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The music is not in the notes, 

But in the silence between.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
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Chapter One
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Seeing Mia at the church, Sebastian Bellini isn’t able to keep his eyes off of her. In the time he has been in London, she has blossomed into a confident, self-assured woman. With eyes filled with longing, he watches Mia slip quietly away when an elderly couple has come to greet him. Trapped in a conversation, he can only follow her with his eyes as she makes her escape, getting lost in the crowded ballroom. Disappointed and impatient, he endures the endless chatter of the elderly man as she disappears from his sight. After several failed attempts, trying to draw the wealthy Bellini in to a friendly chat, the older couple cordially excuses themselves to Sebastian’s relief and walks away. Without hesitation, he weaves a path through the wedding guests, searching all corners of the large crowded room; stopping only when he spies Mia, sitting alone at a table near the dance floor. 

Seeing her pensive mood, his thoughts fill with random questions. Was she remembering another wedding with a different crowd or perhaps the dance they had shared that fateful night? He pauses, allowing his mind to linger on the aftermath in the days that followed. How could they have known, that his one impulsive act in insisting her to dance with him, would be the catalyst to spin their lives out of control? 

Uncertain on how to approach her, Sebastian takes the only avenue that comes to mind. He’ll return them to where it had all began, hoping the memories of what followed will soften her heart toward him. Fueled by his love and propelled by determination, Sebastian knows it is now or never as he walks with long strides to her side.

Mia’s eyes cloud with anger and frustration to see he has found her. Turning her head, she refuses to look at him, wanting only to be left alone. Sebastian, not giving up, moves around the table to block her view. With no recourse left, she forces herself to stare coldly at him.

“I’ve noticed you’re not dancing.” He says, reciting the words from a well-rehearsed play that he hopes she will remember. “Is the music not to your satisfaction?”  

Raising her eyes, she gives him an astonished look before delivering her answer in a short, clipped manner. “The music is fine.” Embarrassed, Mia notices the guests around them are watching with ears trained to hear how the drama will play out between the handsome billionaire and the stunning redhead. Trapped once again, she has nowhere to hide from their prying eyes. Mia biting her bottom lip, she knows instinctually what he is going to say as he looks at her.

Showing no signs of relenting, Sebastian doesn’t conceal his thoughts as he gazes at her from the smoldering depths of his dark eyes. Mia watches as he extends his hand to her. In his deep baritone voice, he says in a low, seductive manner, “Then shall we?”

“Why can’t you leave me alone?” Although, she speaks in a lowered voice, she feels as if she has shouted to the observant guests as they continue to watch with rude, prying eyes. 

“It’s just a dance, Mia.” Sebastian answers. “What can happen with just one dance?”

Standing from her chair, she gives him a black look, retorting with a cold sarcastic answer. “Don’t waste your time waiting for me to answer that. I’ve tried the last twelve months to forget it.” Moving past him, she directs her attention to the dance floor, leaving him to follow in her wake. 

Sebastian takes Mia’s hand and brings her gently into his arms as the music began to play.  Feeling out of touch with her body, she stumbles against him. “I won’t bite, Mia. Just relax and let the music touch you like a lover.”

“Please, don’t try to recreate our past.” Hiding her hurt behind anger, she raises her lashes to give him a cold look of disdain. “There’s nothing left to resurrect between us.” 

Bringing his mouth to her temple, Sebastian inhales her scent while feeling the closeness of her soft curves. She stops breathing when she feels the warmth of Sebastian’s lips. Hearing his voice near her ear, she listens as he says, “I know what I’ve done, Mia. You have every right to hate me. I took away your faith in me when I broke your trust.”

“Is that what you think you broke, Sebastian? My trust?” She looks up at his face, seeing the naked longing in his eyes and laughs with bitterness. “You went way beyond that. You and your Angelina shattered me.” Trying to keep her feet moving to what seems a never-ending song, she feels as if she has a raging fever and can only think of getting away from him. The feel of his hands on her back and the pressure of his body against hers is torture of the worst kind. As they sway to the music, she has no idea if they are moving in step with the beat or standing still. In a choked voice, she advises him, “You need to get on with your life. Now that you’re back, you’ll have your pick of women. I’m sure they are lining up as we speak, hoping to be the one to catch the crumbs you toss their way.” Her repressed sob makes her body tremble. “Just like I once did.” Sebastian hears the tears in her voice that is full of regret.  

“I can’t go back living that life.” His voice is a hoarse whisper. “You once told me that you loved me. That I could order you and demand for you to stay away.” He pauses, running his hand down her back in an embrace. “You said that I couldn’t stop you from loving me.” Pulling her closer to his body, she feels the rise of his chest when he sighs as the music fades before coming to an end. As couples began leaving the floor, Sebastian refuses to release her. With a gentle touch, he lifts her chin so she is forced to look in his eyes. “I’m saying those words to you now. Mia McGuire, I’ve been a fool but I’m here now. I’m not going away and I’m not going to give up.”

Putting her hands on his chest, Mia pushes against him while he watches the heat of her hurt and anger flare in her green eyes. “Good luck with that. Let me know how it works for you. Personally for me, it drained me dry, sucked the life right out of me knowing it didn’t matter what I said or did, I couldn’t make you love me.” Stepping back from him, she sees the raw hurt of her rejection burning in the depths of his black eyes. “I won’t take another chance on you. I’m moving forward, Sebastian. I suggest you do the same.”

Vince watches as Mia turns and walks off the floor without Sebastian. He doesn’t need to know what has been said between them. The tears running down her cheeks and the pained expression on Sebastian’s face speaks volumes. Sal comes to stand beside him, another witness to the scene. “It’s a hell of a note, isn’t it?”

Vince gives his friend a questioning look. Shrugging his shoulder, he asks “Depends on what you mean.”

Sal watches Sebastian move toward one of the wine tables to stand before the selections of wine. “I’m talking about life and the poor choices we make. We never know what price we’ll have to pay for them, do we?” He studies his cousin from a distance, observing him pick up a bottle of Mia Deliza to hold it in his hand. “I’m afraid Mia just delivered an overdue debt back to him.”

Vince blows out an audible breath and shakes his head. “And you think that will stop him?” He gives Sal a benign smile, keeping his thoughts to himself; he is betting on his employer. Laughing out loud, Vince ignores Sal’s confused expression. Placing his hand on the Bellini cousin’s shoulder, he gives it a squeeze. “Let’s go and enjoy the party. It may be the last one we have for a while.”
After dancing most of the evening, Ricci and Maureen are making plans to leave. Both of them are eager to start their trip and find some private time after being surrounded by a swarm of people most of the day. Arthur Rossini, seeing his captain and new bride sitting at the table alone, walks over and embraces Ricci in the Italian way. Patting the groom’s cheek, he speaks in a low voice. “Congratulazione, il mio amico prezioso.” The mob boss casts an approving eye to Maureen before speaking English. “You chose well, Ricci.” Taking her hand in his meaty one, he kisses the back of it. “Welcome to the Family.”
Her smile freezes, making her face ache as she holds the pose. Detesting the man, she can only nod as she replies in a calm, polite voice, “Thank you, Mr. Rossini.”

Still holding her hand, he grins with humor. “No, we can’t have that. I give you permission to call me Arthur. Your Enrico’s wife and he is like a son to me.”

Dropping her eyes to hides her ill feelings, she murmurs a soft thank you as she thinks of how he would have let his favorite son die while on the family’s business. Taking the attention from his wife. Ricci extends his hand to his boss. “We were just getting ready to leave for a short honeymoon. Thank you, Arthur.”

“Then I won’t keep the newlyweds.” Putting his hand inside his pant pocket, Rossini draws out a large bankroll. Peeling off ten one hundred crisp dollar bills, he folds them and tucks them in Ricci’s coat pocket. “Treat that pretty wife of yours to a good time.” Without further conversation, he bows to Maureen and to her relief, walks away.

Ricci sits back down and leans toward Maureen. Laying a hand along her face, he rubs it gently, “You did well, baby. You even had me convinced with that smile.” 

Maureen grimaces before softening it into a sincere smile. “I only hope that I won’t have to see him again for a long time.”

He looks at her, a serious glint in his dark eyes. “I can’t promise but I’ll try my best to keep you away from him.” Starting at her forehead, he moves his kisses slowly downward to her mouth. After he claims it with a passionate kiss, he takes her hand to hold in his.  “Enough of Rossini. I’m ready to steal you away to our hotel room. It’s time for our own private celebration. How does making love all night long sound to you?” 

“Like heaven.” Maureen whispers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
[image: ]


“Nervous?” Jack watches Mia as she fidgets beside him in his car. Minutes away from the dinner, he turns to her and smiles.

“Why would you ask such a silly question?” Lifting her hand up, she shows him the tremors claiming her every nerve ending. “I’m petrified.”

“Surely not the red-haired lioness. You’ll knock them dead as soon as they plant their eyes on you.” His approving eyes rove over her as he notes how the ivory dress highlights every attractive part of her. Just like you did me.”  Running his finger lightly down her cheek, he adds, “Relax and enjoy the spotlight. You’ve earned it.”

“That’s sweet of you, Jack.” Mia sighs heavily while clasping her fingers tightly. She offers him a skeptical expression. “I appreciate you trying to calm me but it’s not going to happen.” She smiles her apology and says no more.

Sebastian has thought long and hard about attending the dinner. When he found the Chamber invitation at the bottom of his personal mail, he set it aside to consider his decision for a week. After hearing Mia’s exciting news from Sal, Vince approaches Sebastian to ask if he was planning on attending.  

Leaning back in the cushioned chair, Sebastian looks at the Pacific waters while considering Vince’s question. The warm afternoon sun is reflecting off the blue green water, shooting sharp shards of light from the waves. “Funny you should ask. I’ve been sitting here pondering that same question.” He uncrosses his leg and sits forward in the chair. “I told Ms. Cummings to respond to the RSVP. I thought if I decided not to go, I could send my last minute regrets.” Putting his forearms on his thighs, he gives his wrist watch a quick glance.  Raising his eyes to Vince, he adds in a somber voice. “How do you feel about socializing this evening?”

A smile forms on Vince’s mouth. “I’d like to see Mia receive the recognition for her hard work.”  

“Then it looks as if we’ll be hobnobbing with the city’s finest.” Sebastian stands up with a thoughtful expression. “It has been awhile since I’ve done that.” Vince watches his boss walk away as he considers his comment. He can well imagine the civic leaders amazement when Sebastian Bellini walks in to attend the public function. Far from the ordinary and his comfort zone, Vince knows what or rather who had the power to draw him into the public’s eye once again.  

As Vince has predicted, all eyes are on them when they enter the building and are escorted to their reserved table. Many greet Sebastian while they study the large, muscular man recognized as Bellini’s bodyguard. Being back on duty, Vince doesn’t let his guard down as his eyes search the crowd. Although he isn’t expecting trouble at the event, he has learned an important lesson from the recent past. Taking a chair beside Sebastian, he places his forearms on the edge of the table and looks casually around for Mia.

The majority of guests are already seated when Mia arrives on the arm of the precinct commander. Appearing in his blue dress uniform, Jack’s coat and pants are a perfect fit for his wide shoulders and trim figure. Walking with a dignified grace and air of authority, he keeps Mia close to his side as he escorts her to the place of honor. Mia nervously looks around the large crowd as she is led to the head table; she misses seeing her former lover in the sea of faces.  

Vince senses Sebastian’s change of mood when Mia enters on the arm of Commander Sullivan. Like a storm brewing, the air around Sebastian is electrified. Both watch as the precinct commander pulls out her chair and leans close to her ear. Whatever he has shared with her, brings a dazzling smile to Mia’s face when she looks up at Sullivan. Her manner of acknowledging what he has said, makes it appear to be more of an intimate nature than words of encouragement. 

With his eyes riveted to where Mia sits, Sebastian continues to size up Sullivan. Seething with jealousy, his dark, brooding expression intensifies as he glares at the interloper who is standing where he should be. Forcing his eyes away from Mia, he takes a long drink from the red wine served by the waiter. Vince winces in witnessing Sebastian’s discomfort, making him regret that they attended the event.

Before the dinner is served, Mia is introduced by the Chamber’s president. After presenting a check to the House of Hope and its benefactress, she takes her place in front of the podium, preparing to deliver a short speech, her eyes nervously scanning the tables. Smiling first at Jack Sullivan, she looks in all directions and spots Sebastian and Vince sitting off to the left.  Losing her concentration, Mia stumbles over her words when her eyes connect with Sebastian’s dark, disturbing ones.  

Jack hears the unease in her voice as she tries to regain her train of thought. With a valiant effort, she is able to recapture her poise and addresses the dinner’s guests with her speech.  Turning, Jack follows where she was looking and finds Sebastian Bellini sitting with her security guard from the shelter. Tapping his fingers silently on the table’s edge, he sizes up the wealthy playboy from a distance. By Mia’s reaction, the rumors he has heard about their torrid affair has been validated. Smiling with confidence, Jack isn’t intimated by the man’s status or his sexual prowess with women. He knew that his strong will was perfectly matched to Sebastian’s and Jack knew what he wanted and he wanted Mia. He also knew it will take a bigger man than an old lover to turn him away from Mia.

Mia exhales a deep breath when her speech is over and steps from behind the podium.  Jack, standing from his chair, takes her hand to escort her back to their table. Feeling eyes on him, Jack knows Bellini is watching. Making a show of ownership, the commander leans down to kiss her lightly on the cheek while the crowd claps and cheers the beautiful redhead. Few are aware that battle lines have been drawn in the fight for Mia and Jack Sullivan is confident he has won the first skirmish.

As the event winds down, Mia stands close to Jack while well-wishers stop to say goodnight and offer her promises of future support. Glad that the spotlight is now off her, she and Jack are preparing to leave when Sebastian steps in front of her. “Hello, Mia.” Giving her a look of ownership, he rakes his opponent with scornful, belligerent eyes.  

Vince steps back as the two men measure the other with possessive glares. He sees Mia reach for the strength of the other man’s arm and Jack is quick to give her a smile as he covers her small hand with his. Sebastian’s frown deepens but he keeps his eyes on Mia.

“Sebastian.” Mia looks away for a brief second before she says in a cool tone. “What a surprise. As much as you detest public events, I should feel honored.”

With penetrating eyes, Sebastian notes how she struggles to remain aloof and uninterested when he refuses to release her from his gaze. Ignoring Sullivan’s presence, he takes out an envelope from inside his suit coat, his smile not camouflaging the jealousy in his eyes. “I’ve been known to make concessions especially for a good cause and a beautiful redhead.”  Extending the white envelope to her, he probes deep within her green eyes. “I hope you’ll accept my personal donation, Mia.” Tipping his head, he smiles once again, before giving a slight bow to her. “Have a good evening.” 

Rendered speechless by his audacity, she watches him turn away to leave. Vince steps forward to wrap her in a huge hug, before lowering his voice, “I’m extremely proud of you.”  Giving Jack a quick look, he nods an unspoken greeting to him before following Sebastian out the door.

Helping Mia into to the car, Jack takes his place behind the wheel. Before putting the key in the ignition, he turns to see her agitation. Placing his arm over the back of the car seat, he asks, “Would you care to have a drink with me or would you prefer to go back to the house?”

“I think I’d like to have a drink.” Like a gentle breeze, Mia feels his gaze soften as it settles on her. The moment between them lengthens, as their eyes meet and hold as he embraces her with his indigo blue eyes.

“Are you okay, Mia?” Jack asks when he notices her hands gripped tightly in her lap. 

“I will be.” Mia reaches out to touch his hand that is resting on the seat. “I just need a minute.” Giving him a shy smile. “If your offer for a drink is still up for grabs, I think I’m ready for one. Do you have any wine at your place?”

Jack leans toward her, bringing his lips near Mia’s. Touching her mouth in a ghost of a kiss, he lingers above them as an invitation for her to take what she wants. Laying her hand on the side of his jaw, Mia hesitates before closing the distance between them. The sweet sensation of their kiss settles around her like a warm, soothing blanket as Jack wraps one arm around her, bringing  her closer to his side. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go somewhere more public?”  

Mia shakes her head. “You don’t need to worry about my reputation.” Giving him the first smile since seeing Sebastian, she adds, “I’m just wanting to talk.” 

Giving her a quick wink, Jack chuckles and says teasingly, “Damn. Here I was thinking you couldn’t wait to seduce me.” 
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“Would you like red or white wine?” Jack asks Mia as she settles on the leather couch.  Holding up two bottles, he juggles them in his hand as he waits for her to answer.  

“White is good. Thank you.” After answering, Mia studies the room, seeing only a few pictures and small personal items on tables and walls; orderly and neat, just like the man who resides in the house. 

“Here you go.” Offering the glass, Jack eases his large frame down beside her. “Feeling better now?”

Mia nods, a small smile playing on her mouth. “Tonight was difficult for me. Speaking in front of a crowd is not something I do well.”

Jack, relaxing against the couch, looks intently at her. “I’m sure it didn’t help having Bellini there.” His expression is one of unconcern as he waits for her to respond.  

Mia takes a sip of her wine as she pulls her eyes away from Jack’s. “I had hoped the effect of his presence in the crowd had gone unnoticed.”

“I’m sure it did to the majority but this is me we’re talking about.” He laughs nonchalantly. “It’s my job to pick up on nervous voices and shifting eyes. Remember?”  

Mia moistens her lips before replying, “That’s not how I wanted to come across tonight.  Let’s hope you’re right that others didn’t notice or I’ve lost all my creditability.”

Seeing her discomfort, Jack slides closer to Mia and lays his arm over the back of the couch. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. I’m still your biggest supporter and I caught you red-handed.” Watching her over the rim of his glass, he takes a drink of the red wine before sitting it on the low sofa table. “Since you’ve dashed all my plans for seduction, I’m going to assume you’re wanting to talk about what happened tonight. I’m all ears whenever you’re ready.”

Mia settles into the corner of the couch and faces him. “This isn’t how I planned the evening.” Sighing softly, she takes a sip of wine. “By how calmly you’re handling all of this, I assume you’ve heard all the rumors.” She looks at Jack to see him tip his head in acknowledgement. Remaining silent, he lets her tell him what’s on her mind at her own speed. Mia takes another sip of her wine as she gathers her thoughts. “It’s too long of a story on how I got involved with Sebastian but it was a short lived affair, ending shortly after the shooting.” Jack sees her eyes dull with the memory. “He left for London right after he was released from the hospital and has been gone this last year. I was surprised to see him tonight.”

“Were you?” His question surprises Mia, as if he could read her mind. “He hasn’t contacted you before tonight?”

She looks away from his probing stare for an instant. “Not so much as contacting me but we have ran into each other by accident.”

“Your expression is saying a bit more. So let me guess, he’s wanting to resume the affair. Is that it?” Jack reaches over and touches her face with his fingertips in a tender gesture. “Its okay, Mia. You can be honest with me.”

“Yes.” Mia tucks her chin down and stares at her half empty wineglass. She feels Jack’s eyes on her. 

“So our conversation tonight is for the sole purpose of telling me to take a hike?” His words are said as if he spoke of the weather. When Mia raises her head, she finds a gentle understanding in his gaze.  

Shaking her head slowly, she says in a confident tone. “No.” Mia unfolds herself from the corner of the couch and closes the distance between them. Jack stills as she places both hands on his face. “I like being with you, Jack. The few times we’ve gone out have been wonderful. I just want you to be aware that I come with a history and a bit of baggage because of it.” She pauses to kiss the corner of his mouth softly, before adding, “Tonight, I’m giving you the opportunity to tell me to take a hike.”

Wearing a cautious smile, Jack leans down to capture her mouth with a kiss, claiming her for himself. When he pulls away, he tells her, “That’s not going to happen. I’m keeping you right where you are.” He watches Mia’s smile brighten with his answer before it melts away when he adds, “I suspect it’s not going to be the last you hear from Bellini.” He recalls the irate spark in the other man’s stare. Jack had recognized it as Bellini’s warning to back off because Mia was still his.

“He’ll eventually give up. I’m no more than a thorn in his ego.” A momentarily look of discomfort crosses her face. “Trust me. He’ll soon forget me as soon as another woman throws herself at him.”

Jack narrows his eyes, contemplating her last statement. “You say that as if you know by experience.” He sees a soft flush creep along her cheeks as she squirms uneasily on the couch.  

Mia hears the amused tone he uses to cover the seriousness of his remark. He doesn’t miss her embarrassed smile when she lifts her brow before saying, “At the time I didn’t think of it quite that way but now that it’s over, I have to admit that I did.”

“I’m envious of him.” Jack whispers as he nuzzles her ear. “I’m so damn envious that I don’t want to talk anymore about Bellini tonight.” Raising his head, he brings his mouth down on hers, stealing a soul quenching kiss for himself and leaving her dazed by the power of it. 

After taking several more kisses, Jack leans back and holds her close to his side. Taking back control, he pushes down his urges for more; telling himself to take it slow. Hearing her confession about Bellini, it would be best for both of them not to rush into an intimate affair.  Mia’s expression is full of questions as he pulls away and stands from the couch. Reaching down for her hand, he brings her to her feet and presses her body to the length of his. Jack offers an apologetic smile when she feels his hardness against her. Even though his voice is low and seductive, he sounds awkward when he says. “As you can tell, I’m tempted to try and persuade you to follow me to the bedroom. But...” He clears his throat and pulls his erection away from her hips. “Tonight isn’t the night for it. Is it?”

Mia tilts her head to the side and leaves his question unanswered. “I hope I haven’t disappointed you with my honesty, Jack. 

“Ah, Mia. I’m the one who worries about disappointing you. Bellini casts a large shadow and I can handle it with no problem; as long as it doesn’t interfere with our time together. I want to wine and dine you.” He winks at her before dropping his mouth, covering hers in a tender kiss. She feels his warm breath as he says, against her lips, “When the time is right for us. I’ll want you to surrender completely to me and only me.”  
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Chapter Four
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“Good night, Vince.” Sebastian steps from the car and watches him leave to put the Mercedes in the detached garages. Loosening his tie, he takes the steps up to the front door and lets himself in. The foyer lamp has been left on by Cecilia but does little to chase away the long shadows around the entryway. Leaving it on, Sebastian walks past it, pulling the tie from around his neck as he makes his way up the long staircase. Dropping his jacket and discarded tie on the bed, he opens the French doors so the cool sea breeze can rush in to the room. Drawing in a deep breath of the fragrant night air, he feels his tense muscles relax as his mind fills with thoughts of Mia. Stepping out on the balcony, Sebastian looks down the length of the marble tiled mezzanine to the dark corner where Mia had once sat. As though strengthened by the darkness, Mia would find her courage to challenge and torment him there.  Taking a hesitant step, Sebastian moves in the direction of a cushioned settee; located in the corner outside of what was once Mia’s bedroom. 

Sitting down, Sebastian stretches his legs out while resting his head on the hard surface of the wall behind him. The sliver of the new moon hangs above the moving waters of the Pacific as he gazes on the mass of dim stars floating overhead. Closing his eyes, he pictures Mia standing at the podium as she addresses the dinner guests. A smile creases his mouth when he remembers how her eyes fastened on his as though she was as mesmerized by him as he was by her. Even though she was with another man, he clutched to his new found belief that he still has a chance of winning her back.  

~~~~
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“Good morning, Sal.” Cecilia is busy at the stove when he stumbles in looking for his first cup of coffee. “Sebastian hasn’t come down yet. Are you ready to eat?”

He nods as he takes a sip of the hot liquid. “I’ll just have toast this morning.” He says before adding, “I’m not sure when I’ll be back from taking Sebastian to the office. I’m going to stop off at the shelter to see how Mia is doing on the way back.”

“Make sure you tell her I said hello. Now that Sebastian is home, she won’t be dropping by on an impulse. I’ll miss seeing her.” Sighing, Cecilia places a serving of a sausage casserole with toast down in front of Sal. “You need more than toast, Sallie.”

Without arguing, he takes a bite of breakfast and chews it thoughtfully before saying to his sister. “I suppose you’re right. I doubt she’ll want to take chances running into Sebastian if she can help it.” Giving Cecilia an encouraging smile, he says, “I’ll set something up with Mia later so you can have an afternoon visit with her.”

“Thanks, Sal.” Glancing at the wall clock, she hurriedly moves from the counter back to the stove. “I better get this finished. Sebastian will be ready to eat soon.”  

Cecilia is setting a glass of juice on the table when she raises her eyes to see Sebastian walk into the dining room. Leaning up against the wall, Sal is waiting to hear his cousin’s plan for the day. “Good morning.” Sal and Cecilia said in unison.

“Good morning.” Pulling out his chair, Sebastian looks at Sal. “I hate to rush you, Sal, but I’ll need to leave earlier this morning.” Taking a drink of his juice, Cecilia places his breakfast in front of him. Giving her an appreciative smile, he casually mentions, “I’m going to be working later at the office as well. So plan on a simple evening meal for me, Cecilia.”  

She nods with a smile, saying before going back to the kitchen. “I’ll have something for you in the refrigerator then.”

Still leaning against the wall, Sal crosses his arm and asks. “How did it go last night?”

“I think you could say that Mia has taken the city by storm if her reception at the dinner was any indication. I was able to speak to her briefly.” Both men’s eyes connect for a brief second before Sebastian looks down to his plate. “She was being escorted by a man that didn’t seem to appreciate my presence. What do you know about Jack Sullivan?”

Sal crosses the short distance and comes to stand behind one of the dining chairs. “Not much other than he’s precinct commander at the station near the shelter.” Rubbing his chin, he studies Sebastian thoughtfully. “Why do you ask?”

Sebastian lifts his shoulder in a dismissive manner. “I was just curious if she had mentioned him to you.”

“Vince might know more.” Sal steps back and turns away. “I’ll go get the car and meet you outside when you’re ready.” Giving a wave of his hand, he leaves Sebastian to finish his breakfast. Although he knew a bit more about Sullivan, he preferred not to share it. Better Sebastian finds out himself that Mia seems to be more than interested in the Commander. 

Ms. Cummings smiles at her boss’s early arrival. Giving him time to get settled in his office first, she waits before carrying him in a cup of coffee and the papers he had requested for his meeting. “Is there anything else I can get you before Mr. Woodson arrives?”

Already focusing on the contracts she has handed him, he shakes his head and murmurs, “This is good for now. I need to be out of the office for a short time today. Please block out two hours around the lunch hour, Ms. Cummings. If there are appointments during that time, call and give them a later one this afternoon.”

“Yes, Sir.” Before his secretary exits the office, she is stopped by Sebastian’s last request.

“One more thing, Ms. Cummings. Please place a call and request a taxi to be waiting for me at twelve thirty.”

“Of course.” Perplexed, she gives him a nod of her head before walking back to her desk.  In all of her years at Bellini Enterprises, she has never known him to take a city cab anywhere.  The absence of his bodyguard in the office also seems out of the ordinary, leaving her to ponder on the reasons why.

Prompt and on time, Sebastian finds a taxi waiting by the curb when he walks out the impressive Bellini Enterprise building. Opening the back door, he gives the driver the address before settling into the back seat, making the driver wonder why his well-known passenger would want to go into a god-forsaken slum neighborhood. Pulling out into traffic, he hopes Bellini’s tip will be worth his discomfort by driving into the roughest section of town.  

The street in front of the shelter is quiet as Sebastian looks around the familiar area. The perplexed and nervous driver eases his cab to the curb and stops. Looking in the rearview mirror, his eyes meet with wealthy Bellini’s stare. “I don’t know how long I’ll be. Please wait here.”

Sebastian steps from the black and white checked cab to stand on the sidewalk. His former childhood home doesn’t look familiar to him any longer as he scans the new paint on the siding and the flower beds running the length of the yard. Glancing down the street, he ponders his course of action before walking toward the house. Standing on the front porch, Sebastian raps on the freshly painted door. He hears movement at the windows and whispered voices before an older woman opens it to gawk with surprise at him. Sebastian hesitates for a moment to give the woman time to say something, when she doesn’t, he states, “I’m Sebastian Bellini. I’m here to see Mia McGuire.”

Embarrassed, Joyce closes her mouth and brings her full attention to the most stunning man she has ever had the pleasure to see close-up.  Flustered, she stammers, “Oh yes, I know who you are.” Gulping back her nervous excitement, she steps aside. “Please come in. I’ll see if she’s available.” Hiding her smile, Joyce can’t imagine any woman not being available to a man such as this one. “Feel free to have a seat.” 

Mia pales upon hearing the news when Joyce enters her small office in an excited rush. “I don’t believe it.” Shaking her head, she purses her mouth into a frown. “Did he say why he wants to see me?” 

“Does it matter?” Joyce laughs at the other woman. “Sebastian Bellini is here to see you and you ask why? I’m green with envy. I wish it was me and if it was, you can damn well bet, I wouldn’t be asking why.”

Blowing out her inhaled breath, Mia stands from her chair and shakes her head once again at Joyce. “I wish it was you.” Walking past the surprised resident, she leaves the other woman behind to face Sebastian once more. Squaring her shoulders, Mia enters the living room with a false show of confidence. Sebastian stands when she enters through the arch entry, stopping in the middle of the room to stare coldly at him. “What can I do for you?”

“A smile would be nice to start with.” His deep voice and tender gaze holds her pinned, like a collector’s displayed butterfly. “I was told how you’ve transformed the house. I came in hopes to see the results.” He broadens his smile. “Since I missed your open house, I thought you might give a private tour of it today.”

“I’m a little busy at the moment. Let me go and get Joyce. She’ll be thrilled to show you around.”

“Will she be able to answer all my questions efficiently as the one who actually runs the shelter?” His eyes darken as he keeps her interest pinned with his gaze.  

In annoyance, she feels the sting of a blush coloring her face. She should have known he would find a way to get what he wanted by quickly turning it around on her. He had always found ways to keep the upper hand. Putting her fists on her hips, she doesn’t hide her misgivings. “Perhaps not. If you’ll follow me, I will give you a personal guided tour.” Mia’s words are coldly clipped and edged with defiance.  

Showing Sebastian the lower level, she answers his questions with as little effort as possible, refusing to meet his eyes unless she has no other choice. Maureen, chopping vegetables at the counter, smiles secretively at Mia’s ploy in trying to ignore the man. Turning toward her brother in law, she offers him a welcoming smile of encouragement. “It’s nice to see you, Sebastian.”  

As he follows Mia from the kitchen, he returns a warm smile with a quick wave. “Good seeing you, Maureen. Tell Ricci hello for me and I hope to see you both this weekend.”

Mia, listening to the exchange, feels disappointed that whatever is taking place during the weekend, she isn’t able to be a part of it. Biting the corner of her mouth, she stops at the door of her office. “This ends the tour. You’ve seen it now.”  

“I was hoping to see the upstairs. Vince has told me you refurbished it as well.”

“Three of the bedrooms are being used by the residents. I don’t feel I can invade their privacy for a tour.” Her brow drew down into a frown as she turns her attention to his face.  “I’m sure you understand.”

“Then show me what you can. I really would like to see everything possible that you did to the house.”  

Turning to the staircase, Mia places her hand on the bannister before looking over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to find upstairs but come on. I’m not going to waste more time by arguing with you.” Turning her back, she begins the short trip up the staircase.

Following close behind her, Sebastian stands and looks around the second floor landing.  His eyes goes to each closed door as memories flood his mind as they always do by the familiar house. Even the smell of new paint and varnish can’t hold them at bay. Mia sees his reaction and falls silent. When he speaks, his tone is apologetic as he points to the door at the end of the hallway. “Would it be possible to go into that room?” Mia notices he is pointing toward her own room.  

“That’s my bedroom.” She tells him in a firm voice, preparing to refuse his request when she sees the melancholy expression in his eyes. Not understanding, she nods her head. “I suppose you can.”

Stepping out of his way, she allows him to push the door open and watches him while he stands in the middle of the room. Scanning it briefly with his eyes, Sebastian goes to the window that overlooks the back yard. Not willing to interrupt his thoughts, Mia steps inside and stands in a far corner of the room. With one hand in his pocket, Sebastian’s shoulders slump as he pulls aside the lace curtain. “Did you know this was my bedroom when I was growing up?” He looks back over his shoulder at Mia. “I used to sit at this window many nights waiting while my father snored in his bedroom.”

Mia couldn’t resist the sad overtones of his comment. “What was it you were waiting for?”

He turns his body so he can face her. He pauses, weighing the merits of opening himself up to Mia. Her eyes study him intently from her out of the way post. “A returned childhood, I suppose. Most of the time, I spent my nights here at this window missing my brother and mother.” Running his hand through his hair, he gives Mia a sad smile. “I think it best to save that story for another time. I don’t want you to think I came today to play on your sympathies.” Walking slowly to where she waits, he stops to stand before her. “Did you know it was my bedroom when you chose it?”

Mia, feeling the nearness of him, shakes her head slowly as she speaks in a lowered voice.  “I’m sorry if you’re wanting me to say I chose it because of you. I didn’t.”  

She watches him take a deep breath as he looks around one more time before bringing his eyes back to hers. “I wasn’t expecting you to tell me anything different. Perhaps I was just hoping
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