned.

      “So what do you think about that fancy new car?”

      Raphael walked toward her, his thumbs hooked in the belt loops of his dungarees, his bronzed face in stark contrast with his white shirt. He had strong cheekbones, a well-defined jaw, broad shoulders, and a muscular, athletic build.

      Ava tented her hand against the sun. As he came closer, she said, “Nice sports car. Santo must be doing well.”

      “He is.” Raphael stopped beside her and lifted a strand of hair that had tangled in her discreet diamond stud earring. “I’m awfully proud of him.”

      The citrus scent of Italian bergamot surrounded him like an aura. Ava appreciated how it melded with the enticing aroma of his sun-warmed skin.

      “He has several well-paying clients, and he’s been lecturing on viticulture at the university. Told me he’s been saving money for the future, but he received a windfall and decided to splurge on the car.” Raphael spoke with an Italian accent, his baritone voice reverberating in his broad chest.

      “He’s a smart young man. Just like you.” Ava smiled up at Raphael. What would she do without him? A seasoned foreman, a vigneron from Montalcino, Raphael was an expert in viticulture and managed the vineyard workers. Years ago he had brought young Santo to Mille Étoiles to live. Because of her husband’s actions, she’d always felt guilty about the poor orphan.

      “What’s on your agenda today, Ava?”

      “Overseeing preparations for the party this weekend.” She nodded toward the grand stone château behind her. Mille Étoiles was designed after her family home in Bordeaux, France. “I fear the ivy will take over if it’s not trimmed soon. Do you have workers who can tame this wild mess?” Creeping strands of ivy stretched toward twin turrets and crept along tall arched windows crowned with wedged keystones. She had important guests this weekend. Everything must be pristine. Mille Étoiles had a stellar reputation that she worked hard to maintain.

      “We’ll see to it,” Raphael said. “Do you have time to look at the new equipment?”

      “Of course.” On Raphael’s recommendation, Ava had purchased new grape de-stemmers and crushers for the upcoming harvest. “We sure paid enough for it. Is it gold plated?”

      “It’s a good investment, Ava.”

      “I know it is.” She’d borrowed heavily for the new equipment. “A couple of good seasons will pay for it. But if the weather turns foul, Mille Étoiles will be financially strained.” Too much sun, rain, or ice could ruin a crop or comprise the quality of wine. So far, weather conditions had been nearly perfect this season, but all that could change in an instant. Every year brought a new set of challenges.

      “Making wine requires a gambler’s steely nerves. But you’ve bet well so far.”

      “I always worry, Raphael.” Ava gazed out from their vantage point. A foggy morning marine layer drifted beneath their mountainous perch, partially obscuring the patchwork agricultural valley below. They walked across the property, kicking up dirt with their boots and stopping to inspect pristine grape clusters—or berries—as they went. The vineyard’s lacy vines were groomed to perfection.

      At this altitude, where the rigors of nature heaped stress upon the grapes, the cabernet sauvignon berries were compact, their juice intense, and their tannin levels enviably high.

      Ava and Raphael were guardedly pleased. The more environmental stress, the better the potential for a fine red wine, due to the higher ratio of skin to interior fruit.

      They inspected the equipment and spoke to a few workers, satisfied they were as prepared as they could be for harvest. Ava left Raphael in the vineyard and returned to the house.

      In the kitchen, shiny copper pots and dried herbs hung from wooden rafters, and hand-painted tiles brightened stone walls. Even on the hottest days, the thick walls kept the interior temperature cool.

      The housekeeper, a plump Mexican woman with black and gray hair wound into a thick bun at the nape of her neck, stood at the counter paring potatoes. She glanced up and flashed a smile. “You just missed that nice young man from New York again.”

      “I have the papers he left.” Frowning, Ava poured cool water from a pitcher on the table. Nina had been working at Mille Étoiles since Caterina was a baby. Nina’s daughter, Juliana, had grown up with Caterina; they were as close as sisters. Ava and Nina had also grown to rely on each other over the years, especially during the lean years of the Depression.

      “Do you know he said he’d never tasted guacamole? But he sure liked mine.” Nina’s face lit with pride.

      “Did he say what he wanted?” Not that she wanted to talk to that investigator. After his first visit, Ava had been ignoring his calls. She lifted the water glass to her lips. Caterina must not learn of this.

      “He said he didn’t need to talk to you again.” Nina inclined her head toward a business card on the counter. “He left his card for Caterina. He said something about an inheritance from her father’s family. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      Ava shrugged, feigning disinterest. “I don’t think there’s much to it. But I’ll tell her tomorrow when she arrives.” She slipped the card into her pocket and changed the subject. “How are the party preparations coming along?”

      “Don’t worry, everything will be done,” Nina replied with a smile. “It’ll be good to see Caterina. We don’t see much of her anymore.”

      Ava sipped her water. She wished Caterina would return home to live. She hoped someday Caterina and her husband would run Mille Étoiles.

      “Ted and his parents are coming,” Ava said. Ted and Caterina had been going steady throughout college. Everyone thought their marriage was a fait accompli, but Caterina had called off their relationship. Afterward, she’d been vague about her reason. Ava still wondered why Caterina hadn’t confided in her.

      Nina looked up with surprise. “Does Caterina know Ted is coming?”

      “Not yet. But Ted is still crazy about her. I think she was skittish about marriage. Now that she’s been working, maybe she’s had time to reconsider.” When Ted’s mother had told her that Ted had stopped seeing his girlfriend and still talked about Caterina, Ava started planning to reunite them.

      She hoped Caterina and Ted would take up where they had left off. It needn’t be a long engagement. Ava smiled to herself. If Caterina became pregnant soon, she’d welcome a grandchild. A whole houseful of grandchildren someday, that’s what she prayed for. Then, her job would be complete.

      In the meantime, she had to nip this investigator’s actions. There was nothing that Caterina needed from Italy.

      

      After dinner, Ava retired to her bedroom. She was worried the New York investigator might not give up. All day she’d thought about what to do.

      Ava sat at her antique French writing desk. She slid open a drawer and removed a thick sheet of creamy writing paper embossed with the star-studded grapevine imprint of Mille Étoiles. I’ll write to the probate attorney, she thought, pursing her lips. I’ll insist that Caterina’s inheritance be rescinded.

      Outside her bedroom window, a full moon ignited the heavens with silvery light that spilled onto her desk. Ava sighed. Caterina would have every right to be upset. Yet if she didn’t know the truth, it couldn’t hurt her.

      As it hurt me.

      Ava had shielded Caterina from pain and heartache since the day she was born. Why should Caterina—a beautiful, modern young girl with her life ahead of her—care about something that had happened so long ago? In America, one could revise one’s life, far from the eyes of ancestors.

      And their transgressions.

      Her enameled fountain pen hovered over the paper. Caterina had come into the world with curiosity blazing in her luminous, gold-flecked green eyes. After Mama and Papa, her next words had been questions. Why? Where? How?

      As a mother, it was Ava’s duty to look out for Caterina, to help her get started in life. She passed a hand over her face. Being a single parent was challenging.

      Ava peered outside and saw Vino, one of Santo’s white Italian Maremma sheepdogs, running in circles and acting strangely. He was probably on the scent of a rodent scampering through the property.

      With a heavy heart, Ava realized it was too late to cancel the inheritance. She put down the pen and massaged the sore joints in her hands. Work at the vineyard was physically demanding. Caterina had worked beside her until she’d left to attend the university in San Francisco. She missed her daughter, but more than that, she feared once Caterina discovered the truth, she’d never speak to her again.

      The truth. Ava had been telling her edited version for more than twenty years. If Caterina uncovered her secrets, it could have dangerous, devastating consequences. She flexed her fingers and noticed her hands were shaking.

      Ava sank her face into her hands. Why can’t people leave well enough alone?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After winding her way up Howell Mountain, Caterina turned into the gravel drive that curved to the magnificent stone château on the property. As she drove, she saw silvery shadows dancing in the breezes that flowed through meticulous rows of wizened vines. Caterina had always thought they looked like little gnomes in the moonlight.

      After greeting Caterina, Ava led her to the wine cellar for a tasting before dinner. Caterina decided this was the best place to tell her mother about Marisa; there, no one would hear the inevitable argument.

      “Which wines will we taste tonight?” Caterina perched on a hand-carved stool and waited for Ava to pour the wine.

      “Why don’t you tell me what they are?” Ava arched a finely drawn brow as she took in the outfit Caterina had changed into after her drive from San Francisco.

      Caterina sat up straighter. Already she felt scrutinized. She wore a full-skirted, white cotton piqué dress with a short matching jacket. As she fiddled with the pearls around her neck, she realized she’d chosen quite the virginal outfit for her confession. Would it make any difference? In contrast, her mother looked elegant in a slim, wide-necked burgundy silk dress.

      The cellar had been constructed in the old European fashion, using stones from their property to build the underground room where racks of wines were stored to age. Though the air in the cellar beneath their castle-like home was cooler than the sun-drenched fields on their Napa Valley property above, Caterina felt perspiration gather around her torso.

      She shifted as she watched her mother open a bottle of wine, her familiar movements etched in Caterina’s mind. Ava kept the label turned away from Caterina.

      Everything Ava did was precise. The flick of her wrist, the set of her jaw, the tilt of her chin. A steady draw on the cork, taking care not to damage it. Next, the inspection, her dark eyes trained to quickly capture the slightest imperfection. The sniff of the cork, followed by an almost imperceptible nod of approval as she eased the wine from its dark womb, its color that of the garnets glittering on her earlobes. A swirl to aerate the oxygen-starved elixir, a glance at the streaks left on the crystal balloon, and a steady inhalation. Her eyelids were half-closed in concentration, evaluating the wine.

      Ava’s superior standards had lifted Mille Étoiles’s wine to the upper echelons of the industry. Under Ava’s constant evaluative eye, Caterina had been taught perfection. Now, watching her mother was like gazing into a mirror.

      Caterina chewed her lip in thought. Not only had she violated her mother’s principle of perfection—and those of her religion—but she’d also violated her own standards. She was her mother’s daughter.

      Caterina moistened her lips to speak, but the words lodged in her throat. What shall I say?

      Her mother offered her a wineglass. “Tell me what you think, ma chérie,” Ava said, her French-accented voice reverberating in the cellar.

      Caterina met her mother’s gaze. Ava was testing her, challenging her. Had her mother ever made a mistake? She always displayed confidence. That was one of her secrets.

      Rage was another—and perhaps the only point where her mother fell short of the mark on perfection. When crossed, Ava would unleash a furious tirade, her face contorting like some demon-possessed goddess. Ava was a beautiful woman—slim, elegant, and well mannered. No one—outside of the vineyard, that is—would imagine her potential for wrathful anger. And only Raphael could calm her.

      Caterina had often puzzled over the source of her mother’s anger and strictness. Ava had everything—Mille Étoiles, a fairly obedient daughter who loved her, and the admiration of all who knew her. And yet, Ava Rosetta remained a woman of contradictions—she had a soft heart, but a stern spine. Was she angry over her husband’s early demise? Did she feel cheated out of a larger family?

      Whatever the reason for Ava’s interminable anger, Caterina needed all the courage she could muster this weekend.

      Caterina swirled the wine and then sniffed it. She held the wine to the light, inspecting its opacity. Next, she tasted, holding the liquid in her mouth, dissecting nuances. She shifted the wine farther back on her tongue, detecting different impressions, observing the evolution. Plum, apricot, oak . . . and a sharp burnt flavor.

      Caterina spat the wine into another glass. She felt the weight of her mother’s inquisitive stare noting every slight movement on her daughter’s face. The lift of a brow, the tug of a lip, the twitch of a nostril. These had meaning to Ava. Caterina kept her expression stoic.

      “Well?”

      “It’s rot, and you know it. That’s not our wine.”

      A shadow of a smile crossed Ava’s face. “Popular rot, nevertheless.” She reached for the open carafe and poured a glass. “Well done. Your reward, ma chérie.”

      “Why would you do that to me?” Caterina drank from a glass of water, swishing cool well water in her mouth to cleanse her palate. “I’m a trained sommelier.”

      “You have to know the popular competition, as well as our fine competitors,” Ava said. “There’s always something to be learned.”

      That much was true, Caterina acknowledged. The future of their vineyard and wine label depended on Ava’s—and soon, Caterina’s, too—ability to recognize, create, and promote excellence. She brought the glass to her nose, inhaling the familiar bouquet, and then repeated the tasting process. This time she allowed the wine to linger on her tongue, savoring its complexities before swallowing.

      Caterina and Ava exchanged nods of approval.

      “This is the one we should enter into the competition,” Ava announced.

      “I thought you asked me here for my opinion,” Caterina said. “I’d like to try others before we decide. What about the ’52 Howell Mountain cabernet?”

      Ava held her glass in midair. “We’ll have that tomorrow.”

      Caterina cleared her throat to speak. Now is the time to tell her. But before she could part with her secret, her pulse quickened, beads of sweat formed on her upper lip, and her jaw seemed to freeze in place.

      “Maman—”

      Ava paused. “Yes, what is it?”

      Caterina stared at her. The words she longed to say were thick on her tongue. I want you to meet someone . . . her name is Marisa, she’s your granddaughter, and she’s beautiful.

      Her mother smiled. This could be the last moment she’d ever see her mother smile.

      “Nothing.” Caterina shrugged.

      Ava started up the stone steps, and Caterina followed her, carrying the wine. She had missed her opportunity. A sour mixture of relief and regret coursed through her.

      Caterina wound through the high-ceilinged living room. Its French-paned doors stood open to the balmy evening breeze, which carried the scent of summer basil from Nina’s herb garden.

      Nina was already preparing dinner. The middle-aged woman wore a vivid yellow cotton dress festooned with colorful embroidered flowers in the Mexican tradition. She turned when she heard Caterina come in.

      “Welcome home.” Nina smiled and folded Caterina to her ample breast. “You look tired, pobrecita. And you’ve lost weight.”

      “That’s good.” Ava glanced at Caterina with a critical eye.

      “My last year at school was stressful,” Caterina replied in defense. In more ways than you can imagine. “What’s for supper, Nina?” Caterina hugged their housekeeper again, inhaling the familiar scent of garlic and cilantro that seemed part of her cherry-brown skin.

      “Coq au vin. It’s your mother’s old recipe with my wild mushrooms and onions, a crumble of bacon, our pinot noir, and a little cognac. And flan for dessert.” She winked. “If your mother approves.”

      “She can have whatever she wants,” Ava said with a wave of her hand. “She’s a grown woman. Why, at her age⁠—”

      Caterina rolled her eyes. “I know, you and Papa had already immigrated, planted the new vineyard sections, and bottled the old vine wine.”

      “And I was a mother.” Ava paused. “Ted Thornwald has been asking about you again.”

      Caterina sat at the kitchen table and shot a look at Nina, who was arranging food on plates.

      Ava filled their wine glasses. “I was thinking of having a little party tomorrow night.”

      Caterina recognized the studied lightness in her mother’s voice. “It’s all planned, isn’t it?” Calmly, she sliced into the tender fragrant chicken Nina had served.

      “Sí, señorita,” Nina said with a quick smile. She slid a tray of sliced cheese onto the table. Ava began to nibble on a slice of brie with apple.

      Her mother shrugged and went on, “Ted and his family are coming tomorrow. I don’t know what happened between the two of you that made you want to go to Los Angeles for a semester—which delayed your graduation—but he’s willing to overlook it all. I told them you got cold feet.”

      “I don’t need your help finding a husband.”

      “Well, apparently, you do. Plenty of girls would like his attention, but I think he’s been waiting for you.”

      “I doubt it. I sure haven’t been waiting for him.” Caterina thought of the last time she’d seen Ted. He’d asked her out to celebrate New Year’s Eve at the St. Francis, and she’d stood him up.

      They had dated during her sophomore and junior years—before that unforgettable encounter with Marisa’s father in the summer before her senior year. She was fond of Ted, but she’d never been in love with him. Yet, her coolness hadn’t dissuaded his ardor. Nina’s daughter, Juliana, Caterina’s closest friend since childhood, had told her Ted had asked for her opinion on a wedding ring. He’d planned to propose on New Year’s Eve.

      But Caterina had already started thickening around the middle and had missed her monthly cycles. She told everyone she was taking a semester of art illustration for marketing classes in Los Angeles to learn how to design wine labels and advertising campaigns. And it was just far enough away that Ava, with her night blindness, wouldn’t drive to visit her.

      “You could do worse than Ted, you know,” Ava said with a haughty sniff. “You’re twenty-five. The city is full of magic for you now, but I won’t live forever. I’d like to see you married and settled before you take over the vineyard. Everyone thought you and Ted would marry.”

      Caterina glanced at Nina, silently pleading for help.

      Nina shoved a pan into a cupboard. “How about that nice young man from New York?”

      Caterina swung back to her mother. “Who’s that?”

      Ava dismissed the question with a wave of her hand. “Just a man who dropped by the vineyard. Some salesman.” Ava touched her wineglass to Caterina’s, the rounded tone ringing like a bell marking the moment. “At least talk to Ted, and give him a chance.”

      Nina wagged her head and turned back to her work.

      Caterina kissed her mother on the cheek. “I’ll speak to him,” she said in an effort to appease her. Ava smiled, and Caterina was glad she was in a good mood. Though the opportunity to speak to her in private about Marisa had passed.

      

      Ava retired to her bedroom, relieved that Caterina had at least listened to her this evening. The only thing that could derail her plans was the news of Caterina’s inheritance she’d received, although she certainly hadn’t shared that with Caterina. A house in Montalcino. She wondered if it were the same cottage where the course of their lives had been changed.

      That house must be sold. Caterina mustn’t return to Italy, not now, not ever. Ava tried to dismiss the growing sense of dread that gathered heavily in her chest.

      A soft tap sounded on her bedroom door, and she rose to open it.

      Raphael’s broad shoulders filled the doorway. “How’s Caterina? I was worried about you this evening.” His eyes were clouded with concern.

      Ava relaxed her brow. She could smell the ripe sweetness of sunbaked grapes on Raphael. He was more than the vineyard foreman; he had become a trusted advisor and a close friend, even closer now that Caterina was no longer living at Mille Étoiles. He was responsible for the grape production. Without his expertise, as a winemaker she would have no fine palette upon which to paint.

      “Caterina seems well, and I’m glad you came.” She rested her hand on his muscular forearm. A fresh sprinkle of gray hair glinted at his temples against his wavy black hair, giving him an air of authority.

      Raphael had the toned, muscular physique of a man who used his body every day. Though he was nearing fifty, he showed no signs of slowing down, and men half his age couldn’t keep up with him. Only the silver threads of hair and laugh lines around his eyes belied his age.

      Ava gazed into his warm brown eyes. “Ted and his family are coming tomorrow.”

      Raphael stroked his stubbled chin. “How does Caterina feel about him?”

      “They had a little rough patch. It happens. But they’re meant for each other.”

      “Caterina has her own mind, Ava. She’s not a little girl anymore.”

      “There’s no one else in her life. It’s time she made a decision.” She didn’t want Caterina to go through the difficulties she’d had.

      Frowning, Raphael shook his head. “Give her some time to follow her heart.”

      “She’s had enough time,” she snapped. “She could have met someone at the university.” Men don’t understand. She stopped herself; she didn’t want to argue with him. And she didn’t want to tell him about the news she’d received from the investigator. Raphael would only say he’d warned her. “I’m tired, Raphael. Tomorrow is a busy day. Good night.”

      Ava pressed her lips against his cheek and firmly shut the door. Dear Raphael. What a good man he was. Even if he didn’t understand the ways of the world.
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      It was a sunny Saturday morning, and Caterina had dressed in dungarees to inspect the vineyard before the party tonight. Holding a cup of coffee, she peered from the kitchen window. She couldn’t wait to see how the grapes were ripening.

      She’d resolved to speak to her mother about Marisa this weekend. She’d missed her opportunity last night, and her mother had already planned the party for this evening. Tomorrow would be the dreaded day. Her coffee cup shimmied in her hand as she thought about it.

      Through the window, a flash of chrome caught her eye. A blue car was weaving its way through the cypress-lined drive. Curious, she drained the last swallow from her cup and then made her way through the living room.

      A knock sounded on the front door just as she reached it. With Nina in the garden and her mother in the vineyard with Raphael, there was no one else around except for Vino, who stood guard nearby.

      She opened the door. “May I help you?”

      A tall, lanky man stood on the front steps in shiny oxfords, a fat briefcase by his side. “My name is Anthony Martoni, and I’m an investigator working on an estate case. A law firm in New York, Paxton & Brueger, hired me to locate Caterina Rosetta regarding an inheritance.” He spoke with a clipped New York accent.

      “I’m Caterina Rosetta.” Her curiosity was aroused. An inheritance from whom?

      “Then I have some important papers for your review. It’s good news, I suspect,” he added quickly.

      “Please come in.” She swung open the arched wooden door for him. Vino trotted in after him. “Would you care for coffee?”

      He stepped inside, his gaze taking in the soaring grandeur of the home. “Yes, that’s very kind of you, thank you.”

      Caterina showed him to the expansive table in the formal dining room where Ava often conducted private wine tastings. A pair of antique French marquetry and marble-topped cabinets flanked the room, and multicolored bouquets of roses from their cutting garden burst from crystal vases. A Persian carpet muffled their footfalls. Though the home was stately in proportion, it was still gracious and inviting.

      When Nina appeared at the doorway, Caterina signaled for her to bring coffee for them, and she sat down. Vino plopped by her feet.

      She thought of finding her mother, but Ava could be anywhere on the property. She decided to hear him out first.

      The investigator sat down and carefully placed his briefcase on the polished table. Nina bustled in to pour two cups of coffee.

      “Thank you, Nina.” Anthony smiled and lifted the cup to his lips.

      “You know Nina?” Nonplussed, Caterina looked from one to the other.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve been here before looking for you. Your mother told me you weren’t available.”

      Nina quickly disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Then go on,” Caterina said, rubbing Vino’s neck. Why hadn’t her mother mentioned this?

      Anthony took a sip and began. “You’ve been named in your grandmother’s will. Specifically, you’ve inherited a house from Violetta Romagnoli Rosetta of Montalcino, Italy.”

      Caterina looked at him in bewilderment. “That’s impossible. My grandmother died before I was born.”

      “There’s no mistake.” Anthony opened his briefcase and withdrew several documents.

      “A house in Montalcino?” she repeated in disbelief. “What kind of house?”

      “A cottage. I understand it needs some work.” He gave her a letter and some documents from an attorney in Italy, and as she read, he swung around, peering at wine bottles displayed in an ornately sculpted iron wine enclosure. “May I look at your wines?”

      “Of course. We collect other wines, too.” She sipped her coffee as she flipped through the pages.

      He rested a hand on the ironwork and peered inside. “A Brunello di Montalcino. That’s one of my favorites,” he added with relish, touching the bottles with reverence.

      “You certainly know your wines.” Though he was clearly mistaken about her grandmother. “My father was born in Italy. He died when I was a baby, and, as I understand, his family was gone long before that.”

      “And who told you that?”

      “My mother, of course.” Questions began to swirl in her mind. Surely her mother had told her the truth. Ava Rosetta didn’t keep secrets. Unlike her daughter. She pressed her temple to alleviate a throbbing vein.

      Caterina rose from her chair. “I appreciate your visit, and I wish I could help you, but I’m probably not the right woman.”

      “Oh, but you are.” He colored slightly. “When I spoke to your mother, she didn’t think you’d be interested, but I have a duty to uphold. Today I thought I’d try one more time to deliver your documents before I had to return.”

      She narrowed her eyes in thought. None of this was making sense.

      Anthony consulted his notes. “And we have orders to arrange your passage to Italy on Pan American Airways.”

      “Orders?” Caterina laughed and drew herself up. Even with her low boot heels, she stood at eye level with him. “No one orders me to do anything.” Except my mother. Though his offer was ridiculous, she found the prospect of flying across the ocean in an airplane intriguing, and she’d always wondered about her father and his heritage.

      “I meant that we have authorization to pay all expenses.” The investigator shuffled through his briefcase and withdrew a thick sheaf of papers with an old photograph clipped to the top. He handed the packet to her. “Review the documents, Miss Rosetta, or have an attorney look at them, but there is no mistake. You have inherited a house in Montalcino from your grandmother.”

      As he finished speaking, the wine bottles began to rattle in their racks. Instinctively, Caterina shoved him away from the tall racks and into a doorway between the living room and dining room. Timbers creaked and groaned around them. The wine racks were secured against earthquakes, but as a native Californian, the duck-and-cover habit was ingrained in Caterina. Anthony’s briefcase clattered to the floor.

      With her arms outstretched, Caterina pressed her palms against the doorjamb. Anthony scrambled to mimic her actions and flushed at finding himself cheek to cheek with her as they braced against the vibration. After a few seconds, the bottles grew still.

      “Is that it?” Unnerved by the tremor, Anthony’s eyes were wide.

      “Probably. Now you can say you’ve been in a real California earthquake. But that was just a little shake, nothing to worry about.” Taking it in stride, she stepped away. She had far larger problems to think about this weekend. Especially tomorrow.

      “Will there be another one?” His face was bright pink and beaded with perspiration. He pulled out a white linen handkerchief from his suit jacket and mopped his forehead.

      “You never know. That might have been a precursor to the next big one.”

      “Glad I’m leaving.” He grabbed his briefcase and snapped it shut. “I’ll call you next week to make further arrangements.” He stumbled out in haste.

      Before she secured the latch on the wine rack, Caterina checked the dusty Brunello di Montalcino bottles, mulling over the possibility she’d had a grandmother she hadn’t known.

      As a girl, she’d often wished for a kindly grandmother. It would have been a lonely childhood, if not for Nina and Juliana. Her mother had never allowed her to mix with the farmworkers, except for Raphael, who ran the vineyard and let her play among the vines. He’d also taught her how to care for their precious grapes, for their entire existence depended on the vines.

      Caterina removed a bottle that had moisture around the cork. Her thoughts reeled back to the investigator. Why would her mother have masked the truth about her grandmother, her father’s mother? She’d never known her to lie about anything.

      There must be another explanation. Ava Rosetta was a woman beyond reproach. Everyone in the valley knew that.

      Caterina thumbed through the documents the investigator had left. They were in Italian, which she could read fairly well, though her French was much better. Her father had been brought up in Montalcino, but she’d learned Italian from Raphael.

      Ava was a superb vintner, or winemaker, born to the craft in Bordeaux, where she’d been brought up on her family’s vineyard. She and Raphael had elevated the wine label of Mille Étoiles to nothing short of magnificent. Some wine merchants who visited the vineyard even thought they were married, the way they finished each other’s sentences. But Ava hadn’t even dated since her husband’s untimely death.

      Caterina peered at the tattered black-and-white photograph. The stone cottage was perched on a hill, and she could see vines on the sloped hillside that fell away to one side. Her heart quickened. Did the land go with the house? She traced the shadowy structure. A home in Montalcino. Italy. Her home now, if these documents were true.

      Or were they? Perhaps there was another woman with her name, or maybe the will was an old one. Who knew what went on in Italy, a country so far, far away?

      She’d always dreamed of having a family and her own vineyard where she could practice her art. There weren’t many women vintners in the world of wine, but she knew her business. She rubbed her furrowed brow, contemplating the photo. What secrets did those walls conceal?

      She’d complicated her life, possibly beyond repair. She touched the house in the image again. Maybe she should go to Montalcino.

      She squinted at the old photo. What did her mother know about this? She would ask her tomorrow, after the party tonight. And she’d tell her about Marisa, too. Seems we both have secrets to share.

      The fine hair on her neck bristled. Even now, she sensed there was more to the story than her mother would be willing to share. Why would Ava have kept a grandmother from her all her life?

      Vino brushed against her legs, whining. She patted her thigh. “Come on, Vino. Let’s go talk to Nina before we head to the vineyard.” She had a great deal to do before the party; she had to prepare herself for Ted and his parents and come to grips with the thought of reuniting with him. If she did as her mother suggested, it would only be for Marisa, for a chance at a better life for her daughter.

      Could she really do it?
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