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LUIGI WANTED TO LAUGH and cry and throw his hands in the air, all at once. How could this merry

little strega and her sisters help him get through to Geraldine? Was it even remotely possible?

He took a deep breath of air that suddenly, mysteriously, smelled not of coffee but of roses and

lavender and sweet spices. Perhaps it was the scent of magic!

Is it possible? He shrugged. Who cares? I will try anything to win her love. Anything!
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The Bounder Redeemed (Book 2 of this series), Staying Alive (Weird Romance series), The

Door in the Tree (Wicked on the Wind series), Home For Christmas (An Oakville Family

Christmas series), Mountain Mirror (Mirrors of Time series), A Mystery for Marissa (The

Monday Mystery Society series), Heart of Stone, Comfort and Joy, and You’re So Vain, also anthologized as Welcome to Oakville.
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To Ian, still bewitching me after twenty-one years.
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1550 COMMON ERA

a village in Tuscany

The messenger on horseback glanced around the dusty village square. It was the hour of la pennichella, the afternoon rest. Most of the shops had their shutters closed, and very few people were about, only three old men playing at dice, and a little knot of women gossiping in the shade of a huge chestnut tree.

The massive doors of the church stood wide, however, the dark interior promising coolness. In any case, his errand lay there.

Gianni Morelli was a native of this village, though he'd left home at thirteen. He'd imagined a different life for himself than toiling in the cherry orchards from which his family took their name. The dark sweet morello cherries were delicious—unless you'd been sated with them from infancy. More exotic, more to his taste, were the hot peppers and salt fish of the south.

As he sat on his horse, looking around, one of the women under the chestnut tree detached herself from the group to approach him.

“Giovanni mio! It is you!” The scrawny old girl with streaky yellow hair stood on tiptoe to grasp his shoulders and, when he bent toward her, kissed him on both cheeks. “Does your sainted mama know you are here?”

“Not yet, Signorina Sapienza. I have just arrived.”

“Ah! On an errand for the Grand Duke, perhaps?” The three Sapienza sisters, Adelina, Ciara and Elisa, were famous for knowing everything, even though they only graced the village with their presence for one month in the year. The rest of the time they were said to live in mysterious Inghilterra, land of fog and mist.

“Yes, Signorina. His Grace has entrusted me with a new painting for our church.” He slid from his horse's back to undo the straps that held a heavily wrapped parcel to the saddle. “Now I must take it to the priest.”

Gianni had found employment in the household of Cosimo di' Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany. A mighty warrior and strategist, the Grand Duke was also a patron of the arts, commissioning paintings, statues, buildings, and public gardens. Now there was scarcely a church in all Tuscany that did not boast a new work of art.

As Gianni ascended the long flight of stone steps to the church door, Adelina Sapienza's sisters joined her in watching him.

“Ooh,” squealed Elisa. “What a man! Look at the muscles in his calves. I could watch him move all day.”

“Not bad-looking.” Chiara's assent was more moderate. “He's a good lad, too. He always visits his mother, and I know he contributes to the family's support.”

“Not that much of a lad any more,” Adelina snapped. “He must be all of thirty-five. High time he was married.”

Chiara winked. “I'm sure we can do something about that if we set our minds to it. Shall we, sisters?”

“Let's go see the painting,” cried Elisa.

“Oh, so it's the painting you want to see, is it?” Adelina frowned at her. “Restrain yourself, sister.”

Inside the church, near the altar where banks of votive candles cast a flickering light, Gianni and the elderly priest unwrapped the painting. It depicted, as usual, the Holy Virgin with her Child. Unusually, the painter Bronzini's model was neither a Southern Italian woman with black hair, olive skin, and dark eyes, nor a Northern type, with smooth blonde hair and eyes of golden brown, or occasionally blue.

Instead, riotous curls, rose-gold as the light of sunset on a calm evening, cascaded from beneath a blue veil to the creamy flesh of a bare shoulder, where the Virgin's gown lay open to let her give suck to her Infant. Green eyes held a look of peace, and yet a glint of fire in their depths spoke of enchantment.

Gianni Morelli fell in love.

Behind him, standing on tiptoe to peer over his shoulder, Chiara Sapienza felt the full force of the emotion that shook Gianni's body, and sighed in sympathy.

“Sisters,” she whispered to Adelina and Elisa, drawing them further away, “we must find her! No other woman will satisfy him now.”

“How on earth will we do that?” Elisa sounded sulky. It always distressed her to think of an attractive man tied up in matrimony, even though she knew she could never have him for herself.

“Easy enough,” said Adelina briskly. “We go to Florence, find the painter's studio, and seek work as models for background figures.” She indicated the crowd of nobles and villagers clustered around the Virgin, posed in worshipful attitudes. “This girl is obviously a foreigner of some kind, so we should have no trouble getting news of her.”

Elisa chimed in, “And when we find her, we set up an accidental meeting with the Grand Duke's messenger when he comes to pick up a new painting—and we slip a little something in her wine. Done.”

“Indeed,” said Chiara. “And no class barrier to deal with this time. An artist's model, however virtuous, is a fit enough match for a messenger.”

They all fell silent, remembering the miserable outcome of a recent accidental passion between a duke's only daughter—destined for a profitable dynastic marriage—and a handsome man-at-arms, until roused by Gianni's voice bidding farewell to the priest.

“He'll be off to see his dear mother now,” Elisa said, with a sentimental sigh, as they watched him ride away.

“And now we'd best go home and brew our potion in readiness,” said Adelina.

Chiara smiled. “Little does he know what he'll find when he returns to Florence.”
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PRESENT DAY

a village in the Cotswolds
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GERALDINE ASHBOURNE locked the door of the library behind her. She stopped in the porch for a moment to tie a silk scarf over her riotous mop of ginger curls and open her umbrella, and set off at a brisk pace for the Number Two bus stop. Her heavy shoulder bag nudged her hip, and she smiled. Not one, not two, but three brand new romance novels awaited her in its depths: The Marquis and The Milkmaid, An Italian Affair, and The Amorous Aristocrat.

She wanted a love of her own just as much as the next woman, but having had it dinned into her head all her life by her family that she was too unattractive to find romance in her life, she'd given up hope, and settled for finding it in novels.

A gust of cold February wind blew rain straight into her eyes, and she tilted her umbrella to shield her face. Now she could see nothing beyond the wet pavement at her feet. She only realized she'd gone a few steps past the bus stop when the bus went racing by her, splattering muddy water on her jeans.

“Drat,” she muttered under her breath, tempted to use a much stronger word. “That driver knew I wanted the bus, the mean old fart, and I think he splashed me on purpose, too.” The next bus wasn't for almost an hour. She sighed.

Where could she go to wait? Not Bertie's
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