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Chapter 1 – The Tutor Arrives
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The iron gates opened slowly.

Gabriella Romano tightened her grip on the steering wheel as her small silver hatchback rolled forward along a driveway lined with towering cypress trees. The estate stretched farther than she could see, disappearing behind carefully maintained gardens and stone walls covered with climbing roses.

She had spent most of the morning convincing herself not to be intimidated.

Now, as she drove deeper into the property, that confidence was rapidly disappearing.

The address she had received by email had seemed ordinary enough. The job description had been simple as well: private tutor needed for an adult student completing university coursework. Excellent compensation. Flexible schedule.

Only after researching the name attached to the offer had she realized exactly who her potential employer was.

Vincenzo Moretti.

One of the wealthiest businessmen in Europe.

The founder of a multinational technology and logistics empire.

A man whose companies employed tens of thousands of people.

A billionaire.

And somehow, he wanted to interview her.

Gabriella parked beside a fountain large enough to belong in a museum and stared at the mansion rising before her.

The building was breathtaking.

Golden stone walls reflected the afternoon sunlight. Tall windows overlooked sprawling gardens. Elegant balconies wrapped around the upper floors.

It looked less like a home and more like a palace.

She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror.

Dark brown hair neatly tied back.

Simple navy-blue dress.

Minimal makeup.

Professional.

Presentable.

Hopefully not terrified-looking.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the car.

A uniformed housekeeper greeted her at the entrance.

"Miss Romano?"

"Yes."

"Mr. Moretti is expecting you."

The woman guided her through enormous double doors.

Gabriella immediately felt overwhelmed.

The entrance hall alone was larger than her entire apartment.

Marble floors gleamed beneath crystal chandeliers.

Paintings decorated the walls.

A grand staircase curved toward the upper floors.

Every detail radiated wealth.

Yet strangely, the house felt quiet.

Too quiet.

Like a beautiful building missing something important.

"This way," the housekeeper said.

They crossed several hallways before reaching a large study.

The woman knocked.

"Miss Romano has arrived."

A deep voice answered.

"Please send her in."

The housekeeper opened the door and stepped aside.

Gabriella entered.

The study was elegant but surprisingly understated compared to the rest of the mansion.

Bookshelves covered the walls.

Large windows overlooked the gardens.

A massive wooden desk stood near the center of the room.

Behind it sat Vincenzo Moretti.

Gabriella recognized him immediately from photographs.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Silver streaks mixed through dark hair.

Sharp features.

Intense dark eyes.

At fifty-eight, he possessed the kind of presence that filled a room without effort.

He rose from his chair.

"Miss Romano."

His voice was calm and controlled.

She extended her hand.

"Mr. Moretti."

He shook it briefly.

His expression remained professional, though his gaze seemed unusually observant.

"Please sit."

Gabriella settled into a leather chair.

Vincenzo returned to his seat.

For a moment, silence filled the room.

Then he opened a folder.

"I reviewed your qualifications."

"Thank you."

"Your academic record is impressive."

"I worked very hard for it."

"I can see that."

His eyes lifted toward hers.

"You've spent the last five years tutoring university students."

"Yes."

"And your specialty is helping struggling students regain confidence."

Gabriella smiled slightly.

"I suppose that's one way to describe it."

"What would be your description?"

She thought for a moment.

"I help people remember they're capable of more than they believe."

Something flickered briefly across his face.

Interest.

Approval.

Perhaps both.

"That's exactly why you're here."

He closed the folder.

"My daughter needs help."

Gabriella nodded.

"I understand she's enrolled in university."

"Technically."

The response surprised her.

Vincenzo leaned back.

"Laura was an excellent student growing up."

"What changed?"

His expression darkened slightly.

"My wife died six years ago."

Gabriella immediately regretted asking.

"I'm sorry."

He nodded once.

"So am I."

The silence that followed felt heavier than before.

Eventually he continued.

"Laura never fully recovered."

Gabriella listened carefully.

"She attended university but gradually lost interest."

"Depression?"

"Perhaps."

"Grief?"

"Certainly."

The honesty in his answer caught her attention.

Many wealthy employers preferred pretending problems didn't exist.

Vincenzo seemed unwilling to do that.

"Now she's twenty-four," he continued. "Intelligent. Capable. Completely unmotivated."

"And she agreed to tutoring?"

A dry smile appeared.

"No."

Gabriella almost laughed.

"At least you're honest."

"I find honesty saves time."

For the first time, a faint smile touched his face.

The transformation was startling.

He looked younger.

Warmer.

Human.

Then the expression vanished.

"Would you like to meet her?"

Gabriella nodded.

"Of course."

Vincenzo stood.

"This may determine whether you want the position."

Something in his tone suggested a warning.

They left the study together.

As they walked through the mansion, Gabriella became increasingly aware of his presence beside her.

He moved with quiet confidence.

Employees greeted him respectfully.

Yet there was no arrogance in his behavior.

Only authority.

They reached a spacious sitting room overlooking the gardens.

A young woman sat curled on a sofa.

Laptop open.

Headphones on.

Feet resting on a coffee table.

Without looking up, she said, "Another tutor?"

Vincenzo sighed.

"Laura."

She removed one headphone.

Her eyes moved from her father to Gabriella.

Instant skepticism appeared.

"How long do you think you'll last?"

Gabriella blinked.

"Excuse me?"

"My record is three weeks."

Vincenzo crossed his arms.

"Laura."

"What?"

The young woman stood.

She was beautiful.

Dark hair like her father's.

Sharp features.

Intelligent eyes.

And enough attitude for three people.

She extended a hand.

"Laura Moretti."

Gabriella shook it.

"Gabriella Romano."

Laura studied her.

"You seem nice."

"Thank you."

"That's probably a disadvantage."

Gabriella laughed despite herself.

Laura looked surprised.

"So you have a sense of humor."

"It helps."

"Good."

Laura sat back down.

"Because you're going to need one."

Vincenzo closed his eyes briefly.

Clearly this behavior was familiar.

Gabriella sat across from Laura.

"What are you studying?"

"Officially?"

"There's an unofficial answer?"

"Mostly avoiding coursework."

Gabriella smiled.

Laura frowned.

"Why are you smiling?"

"Because you're funny."

"I'm serious."

"I know."

That seemed to confuse Laura.

Interesting.

Most people probably argued with her.

Gabriella had spent years teaching difficult students.

Resistance rarely impressed her.

"What subject are you avoiding?" Gabriella asked.

"Business administration."

"And why don't you like it?"

Laura shrugged.

"No reason."

"That's not true."

The younger woman narrowed her eyes.

"You've known me for thirty seconds."

"And yet I'm certain."

Laura looked away.

Gabriella noticed something beneath the sarcasm.

Pain.

Not laziness.

Not entitlement.

Pain.

The distinction mattered.

After several minutes of conversation, Gabriella had already learned more than she expected.

Laura was intelligent.

Quick-witted.

Well-read.

She also had no faith in herself.

Every joke concealed insecurity.

Every sarcastic comment hid disappointment.

Eventually Laura stood.

"I should warn you."

"About what?"

"I don't want a tutor."

Gabriella nodded.

"I figured."

"Then why are you still here?"

The question lingered between them.

Gabriella smiled gently.

"Because sometimes the things we need aren't the things we want."

Laura stared at her.

For once, she had no sarcastic response.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

A few minutes later, Gabriella prepared to leave.

Vincenzo escorted her back toward the entrance.

Neither spoke immediately.

Finally he asked, "Well?"

Gabriella considered her answer carefully.

"She's not the problem."

He stopped walking.

"What do you mean?"

"She's hurting."

A shadow crossed his face.

"I know."

"She doesn't need someone to force her to study."

"What does she need?"

"Someone to help her believe she's capable again."

Their eyes met.

For the first time, Gabriella saw genuine emotion behind his composed exterior.

Hope.

Fear.

Love.

The complicated emotions of a father who desperately wanted to help his child but didn't know how.

"Can you do that?" he asked quietly.

Gabriella thought about Laura.

The intelligence hidden beneath the defenses.

The grief disguised as indifference.

The loneliness she had recognized instantly.

Then she thought about the man standing beside her.

A billionaire who could buy almost anything in the world.

Except a solution to his daughter's pain.

"I can try."

Vincenzo nodded slowly.

"When can you start?"

"Monday."

"Good."

He extended his hand.

"Welcome to the Moretti estate, Miss Romano."

She shook it.

"Thank you, Mr. Moretti."

For a moment, neither released the other's hand.

The pause lasted only a second.

Perhaps less.

But somehow it felt longer.

Then Gabriella stepped away.

She walked toward her car.

As she drove through the gates, she replayed the afternoon in her mind.

Laura's hidden sadness.

The enormous mansion.

The unusual interview.

And most unexpectedly of all—

Vincenzo Moretti.

There was something about him she couldn't quite define.

Something lonely.

Something guarded.

Something that made her wonder what kind of man existed behind the billionaire reputation.

Back at the estate, Vincenzo stood near the study window watching her car disappear down the long driveway.

Most tutors never returned after meeting Laura.

Some quit immediately.

Others lasted a week.

A few survived longer.

None had managed what Gabriella accomplished in less than an hour.

Laura had listened to her.

Actually listened.

That alone was remarkable.

But it wasn't the only thing occupying his thoughts.

There had been confidence in Gabriella.

Kindness.

Patience.

And a quiet strength he found unexpectedly impressive.

As he turned away from the window, he realized something unusual.

For the first time in years, he felt cautiously optimistic.

Not about business.

Not about investments.

Not about profit.

About Laura.

And somehow, that optimism seemed connected to the young tutor who had just driven away.

A tutor who had handled his impossible daughter better in ten minutes than anyone else had managed in years.

Without realizing it, Vincenzo found himself looking forward to Monday.
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Chapter 2 – Difficult Student
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Monday arrived with clear skies and a warm breeze drifting across the Moretti estate.

Gabriella parked in the same spot she had used during her interview and gathered her teaching materials from the passenger seat. Over the weekend, she had spent hours preparing lesson plans, reviewing Laura's academic records, and considering the best approach for a student who clearly possessed intelligence but lacked motivation.

Experience had taught her something important.

The most difficult students were rarely difficult because they were incapable.

They were difficult because they were afraid.

As she walked toward the mansion, she wondered which fear controlled Laura Moretti.

Failure?

Disappointment?

Or something deeper?

A housekeeper welcomed her inside and escorted her to a bright study overlooking the gardens.

"Miss Laura is waiting," the woman said.

Gabriella smiled politely.

That alone felt like progress.

At least Laura had shown up.

She entered the room.

Laura sat at a large table scrolling through her phone.

Without looking up, she said, "You're early."

"It's exactly nine o'clock."

"Which is early."

Gabriella placed her bag on the table.

"Good morning to you too."

Laura finally looked up.

"You're actually back."

"Should I be offended by your surprise?"

"A little."

Gabriella laughed.

Laura frowned.

"You laugh a lot."

"I enjoy life."

"Strange hobby."

The younger woman returned her attention to her phone.

Gabriella sat down.

"Ready to begin?"

"No."

"Excellent."

Laura blinked.

"Excellent?"

"You answered honestly."

"That's not how tutoring works."

"Maybe not how tutoring usually works."

Laura narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

"You're weird."

"Thank you."

"I wasn't complimenting you."

"I know."

The confusion on Laura's face almost made Gabriella smile again.

Most people expected resistance to resistance.

Laura clearly wasn't prepared for someone who refused to play the game.

After several moments of silence, Gabriella opened a folder.

"Let's start with your coursework."

Laura groaned dramatically.

"I already hate this."

"We've been working for thirty seconds."

"Longest thirty seconds of my life."

Gabriella ignored the comment.

"Your professors sent me copies of your recent assignments."

Laura immediately looked uncomfortable.

"Why?"

"So I can help."

"They had no right."

"You signed consent forms."

Laura muttered something under her breath.

"What was that?" Gabriella asked.

"Nothing."

"It didn't sound like nothing."

"It wasn't polite."

"Fair enough."

For the next hour, Gabriella attempted to review Laura's coursework.

Every effort became a battle.

If Gabriella explained a concept, Laura challenged it.

If Gabriella asked a question, Laura answered with sarcasm.

If Gabriella assigned a task, Laura found an excuse not to complete it.

By lunchtime, most tutors would have been exhausted.

Gabriella remained calm.

Which somehow seemed to irritate Laura even more.

"Are you ever annoyed?" Laura finally demanded.

"Frequently."

"You don't look annoyed."

"That's because I'm an adult."

Laura rolled her eyes.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The teacher voice."

"What teacher voice?"

"The one that says you're wiser than everyone."

Gabriella leaned back in her chair.

"You think I'm judging you."

"Aren't you?"

"No."

Laura looked genuinely surprised.

"Not even a little?"

"No."

"Why
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