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Chapter One
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Emilia Hafford is sitting with her great grandmother in the posh lobby of the hotel when she first sees him enter the double doors.  Dressed in a dark gray Armani suit that fit his well-defined body, Emilia eyes him with great interest; taking in all details of the dark good-looking stranger.  A young bellboy pulls a cart loaded with baggage behind him, indicating to all watching, the man will be staying for some time.  In a flight of fantasy, thinking him to be an Italian playboy, Emilia imagines herself with him in numerous ways; bringing her wistful sigh to her grandmother’s ears.

Agnes Hafford watches her favorite grandchild measuring the man from afar.  Being old and wise from living her years to the fullest, she has honed a keen sense for judging character and the tall, handsome man is saying much with his body language and countenance.  Like Emilia, she has taken note of the expensive suit and Italian leather loafers but what her granddaughter doesn’t recognize is the cold aloofness that forbid others to intrude in his personal space, physically and emotionally.  

“You look as if you’re planning to gobble him up, Dear. You must learn to be more discreet.” Her grandmother smiles warmly, to soften what Emilia will see as an old woman’s criticism.  “He’s not the man for you.”

“Meme, I hate to disagree.  He is perfect for me.  I wish he would turn so I can get his attention.”  The younger woman beams at her elderly companion as if she hasn’t heard a word of what Agnes had said a moment before.

Agnes Hafford lays her hand on her adored granddaughter’s arm.  “He is very stunning, I will admit, but look closer, Emilia.  Have you noticed how he has isolated himself in this crowd?  Look at the set of his shoulders and the rigid line of his back.  He is all but screaming to be left alone.  If he turns, it won’t matter how bright the smile you give him. That man has blinded himself to the world.”

Emilia regards each detail her grandmother has listed, amazed on how precise the old woman’s observations have been.  She is reluctant to agree.  Pulling her eyes away from the dark stranger, she looks fondly at the elderly woman, “Meme, you do have a flair for drama and I must say, he does appear to be quite the lone wolf.”  

“Or a battle weary survivor right out of the foxhole,” her grandmother adds. The young lady doesn’t respond for she is preoccupied in trying to find out more about the man. Being adept at eavesdropping, she strains to hear what is being said at the front desk.  Thrilled to discover that the stranger’s name is Sebastian Bellini. She thinks it is well suited. His voice is very aristocratic even with his American accent.

The older woman watches as her granddaughter’s wish is granted when he turns in their direction. Emilia sat up straighter on the love seat, choosing a smile that makes her face glow while she boldly admires him.  But as Agnes predicts, the fascinating man walks past as if he is the only person in the large, busy lobby; a lone figure of man carrying a heavy burden, invisible to all who watch him.  Her old eyes notice the newly healed crescent shaped scar near the corner of his mouth and the impenetrable darkness of his eyes, adding mystery to an already enigmatic man.

“Trust me, dear child. It would be best to keep your sights on that young man who’s enamored with you.  Greg, isn’t it? ”

“Oh yes, Greg.” She sighs before she adds; “He can be such a priggish bore.”  She gives her grandmother a dismal look. “I keep having the same type of luck with men of his sort.”  Emilia fingers the engagement ring on her hand, it is the second one she has worn in three years.  Fearing her future will be as cheerless as her parents’ marriage, she has found fault with each of her prospective grooms, eagerly tossing them aside to avoid being trapped in a dreary life.  Sighing softly, “That man is who I have been waiting for, Meme. Just watching him makes my heart race.”

“I’m not so old, Emilia, that I can’t remember having those same feeling with certain men in my younger years. Greg may be as you put it, priggishly boring, but men, such as that one, never are.” Emilia’s grandmother tilts her head to give her a loving look.  “You remind me so much of my younger self and I speak from experience. Don’t allow yourself to fall in love with his type, unless you are willing to risk your heart to a lifetime of pain.” Agnes gives her a benign smile, finding it difficult to chastise her favorite grandchild for her romantic fantasy. 

The elderly Hafford woman pulls herself up and out of the deep cushioned love seat.  As she waits for the young woman to join her, she recalls her own younger days. Her memories bring a secretive smile to her face as she thinks of her summer in France and the glorious affair she had with a man. A lover that had made her heart race.  A gambler and a rogue who robbed her of her heart and then vanished like a thief in the night. Heartbroken, she returned home to settle for a sedate life with Emilia’s grandfather. The bittersweet remembrance of Yves remains with her.  Although, she accepted her boring and ordinary life, her yearnings to feel her heart race once again never went away.  She isn’t surprised to share the same taste for men as her beautiful but unhappy granddaughter, Agnes, as a younger woman, would have been drawn to the dashing stranger and to hell with the consequences. 

“Come, Emilia. We’ve drooled long enough, dear.  I’m ready for our afternoon tea.”  

Taking his jacket off, Sebastian lays it neatly on the back of a chair.  A bottle of wine sits next to a basket of fruit on the table nearby. Waiting for the bellboy to place his baggage on the floor, he takes the envelope from the basket and pulls the small card out to see that it id from the office of Harrison Reeder  Handing a tip to the young man, he watches him leave before reading the printed message.

Welcome to London.  Give me a ring when you’re up to meeting with me. I’ll be off for America early Friday morning.  I’m looking forward to sitting down and having a chat soon.  I hope you are finding everything satisfactory.  Harrison.

The high ceiling suite will do until he moves into the house Harrison has found for him. On the outskirts of London, it is located near the private clinic where he is to meet with Dr. Schemer next week.  Sebastian is hanging a lot on the German’s renowned reputation as being the best orthopedic surgeon, legendary in his treatment of major injuries. Dr. Logan was quick to agree on Schemer’s expertise, but argued that the distance and upheaval that Sebastian would have to make would be better spent staying in California.  

Slow and steady wins the race, Mr. Bellini.  He had said in an encouraging tone. When Sebastian reminded him that he was far too impatient to be content waiting two years for a full recovery, the doctor dropped his appeal. 

‘To some extent, I spoke the truth.’  Sebastian, wrung out from the past several weeks, lays his head back and closes his eyes. ‘At least when I spoke of my arm. But expecting a complete healing is to believe that all could be done with a wave of a wand. Much too late now to conjure up an empowered wizard, for when he let Mia go, he watched the magic disappear with her.’  

Weary but unable to sleep, he thinks of his last meeting with Ricci.  He hadn’t expected to see him for he had always avoided the estate; as if it were Alcatraz incarnated waiting to nab him.  Ricci had grown pensive when he mentioned that Sal had contacted him; telling him of the London move. Sebastian was grateful when Ricci doesn’t mention the angry rift between him and their cousin.  Always the older brother, Ricci is quick to hand out advice, treating him as if he is still the kid that needs his guidance. Given no choice but to listen, he let’s his brother’s words bruise him as he stood silently by his side.  “It’s good you’re going away. Sure, it’ll be a hard year but as I see it, it’s for the best.  Go find yourself one of those beautiful and rich English woman to console you. A few trips to the bedroom with one or two should help you forget all about that little redhead.”

Sebastian balked at his comment, wanting to correct him, to make him acknowledge Mia one last time by saying her name; except he feared his resolve would crumble when he heard it.  

Reggie stopped the car in front of the Reeder’s office, letting Sebastian exit the cab into the cold, dreary weather.  Harrison was waiting inside after suggesting it would be the best place to have one last meeting before he leaves for California. With it being a Saturday morning, the office is empty as Harrison sits about preparing to have everything ready for his business partner. When Sebastian entered the outer office, he saw the other man arranging files on top of a conference table.  “Good morning.”  He said, his greeting bringing Harrison’s eyes to where he stood.

Walking with a purpose, Harrison joined him, extending his hand in a warm greeting.  “Good to see you. Come on in. I thought we would have more space in here.”

Sebastian followed, pulling out a chair to sit down.  “How have you been, Harrison?”

“I can’t complain.”  Putting one of the folders to the side, he gave Sebastian a friendly smile before he openly admitted his pleasure of leaving England behind for a year.  “I’m looking forward to it with some excitement.”

Sebastian gave him a questioning look, “That surprises me, Harrison. I was concerned I was asking too much of you.  I’m grateful for all you’ve done to get it going.”  Sebastian tapped his fingertips lightly on the smooth table top. “I thought getting Schemer would be a problem. Thank you for your help.”

Harrison laughed lightly.  “Trust me, it wasn’t anything I did that persuaded him.  Your generous donation to his clinics was the deciding factor.  It’s not often the good doctor accepts a patient.  He hires others for that.  If I was you, I’d hold on to my wallet.”

“Money isn’t the object if he can do as his reputation states.”  A look of disgust crept on to Sebastian’s face, “I’ve had my fill of this accursed sling.”

Harrison was quiet and became serious.  “Have they found who did it?”  

Sebastian pressed his mouth into a frown. “No. I doubt they will.”  Harrison leaned against the edge of the table and shook his head at how things could have turned out for his friend. 

Sebastian didn’t care to discuss it further and turns the conversation, “Shall we get on with the last details?”

The next hour, both men pored over the upcoming meetings and contracts that are waiting for final signatures. Feeling confident that the transfer of power is firmly set in place, Harrison took a bottle of Irish whiskey from his desk drawer and poured them both a shot of Jameson whiskey.  Leaning back, Sebastian rested his ankle on his knee and took a drink. “Aren’t you going to miss England?”

Harrison considered his question seriously.  “I feel like a traitor by admitting that I won’t.  My parents seem to think I should be married by now with three or four kids running about my feet. It’s getting to be a bit much trying to dodge all the socialites and my parent’s sly ways of putting them in my path.”  He broke off with an apology.  “I’m sorry, I know it’s a man’s paradise but I’d rather make my own choices.”

Sebastian studies Harrison, amazed with what he has shared. “It seems you have a smorgasbord of delightful choices to pick from right here.” 

Harrison nodded dubiously.  “I suppose, but the one I’m interested in doesn’t reside in England.”  

Sebastian took another drink before swirling the liquid around in his glass. He raised his eyes to give the other man a look of concentration, he weighed what Harrison has just said.  “Where exactly is she if not here?”

“The last place I saw her was at your dinner party.”  

A sharp bitter pang of jealousy shot, like an arrow, into Sebastian’s gut.  Like a well-practiced poker player, he kept his emotions from splaying across his face.  He cleared his throat and gave Harrison a leveled look.  “I assume you’re speaking of Mia”

Harrison put his empty glass on the table and shook his head.  “I haven’t been able to get Mia out of my mind since we danced on your balcony that night.  I’m amazed you haven’t fallen under her spell. My god, what a woman.”

Sebastian dropped his eyes to his glass before draining it with a quick toss of his head.  He stood from his chair and felt Harrison’s eyes on him as he put his glass down. His muscles ached from the strain of keeping his thoughts hidden.  Turning to Harrison, he said in a detached, cool tone, “Yes, she is.”  Wanting to escape, Sebastian held his hand out, “Thank you, Harrison, Have a safe trip and we’ll talk in a few weeks.  You’ll find everything you need at the office.” Sebastian pressed his mouth in a tight line, he adds, “I’m not sure about Sal’s plans.  He may want to discontinue his services.  If that’s the case, my bodyguard will act as your driver. He’s a good man.  You can trust him.”  

Harrison shook the offered hand. “I hope it goes well for you here.  Reggie will be by Monday to pick you up.  He’s also a good man.  I left the name of an agency that can provide extra security if you feel you need a bodyguard here in England.”

“I don’t think I’ll need one.”  Sebastian lifted his hand in a dismissive way as he is preparing to walk out. 

Harrison stopped him with one more question.  “I didn’t ask but where would I find Mia?”

Sebastian turned to stare at the other man, his eyes resemble hard, black volcanic rock.  “Vince will have that information. I wouldn’t know.” His answer fell between them in a terse, clipped tone which stops Harrison from asking anything else.

Exhausted, Sebastian watched the London traffic passing outside the car’s window, while Reggie drove him back to his suite at the Ritz. Withdrawing into himself, his eyes registered the muted shades of passing cars before his vision blurred, leaving only his own reflection in the glass.  As if spoken like a curse, Sal’s words came readily to Sebastian. ‘This will haunt you more than John’s death ever did.’   Sebastian couldn’t argue. He has come to see the truth of Sal’s words and can feel the weight of his prediction.  It drained him of all but his grief.
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Chapter Two


[image: image]


Ricci returns in the late afternoon to find a police cruiser parked on the street in front of his house. Staying with his normal routine, he pulls his car in the alley and parks in the back. When he unlocks the back door, he finds Maureen with two uniformed men standing in the doorway leading to the living room.  She looks at him, a smile pasted firmly on her mouth to mask her concern.  “There he is now.”  Her cheery voice is out of the ordinary.  Ricci gives the two cops a nod of his head.  “These officers has just arrived to talk with you.”  

“What’s this all about?”  Ricci’s manner is friendly in a cautious way as he feels the older cop study him. 

“We are tracking down leads in the shooting of Sebastian Bellini.  That’s your brother, right?”

Ricci’s eyes narrow as he tells his first lie to them.  “My estranged brother.”

Sgt. Ryan lifts a brow, “What do you mean by estranged?”

“We went our separate way a long time ago. I haven’t spoken to him for years.” Ricci watches as the younger cop scribbles in his notebook, the sound of the pen irritating him as it scratches against the paper.  “I heard about him getting shot.  Have you found who did it?”

“No, we were hoping you could give us an insight to who it might be.”

“Sorry, I can’t help you there.”

Sgt. Ryan rubs his chin as he studies the older Bellini brother.  “I’ve been told you’re in with Rossini.  Is that true?”  

“I know Rossini.”  Ricci, knowing the Sgt. is fishing, plays along knowing they have nothing on him or he would already be handcuffs. “You’ve come to the wrong place if you’re wanting to speak to him.”

“We’re not.  We’re only here to ask about Manny Travaris.  Know him?”

Maureen keeps her composure and continues to smile as she stands next to Ricci.  She tries not to think about the brutal and vulgar man who had pumped drugs into her veins. He was a vile and violent man.  It was taking all of her courage to stand nonchalantly while Ricci answers the Sargent’s questions.

“Only as a street thug. Nothing more than that.”  Lifting his shoulder in a show of disregard, he continues, “It’s hard to believe he would have the balls to try something so stupid but you never know about a person.”

“That’s true.”  Sgt. Ryan takes a card from his pocket and hands it to Ricci.  “Give us a call if you should see Travaris around.  Sorry for intruding, Mrs. Bellini, is it?”

Maureen pauses before offering a smile. “No apology is needed.”  Giggling, she gives Ricci a coy look, “We’re not married yet. That’s something we’ve been discussing. Haven’t we, Love?”

Ricci returns a smile, a small chuckle escaping his lips as he gives her a quick pat on her ass.  “Yes, we have.”  His eyes go back to Officer Ryan.  “I would be a fool to let this good woman get away. I’m left with no other option but to marry her.” Maureen, blushing from his intimate touch, slips her hand in Ricci’s large one.  

Ryan looks at the woman before he replies to the older Bellini brother. “They’re hard to find. You would be smart to keep her. ” Relieved to see their act is a success, Ricci waits quietly as Ryan tips his head before walking out the front door;  to continue his search for the missing Travaris.  

After watching they drive away, Maureen collapses in a heap on a kitchen chair, her mind numbed by fear.  Ricci goes to the cabinet to lift the bottle of bourbon down from the shelf. Pouring two shots of the amber liquid, he hands one to Maureen.  “Here.” His voice is husky as he notices her hand tremble. Sitting down beside her, the floral scent of her perfume drifts in the air as he inhales her fragrance. He is proud of how she has kept her pose.  “You handled it very well.”  

She meets his eyes over the rim of her glass as she sips the burning liquid slowly.  Sitting it down on the table, Maureen decides she can’t wait any longer.  It has been going on for too long. Now is the time for the two of them to have a serious talk.  “I’ve heard the name Rossini before I met you.  He’s with the mob, isn’t he, Ricci?”  She speaks in a timid whisper as if someone other than Ricci is listening.  

Ricci leans back against the hard wooden slats of the chair.  He knew this day was coming and gives her what answers he can. “He runs his own family but yes, he’s a known figure in the mob.”  Maureen, in a nervous habit, makes a circle on the table top with two fingers. “I started working for him when I was twenty-seven. I’m sorry, Maureen.  It’s not that I’m trying to be secretive but I can’t talk go into detail with you.”  

Maureen bites her lip anxiously.  The intensity of his probing eyes chills her, regardless of how calm he appears.  Fidgeting in her chair, she takes a moment to form her next question as Ricci continues to wait for what he suspects is foremost in her mind.  “He was a horrible man, Ricci.  Travaris did things to me that I will never be able to talk about. I’m glad he’s dead but I wish it hadn’t come by your hands.”  She sniffles, a lone tear escapes from a corner of her eye.  “Now I live with this constant worry.”

The tense lines on his forehead deepens, his frown coloring every aspect of his face.  The Bellini eyes grow dark and serious, “Worry or fear?”

Maureen opens her mouth in dismay, “Oh no, not fear. Worry!  What if they find out?”  She asks in a choked voice.  “I can’t stand the thought of you being taken away.”  She shudders inwardly when she says out loud; “I’ve laid awake nights worrying about the day when everything will come crashing down. I thought today was that day.  I may have handled it well but I can’t promise how I’ll do if they come back with more questions.”

Ricci stands and takes her hand to help her up from her chair.  Placing both hands on her upper arms, he waits for her to lift her eyes to his.  With an effort Maureen meets his gaze, her expression still one of despair and misery.  “I should have insisted you move to another place after that night.  I made a mistake of letting you see me but I didn’t think you’d be waiting for me to come back or I would have gone elsewhere.  Now, you’re paying a price for it.”  Ricci pauses, letting his hands caress her arms. “It’s not too late for you to leave. I’ll help you until you get on your feet.”

“Is that what you want?  Would it be better for you if I move out?” Tears spill down her cheeks, as she holds tightly to his arm.  “It’s not what I want, Ricci.” Her voice trembles as she continues, “How would I explain to Maddie?  She loves you.”

Ricci keeps his hands on her upper arms as they both think of what they want at that moment and it doesn’t come close to being without each other. Maureen, forgetting to breathe, waits as he lowers his mouth to hers.  Amazed by his tender touch, he gives her a soft, almost shy kiss; as if it is his first experience and he fears he isn’t doing it right.  She steps closer when he pulls her to his body and holds her there.  “No, it’s not what I want.”  

“Then I can stay?”  Maureen looks up to study his face, his eyes soften with her question.

“I’m still not sure why you would want to.  You know what I’m capable of, yet you tell me you don’t feel fear.”  The corners of his mouth curves slightly in a doubtful smile.  Tipping her chin up, he lowers his mouth to hers as if to seal a deal between them.  “I think the time has come for you to know more about me. Then you can decide if you want to stay.”  

Taking her hand, he leads her to the table before refilling their glasses with another shot of bourbon.  Although they sit close together, she feels the distance between them as he draws into himself.  “My dad came over from Sicily with his parents and two brothers when he was five.  He was a hardworking man and strict father. I tried everything I knew to do to get his approval.” Maureen sits in silence as she watches Ricci travel back to the past, a faraway look claims his face. His voice drops as he starts digging into his buried memories, hesitating as if he isn’t sure where to start or if he’ll be able to.  Maureen, seeing his difficulty, doesn’t press him.  There is so much to learn about the man. Her decision has already been made. She isn’t going to be anywhere that he wasn’t.  Even though to her it is as simple as that, she yearns to know all there is of his past, if it helps her to understand the demons that haunt him.

“My dad’s name was Anthony but everyone called him Tony. Even with him being hard-nosed, my parents were good people. They saved every penny they had in order to open a small grocery in the old neighborhood.  We never were without food or decent shoes to wear like some of the other kids around us.”  Ricci pauses, placing his elbows on the edge of the table and clasping his hands together.  “Sebastian was born when I was eleven. God, I remember the hoopla that followed his birth.  Aunts and uncles flocked to the house to see the newest Bellini.”  Shaking his head, Ricci’s mouth turns upward in a small smile. “I couldn’t see the fascination of a screaming baby but he got more than his share of attention.  I have an uncle who says Sebastian and I look just like Pop.”  He stills, running his hands over his face. “It’s the only thing we share and I doubt it pleased him to know it. Even before Sebastian was born, he didn’t hide the fact that he thought of me as a great disappointment.”  Ricci leans back in his chair and gives a small shrug of one shoulder.  Maureen waits for him to elaborate more when Ricci goes in another direction with his story.  

“Sebastian was two when my cousins, Sal and his younger sister, Cecilia, lost their parents in a house fire. Both of them narrowly escaping before the roof collapsed, killing my aunt and uncle.  Sal came to stay with us and Cecilia went to live with another uncle who had daughters.”

“Was Sal the man I talked to on the phone?”  Maureen questions him, wanting to keep the people and facts straight.

“Yeah. He’s only a few months younger than me but he has an old soul. You know what I mean?” Ricci doesn’t expect her to answer as he continues. “Losing his parents like he did, aged him far beyond his years.  He tried to be the voice of reason when I started becoming rebellious. As you can see, he failed to show me the error of my ways.  I believe that’s the one failure that bothers him the most.”  The gleam in Ricci’s eyes validates his love for the other man.  “He is as much my brother as Sebastian, maybe more with how our lives have turned out.”  

Maureen doesn’t need to ask what he means, already knowing the path Sebastian chose and the success that followed. “Don’t all boys become rebellious for a time?”

He chuckles and looks at her, giving some thought to how he should proceed.  “I guess I liked being a rebel. Shows with who I work for, huh?”  Draining his glass, he holds it rather than sitting it on the table.  “I did want to please Pop but the harder I tired, the more he criticized me.  Mama had her hands full, taking care of Sebastian and trying to keep the peace.  If it wasn’t for Sal and Sebastian, I would have left when I was sixteen.  Instead, I kept raising hell to give my father more reason for disappointment.”  

Maureen stands from her chair and lays her hand on Ricci’s shoulder. “You don’t need to tell me all of it in one setting. Come on. You’ve had a long day and I suppose tomorrow will be the same. We both need to rest.”

Ricci meets her eyes before he nods in agreement.  Joining her, he puts his arm around her waist and pulls her to him.  Pressing a whisper of a kiss on her temple, she hears him say, “I haven’t thought of those days for so long. I’m surprised the memories have stayed fresh. You’re right though.  It’s going to take more than a few hours to peel the layers from me.”

Walking by his side, Maureen turns off the kitchen light as they leave the room.  At his bedroom door, he turns toward her with a contemplative look. Lowering his head, he pauses inches from her mouth before she raises on her toes to close the distance between them.  She feels the warmth of his lips and the strength of his arms when he enfolds her in an embrace. When she sinks against him, they share a soul quenching kiss that feeds her hunger for him.  Pulling away, he places both of his hands on her face, bringing her complete attention back to the dimly lit hallway.

“I know I’m a fool for not taking advantage of this moment.”  Maureen, sensing what is coming, feels a twinge of disappointment as she waits for him to continue.  “And I may live to regret it but until you know all there is about me, I need to wait before I make love with you.”  She sees the heart-rending tenderness in his eyes and the tired sadness that covers him like a blanket. “I’m being selfish. It’s for my own good, Maureen.  If you find that I’m too much of a....”  His voice is silenced when Maureen stops him by placing her fingertips on his mouth.  Taking her fingers, he kisses them lightly, determined that she will hear him out.  “If you find I’m not the man for you.  I don’t want the memory of how you felt in my arms to be the only thing I have left when you leave.”
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Chapter Three
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Harrison gives Vince a frustrated look before releasing an audible sigh.  “I’ve been here nearly a month now and Mia is still avoiding to meet with me. Sebastian has left instructions for me to give her a secured box and what appears to be a letter. I can’t very well hand deliver it if she hides from me.” 

“Mr. Reeder, it’s not you she’s avoiding. Mia is contending with her own set of problems that have nothing to do with you, personally. I will be seeing her in a few days.  I’ll do what I can.”

Harrison lifts an eyebrow in a relief. “I’d appreciate that, Vince. Sebastian will be asking if it’s been done and I don’t know what I’ll tell him.”  He studies Vince closely before he adds in an off handed way.  “It’s quite strange actually.  When I spoke to Sebastian at our London meeting, I inquired where I would find Mia, once I arrived in the States. He told me to ask you because he wouldn’t know.  An odd comment to my way of thinking, considering he had something of importance to give her.”  Peering at the large bulk of Vince, in search of a clue, he finds nothing in the blank stare of the other man.  

Vince lifts one shoulder nonchalantly, “I’m not the one to ask, Mr. Reeder.  I’m afraid you’ll have to get the answer from someone else.”  

Harrison admires Vince’s sense of loyalty and drops the subject.  “Right. I suppose I’m ready to go home for the day.”  He groans, to think the modern condo with its whitewashed and bland decor is a place to call home, Harrison is determined to tolerate it as best he can. 

Della and Vince are standing on the front porch when Mia answers the light knock.  Surprised to see them, she quickly unlocks the screen door and opens it.  “It’s good to see you both.”  Stepping aside, she motions with a wave of her hand for them to enter.  By habit, she glances up the street to see if her protector has resumed his post and finds the spot empty. Since returning back to the house, she has been living on pins and needles; worrying Manny will show up on her doorstep at any time.  The dark shadowy man who had kept watch had given her a measure of safety in the past.  Now that he has vanished along with Sebastian, she fights daily against her apprehension.  Closing the door behind her, Mia turns back to her waiting friends and offers them a seat, giving Della a quick hug before she follows them into the room. 

“How have you been, Mia?”  Vince asks as he lowers his bulk down to the sofa.  

“I’ve been okay.  It helps being busy at work. You know what they say about idle hands.”  Mia gives a weak smile, refusing to offer more. There is no need to speak about her lonely weekends. It is too difficult for they are the most painful to get past.  Even in his absence, the memories of Sebastian refuses to be erased.  Catching her off guard at the worst times, cruel and unyielding, they steal what little progress she has made during the week, leaving her to try harder on Monday. 

“How about you, Vince?”  Mia asks, moving the attention off herself.  “Since you’re working for Harrison now, how’s it going?”

“It’s totally different from what I’ve been use too.  Being a driver is much more relaxing, if not boring a job.” He doesn’t add that he misses his old position with Sebastian.

“The best part is I see him every night now.”  Della chimes in with excitement, realizing her mistake when a shadow of sadness appears in Mia’s eyes.  Not knowing what to say, Della falls silent. 

Clearing his throat, Vince pats Della’s hand before bringing Mia’s attention to him. “I have a request from Harrison Reeder, Mia.  It’s the same one I given you last week and the two previous weeks before that.”

Mia bites her bottom lip as she looks at Vince.  Knowing he isn’t going to give up on her meeting with Harrison, she starts making excuses.  “I’m sorry, Vince.  What can he possibly have to say to me?”  Lifting one hand, she indicates her unwillingness to listen.

“Harrison has something that needs to be hand delivered to you. I told you the last time that it can’t be mailed.”  Tilting his head slightly, Vince gives her a brotherly look.

“Then you can bring it to me.”  Stubbornly, Mia is not willing to yield, as she adds, “It solves all our problems.”

Upon hearing her suggestion, Vince throws up his hands and shakes his head.  “Oh no.  Don’t even think I’m going to agree to that.”

Mia gives him a stormy glare. “Then Harrison will just have to keep it.”  Tears shimmer, making the green of her eyes shine like polished emeralds.  

Vince stands up, his muscled bulk towering over the seated women.  Della sees the firm set of his jaw and waits for him to say what she knows is coming.  Thinking to stop him, she presses her lips together and remains silent.  It’s time for Vince to unburden himself. He has carried it far too long.  Surprised by his sudden move, Mia can only stare at him.

“It’s been almost a month since Sebastian left.  Isn’t it time for you and Sal to quit acting like ostriches and pull your heads out of the sand?”  Putting both hands on his hips, he stands before her, not hiding his frustration.  “Damn it, Sebastian Bellini isn’t that great of a man.  Life does go on, Mia.  It’s time to quit licking your wounds and get on with living.”  

Mia’s eyes widen with astonishment, noting he shows no signs of relenting. Searching for an escape, she asks.  “And does Sal feel the same as you?”

“Are you kidding? Sal’s in need of rescue worse than you.  He sits day in and day out at his place on the estate, letting his hurt and anger consume him.  Come on, Mia. I’m asking you to get on with something other than your sorrow because this is killing me. I can’t help Sal without you.  Are you listening to me, Mia?  Sal’s my closet friend and he loves us both.  How can we let him down knowing that?”

Mia looks at Della and their eyes connect over the low sofa table.  “It’s true, Mia. I agree with everything Vince has just said.  I know how difficult it must be, but you’re doing nothing to move forward and it only prolongs your agony.”

Mia lowers her head, a war of mixed emotions raging in her mind.  Taking several long minutes, she finally speaks with a quiet, but desperate, firmness. “Tell Harrison that our meeting has to be somewhere else but the office. I won’t go back into that building if I don’t have too.  Maybe in time, but not now.”

“That’s my girl.”  Vince breathes a sigh of relief as he begins to form a plan for Sal.  He hadn’t lied to Mia. If they were to succeed it would take her helping to get it done. 
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Chapter Four
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“I’m sorry, Vince.  I’m running late.”  Mia, fails to hide her nervousness, giving him a sheepish look when he enters the house.  He has arrived earlier than planned, thinking she may need a supportive push from a friend.  

“There’s no hurry, Mia.”  Vince sits on the edge of a chair to get out of her way as she moves about the room aimlessly.  Dressed in black slacks and a simple grey sweater, her choice of clothing enhances her ivory complexion and green eyes.  Mia double checks around her house before picking up her purse for the third time to check its contents.  “Have you lost something?” Vince asks as she rummages once again to the bottom of the leather bag. 

Mia looks up from her search with a surprised expression.  “No. I’m just making sure I have everything.”  Sighing, she fastens the latch of the purse and places the strap over her shoulder.  She gives him a dismal laugh before walking toward the door. “Who am I kidding?”  Shaking her head, she adds, “Nothing is going to make this any easier and my stalling isn’t working. I guess I need to get it over with, Vince.”

Harrison’s grey Audi is parked at the end of her walk. It blends in well with the stormy skies and her gloomy outlook.  Mia hasn’t been able to shake her heavy mood and it adds to an already dreary day.  Vince moves aside as he opens the back car door for her.  Sidestepping around his large body, Mia doesn’t say a word to him as she walks to the other side and gets into the front seat.  Pleased to see she hasn’t lost her spunk, he chuckles as he closes the door.  Sal would have been mortified if he had been with them and the thought of that makes his chuckle expand into a laugh.  Mia turns her eyes to him when he gets behind the wheel, to give him her first smile of the day.

“You want me to walk up with you, Mia?”  Vince asks as he parks under the portico of Harrison’s condo.  

Mia shakes her head.  “I’ve got it, Vince.  I’ll meet you in the lobby when he’s done with me.”  She rolls her eyes, putting a strong emphasis on the word ‘done.’  

Harrison has paced the last half hour waiting for her to arrive. It has been too long since he had last seen her and it’s evident, his eagerness isn’t because of any professional appointment. Steadying his nerves, he watches as she enters the foyer looking as if she would bolt at any moment. Wearing a broad smile, he steps to the side to say, “Mia, it’s so good to see you again.  You’re just as beautiful as ever.”

“Thank you, Harrison.”  Mia’s voice is shaky, making it sound stifled and unnatural to her.  She feels Harrison’s warm gaze, wishing it could help her to relax but it is only making the situation worse.  Seeing him again has resurrected more painful memories of a closing chapter in her life. 

“Come in.  Would you care for a drink?” Harrison, feeling as awkward as a school boy, hears his words tumble out... “I can fix you a cup of tea, if you prefer.”

Shaking her head, Mia takes a seat on the white leather couch. “I’m fine, Harrison.”  She refuses to meet his eyes, focusing instead on the stark white of the room. Bringing her attention back to him, Mia comment seems out of character with its brashness. “I don’t mean to sound rude but I wouldn’t have pictured you living here.” Her eyes seek his with a questioning curiosity 

Harrison smiles.  “It is a bit glaring, isn’t it?”  He nods, adding,” It’s not something I would have chosen for myself.  I left it up to Ms. Cummings and Sebastian to take care of everything since I was limited on time.”

Mia breaks eye contact to look at the window across the room.  Speaking in a voice that is clear and concise, she again states her opinion of the space. “It has a cold beauty to it. I suppose you can add some color here and there but no matter what you do, the coldness will be just below the surface, waiting to reveal itself again.”  She lowers her voice as her monologue becomes introspective.  Harrison observes her mood change, as though she is no longer talking about the room.  “Take the warmth of colors away and it’s just as cold as it was in the beginning.”  Mia pauses to find Harrison’s probing eyes as he regards her intently.  She leans back on the sofa before saying in a resigned voice. “Yes, I can see Sebastian picking this one easily. I’m not certain it fits you but it would have been perfect for him.”

Harrison falters as an awkward silence falls between them.  Confused, he detects more than what she has actually said and he is concerned to see Mia covering her emotions with a frozen smile.  Shoving one hand in his pocket, he gives her another moment to collect herself before he walks over to the side table.  Picking up the letter, he carries it with a small metal locked box to where she sits in a rigid pose. “Sebastian has insisted I hand this to you personally.”

Mia puts the box in her lap while she tucks the legal sized envelope in her bag.  Harrison spots the slight tremor of her hand and how she has paled when he mentioned Sebastian’s name.  “You seem a bit distracted. Are you okay, Mia?”

She lifts her head as her fingers hold tightly to the box. “Of course, Harrison. Why wouldn’t I be?”  She looks into his worried eyes, “I haven’t been sleeping well lately. I think it’s catching up with me.”  She stands abruptly, keeping the box close to her body.  “I hate to rush but I have another appointment today and I really should be going. You can now tell Sebastian the deed has been accomplished. I’m sure it will ease his mind.”

Regretting he has nothing else to keep her longer, he watches as she turns to leave. “I hope you will feel that you can call at any time and for any reason.” He hesitates before taking a chance, “Perhaps, I can take you out to dinner one evening?”

Mia offers him a tepid smile. “That sounds nice but I’m not making many plans at the moment. Thank you for your time this evening.”  Harrison stands as she walks to the door, closing it quietly behind her without a backward glance.  Running his hand along his chin, his mind fills with questions at her distant attitude.  He didn’t recognize Mia as the same woman he had met and danced with at Sebastian’s estate. He wishes he knew what has brought about the change. Locking the door, he makes a mental note to ask Sebastian when he talks to him next.  

Vince, waiting in the lobby, looks uncomfortable sitting in one of the squared, boxy shaped chairs.  Seeing Mia step from the elevator, he hurriedly stands up to stretch his tight muscles as he waits for her to join him.  Holding tightly to some sort of container, she parts her lips in a stiff smile, “Thank god, that’s over. I’m ready to go home now.”  Falling in step with her, Vince pushes the glass door open, allowing her to step out into the light drizzle of rain.  

Their trip back to her house is made in silence.  Mia keeps her fingers busy as she runs them along the smooth metal of the box she holds on her lap.  Vince, recognizing the depressed mood, leaves her to her solitude. He’s certain there is nothing for him to say that will make a difference to her at the moment.  With the appointment being over, Vince is relieved to see Mia hasn’t dissolved into tears while meeting with Reeder. Although, he wouldn’t place any bets on how long her control will last once she is alone. Unfortunately, he suspects that whatever Sebastian has left for her, will be the catalyst that breaks her. Clenching his jaw, he conjures up several choice names for the man that is playing havoc in Mia and Sal’s lives. As her house comes into view, Vince asks, “Can I do anything for you, Mia?”  

Cradling the box as one would a baby, she shakes her head.  “No, Vince. Go home to Della. I’ll talk to you in a few days about what we can do for Sal.” Mia sighs as she looks to the box before opening the car door. “There’s no need for you to walk me. I can make it from here.” Before she steps out, she gives him a small, sad smile and says, “You’ve been such a good friend. Thank you.”

Dropping her purse on the floor, Mia sits the container on the nearby table and walks away. On the trip home, her thoughts have been on the box rather than the contents. What lay inside doesn’t matter to her at the moment. Her mind is kept busy as she envisions Sebastian’s hands touching the same places that she has touched on the box’s surface. If only she could find the power to know what he was thinking, when he placed the items under the metal lid. The haunting image of him emerges before her, threatening to destroy her resolutions to stay strong.  Della had been right. She realizes she must find a way to learn from the experience and leave Sebastian in the past.  

Several hours later and a bottle of wine emptied of its numbing liquid, Mia takes both items that Harrison has given her and places them on the low table in front of her. Hesitating, she lifts the flap that opens the thick envelope. With shaking fingers, she pulls out several sheets of white paper and lay them down beside her on the sofa.  Taking deep gulps of air, she closes her eyes for a brief second to prepare herself, before picking up what she knows is the contract for her part in paying Manny’s debt.  Her stomach clenches in a wave of nausea when she looks down at his signature, written in his bold scrawl next to hers. Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she runs her hand tenderly over his name, before leaving the document to lay beside the box. Her trembling hand seeks the last article from the box...  Bulky like a document, she unfolds the pages to stare at it dumbfounded. 

Confused by what she holds in her hand, she rubs her eyes as though they are blurring from weariness instead of disbelief.  Shaking her head, she grips the edges of a title for a winery in Tennessee. Scanning the document twice, she tries to make sense of the transaction between Sebastian Bellini and Thomas Armstrong. With disbelief, Mia stares at her name boldly typed, naming her as its owner. A painful sob escapes from deep within her. Throwing it to the floor as if it has burned her, she covers her face with both hands.  Sebastian’s gift has forced her to remember the cruel memories of a trip not taken, leaving her dreams shattered under a grey foreboding sky.  

“How much more can I handle?” She asks to an empty room.  Wiping her eyes, she reaches for the metal box.  Promising herself that tomorrow will be a new day and a new start for her, she repeats the thought as mantra, using it to help her get past the pain of what she is discovering.  Desperately wanting to get the worst over before the dawn arrives, she examines the lock and finds that it is a combination type. Looking for the code to open it, she shuffles through the papers and comes up empty handed until she takes the discarded envelope and gives it a violent shake. Sebastian’s business card falls at her feet, the coded numbers written on the bottom of it.  

The tremors in her hands make it difficult to turn the small wheels of the lock. After four tries, she finally lifts the lid to find two smaller boxes nestled inside. Her eyes instantly spots another envelope with her name scrawled across the front. Mia’s fingers seek out the familiar black velvet box.  Taking care, she pries the lid open to see the deep rich blue of sapphires and the icy sparkle of diamonds from the necklace and earrings she had worn the night of the dinner party.  Her tears rain down on the gems as she replays the bittersweet memories of that night.  In the silence of the room, she hears the clock ticking toward dawn.  Determined to finish the task before her, Mia takes the last item in her hand. Smoothing the plush gray velvet of the small square box, she opens it.  Nestled inside is the matching earrings to the emerald necklace Sebastian had given her on Christmas. Her hands, unbidden, reaches for the pendant around her neck.  Although she is aware it isn’t there for her to touch, she’s unable to stop herself.  It was the first item she had put away when he left for London.  

Placing all the items back into the metal container, she stands up. Looking down, she sees her foot carelessly stepping on the deed that she has discarded on the floor.  Wrapping her arms tightly around herself, she paces the small living room trying to control her tears.  Feeling her world spinning out of control, she stares at the papers scattered and the opened box.  How easy it has been for Sebastian to pack all his memories of her in a box and then give her a winery as payment for her services. He found a clever solution in clearing his conscience of any wrong doing.  As her sorrow turns slowly to anger, she quits pacing and goes for the last object left for her to read.  

With irate hands, she comes close to ripping it as she unfolds the paper.  Once again, she is staring at Sebastian’s handwriting, his black inked words dance before her eyes.  Without a greeting, he wastes no time in getting to the purpose of his letter. Once again, she is reminded of his casual disregard of her.  Exhausted emotionally, she perches on the edge of a chair, resting his letter on her lap before bringing it to her eyes.

As you have noticed, there are several items in the box that are quite valuable.  Before you contemplate refusing them, please consider what they can offer in monetary value; for any plans you may make for the future.  The sapphires and emerald earrings were gifts given in our time together, you can chose to keep or sell them. That decision is entirely yours but should you chose to sell them, return them back to the jeweler. He has been instructed to refund you their full value. As for the winery, it belongs to you outright.  At the bottom of this letter, I have included the name and number of a good man.  He comes highly recommended and is the one who will take care of the business for you until you feel you are ready.  The previous owner, Tom Armstrong will continue in his duties as well for the next year.  Bellini Enterprises will be paying both men’s salary while you make the decision to either keep it or sell.  Although our agreement has come to an end, I urge you to give the winery serious consideration.  It could very well open up many opportunities for securing you a financial future.

If, in the months ahead, you need capital to fall back on, there will be resources at your disposal.  Harrison will be waiting to help you in those circumstances.  Don’t hesitate to ask. 

I hope to hear one day that you have become the woman I know you to be; a praiseworthy woman to be recognized, in your journey, wherever it may take you.  Good luck, Mia.

There is no signature at the bottom, only the name of one Jake Miller with a phone number.  Feeling bewildered, she sits in stunned silence, letting Sebastian’s words seep into every pore of her weary body.  Inhaling, she holds it in her lungs before releasing it slowly. Walking around the perimeters of the room, she starts to curse Sebastian for forcing her to face a future without him. Each step she takes, her hurt and anger builds as she thinks of his cold-blooded nerve.  Absent and miles away, his words taunt and challenge her as much as if he stands in the room with her.  Lifting one hand in the air as if to reach out to him, she speaks to the four walls, “I’m going to take that challenge. I want you to regret letting me go every day of your life and I’ll use my last breathe to get it done. You can be damn sure of that, Sebastian Bellini.”  

With her newfound confidence, Mia picks up the phone to call Vince, unconcerned for the late hour.  When Vince’s groggy voice answers, Mia doesn’t waste time for apologies, forgetting what she has told him earlier.  “We need to see Sal tomorrow.”
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Chapter Five
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“I wouldn’t ask it of you, Sebastian, if I had another choice.” Determined, Daniel Reeder stands and stares back at Sebastian’s black scowl.  “I relied on Harrison for such things but we both know he’s not here and the reasons why.”  As if to lay the blame for his brother’s absence, he finishes by saying, “So, it falls on you now.”

Sebastian turns his back on Harrison’s arrogant and pompous older brother.  Taking the decanter in his hand, he pours two small shots of the gifted Irish whiskey.  Handing a glass to Daniel, he draws his shoulders back, making his posture stiff and unyielding.  “And what is it I’m expected to do?” 

“Since it’s a dinner party for our board of directors and families, you can stand and look dashingly handsome for all I care.  Just don’t leave me to try and make casual conversations about how wonderful the company is doing.  I’m not good at it.”  Daniel pauses to see Sebastian’s frown deepen. “It’s quite natural they want to know who is overseeing the business in Harrison’s absence.  After all, you’re not the renowned Bellini in London as you are in your State of California.  Our board members need to have faith in your abilities.”

Sebastian has quietly listened to Daniel’s dissertation, lifting an eyebrow when it drew to a close.  “It’s been some time since my abilities have been questioned. I rather doubt they will find what they are wanting to know over a dinner table. I assume you and your father will be in attendance as well?”

Wearing a look of relief, Daniel gives a nod of his head.  “No one escapes these ungodly events. I can’t tell you how much I detest dressing up in a tux, looking like a damn trained penguin.  Unfortunately, it’s a requirement for the evening.”  He tightens his lips in a grim smile.  “One good note, you’ll be introduced to some of the well-endowed daughters from the best families here in London.”  Daniel gives a sour snort of a laugh before he adds a humorless comment.  “Maybe they will have better luck with turning your head than they have with Harrison. Not only does he refuse to settle down and marry, but detests the idea of being one of the most sought after bachelors.”  A baffled expression comes to his face. “I’ve never been one to understand my younger brother.”

Sebastian doesn’t offer a reply as he thinks of what Harrison has shared with him about his eagerness to see Mia again.  Uninvited, his words linger in Sebastian’s mind; making him wonder if Mia was as thrilled to see him.  Pushing the thought angrily aside, he clears his throat and looks at Daniel. “I’m not here to court or dally with women, well-endowed or otherwise.  I hate to be a disappointment, but you can rest assured, I’m not interested.”

“If I didn’t know better, Bellini, I’d say you have ice water running in those veins of yours.”  Seeing the seriousness on Sebastian’s face, Daniel extends his hand. “No hard feelings, I hope.  Pardon me for what I’m about to say. If in fact, you’re not interested, I would suggest you to take some advice and hire an escort for this function.”  Pulling his wallet from his inside coat pocket, Daniel takes a card and hands it to Sebastian. “Sheri will arrange, for a fee of course, an escort from her many discreet and delectable women she has employed. You’ll find it best to have a woman at your side. It helps dissuade the money hungry socialites in their pursuit of you. Trust me when I say there will be some in attendance.”  

Sebastian takes the card as he veils his distaste at the suggestion.  In disgust, he sees the other man’s point as he tosses the card on the near table.  Sebastian retorts in a disinterested voice, “Perhaps, I’m not the only one who has ice water in the veins.”

Both men hold their gaze steady, as a small smile claims Daniel’s mouth. “Right you are. I’ll see you tomorrow night at seven.  I’ll have Reggie bring the car around at six. Just contact him if you need for him to pick up an escort before he comes for you. He’s quite discreet and reliable.”

Sebastian arrives promptly at seven at the Reeder’s manor house with a leggy blonde by his side.  Daniel, standing near the entrance, waves him over to where he and a tall brunette are conversing.  “Welcome to my parent’s home, Sebastian.”  He lifts his hand to the woman by his side.  “Claire, this is Sebastian Bellini. This is my wife, Claire Louise.”

Tipping his head, Sebastian offers her an impersonal smile.  “It’s nice to meet you.”  He turns his head to bring both of their attention to the blonde standing by his side.  “May I introduce Abigail?”  

Claire returns a chilly smile as she inspects Sebastian’s date with a critical eye.  “Pleased, I’m sure.” Her words are delivered in haughty tone.  “I’ll leave you two to talk business. I really must mingle.”  

Sebastian watches as Daniel’s wife walks off, noting the seductive sway to her hips.  Dressed in a low backed gown, she has chosen the perfect dress to display the silkiness of her skin and a thought occurs to him, it may not be entirely for her husband’s pleasure.  When he turns his attention back to Daniel, he finds him staring indiscreetly at a rather plain woman laughing with a group of guests.  Seeing the hungry look in Daniel’s gaze, Sebastian wonders if the woman is his rumored mistress. Keeping his thoughts to himself, it isn’t difficult to pinpoint all the signs of an unhappy marriage within minutes of his arrival. 

The liveried waiter approaches with a tray of drinks and stops in front of the threesome.  Bowing slightly, he lowers the silver tray to offer them their choice of refreshments.  Daniel reluctantly pulls his attention away from his mistress to choose a glass of red wine.  Scanning the large opulent room with a disinterested look, he turns to Sebastian and says, “I suppose we should mingle ourselves.  Let me start introducing you to some of our guests.”

Agnes Hafford has watched the handsome stranger from the hotel come through the front entrance. Her eyes study the man as he joins her great nephew, Daniel and his uppity wife.  Agnes notices the long legged, and curvy blonde by his side, quickly taking in the details of the woman as she keenly observes her demeanor.  Like a posed model, she stands near the man in an impersonal way.  Dressed in a black gown, her blonde hair shimmers in an upswept style, her slender neck sloping gracefully onto her lovely, bared shoulders, there is nothing appearing to be out of place except the professional smile she wears when greeting strangers. It makes her wonder even more about the man himself.

The older woman feels a pang of disappointment for her grandchild, Emilia.  When she had discovered the man of her dreams would be the guest of honor at the dinner, she begged to be included. So much was her desire to meet him, her impetuous granddaughter consents to be escorted by her fiancée, Greg. Although she had thought to come alone, she is instantly overruled by Daniel and her great-grandmother.  Begrudgingly, she accepts their conditions, in order not to lose her chance to meet the American.

It can prove to be a distressful evening, Agnes thinks, as she sighs heavily.  Already being privy to Emilia’s fascination with the dashing stranger at the hotel, she can’t imagine how her beloved granddaughter will react when she sees Sebastian Bellini, devastatingly handsome in his black tuxedo. Neither the blonde by his side, nor Greg, will deter her from her flirtations in getting him to notice her. Agnes fervently hopes Emilia refrains from embarrassing herself, along with Daniel and his cold wife, Claire Louise.  

Moving away from a group of men, Daniel finds his Aunt Agnes’s intense gaze fixed on Sebastian.  “It’s time you meet a very important lady. She is not only the oldest, but also the most important member of the board.”

Sebastian inclines his head in compliance as he observes the elderly lady sitting by herself, surveying the room.  He appraises her quickly while walking with Daniel. Standing back while Daniel kisses her weathered, rouged cheek.  “Aunt Agnes, you look stunning tonight.”

Agnes Hafford smiles patiently, “I see you’re still as beguiling as ever.  I’m onto your tricks and your practiced charms, Daniel.  Whatever it is you’re wanting from me, the answer is no.”

Daniel Reeder throws back his head and lets out a delighted peal
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