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Standing at the Bellini’s reception desk, Ricci and Sal check the evening’s reservation list, pleased to see several prominent businessmen’s names on it.  Rapping his knuckles on the polished wood in satisfaction, Sal places his hand on his cousin’s shoulder and chuckles. “I must admit we’ve come a long way from where we were a year ago. Who the hell would have thought it of us.” Sal’s chuckle deepens into a full-scale laugh. 

“You’ve got to be kidding. I knew all along I had potential.”  Grinning lopsidedly, Ricci nudges Sal in the ribs and adds, “You, on the other hand, was a gamble from the very start.”

Sal squeezes Ricci’s shoulder before letting his hand drop to his side. Shaking his head, he grumbles good naturedly before mumbling, “A gamble that has saved your ass on many occasions.”  Ricci, thinking to retort back, is forced to swallow his words as the front door opens.  

“Good evening.” Ricci offers a welcoming smile before checking the list for Conrad Nolan’s name.  Sal beckons to one of hostesses as Greer Nolan glances around the plush atmosphere and is impressed with what she sees, delighted her husband has chosen it to celebrate their anniversary. The evening is proving to be a night to remember as she takes Conrad’s arm while the pretty hostess leads them to their table.

Lifting his brow, Ricci smirks and lowers his voice to address his cousin. “It’s their first time here. I hope the new kid has been trained to bow and scrape. I have a feeling Nolan will expect it.”

“I’ll keep my eye on Danny but I doubt he’ll have a problem with the man. He’s not like you. Danny knows how to treat class.” Laughing, Sal leaves the reception desk to Ricci to check on the dining room and the many customers enjoying their meal. 

Soon after being seated, Conrad orders a bottle of the most expensive champagne from the young waiter.  Raising her eyes from the leather menu, Greer wonders what has come over her husband. He had insisted on bringing her to this upscale restaurant and, although she is delighted by his choice, it is so totally out of character for him. For whatever reason, he doesn’t appear to be setting limits for the evening’s cost. Amazed by his sudden transformation, she considers the two hundred and fifty dollar price tag on the bottle of champagne he has ordered but remains quiet. Not having had much romance in her marriage, she is thrilled on how the evening is going. 

After the young waiter takes their order and leaves, Conrad reaches over and pats Greer’s hand briefly. Offering her a smile, he comments in an odd tone, “Tonight there are no limits. I’m here to celebrate.” His hazel eyes connect with hers in an enigmatic gaze before he furtively drops them to inspect the menu. 

A thoughtful smile curves her mouth as she studies him from across the table.  “I believe this is the first time we’ve actually celebrated our anniversary so lavishly.”  Picking up her menu, she scans the offered dishes and high prices listed off to the side, finding it difficult to make her selection. When Conrad surprised her with reservations, she had looked forward to the evening for days.  Knowing they could well afford the extravagant evening, Greer spared no expense for the dinner gown she is wearing. Although her husband has failed to make a comment on how she looked, she feels attractive and is proud to be seen on his arm. She can’t count the many times she has dreamed that Conrad would make an effort for her. Tonight was a wonderful start in getting that dream. Thinking back on the last few years, she lingers on how often he had invested his time with work, leaving nothing for her.  Greer’s hopes grows to think that he now wants to turn a page in their marriage and recapture what has been missing between them for so long.  

Known for his innovative designs for many of the skyscrapers and condos in the city, Conrad Nolan is a successful architect and has been for many years. While he was building the company, they chose to live frugally, planning on enjoying the benefits when he achieved his success. When the time finally arrived for them to enjoy the fruits of their labor, Conrad refused to let go of the purse strings. The dreams of travel and time spent together remained only as plans and nothing more. The brochures of exotic places and island getaways that they had shared lay in a drawer forgotten by him.  

Starting out by handling the business of leasing Conrad’s office spaces, Greer made a name for herself as a go-getter realtor for her clients. She always believed she and Conrad were a great team and their combined efforts earned them a sizeable nest egg that many of their married acquaintances would never realize. 

“Here you go, Sir.”  The waiter shows Conrad the bottle before pouring the bubbly champagne into two crystal flutes. Tucking the bottle securely in the ice bucket, the young man accepts the couple’s dinner order with a smile. “Excellent choices. Shall I wait to bring the salads with the meal?”  

“That will be fine,” Conrad answers in a clipped voice, dismissing him rudely as he tosses the menu down on the table instead of handing it to the waiter. Bowing slightly from his waist, Danny smiles at the attractive woman before tipping his head to the older man as he considers the woman’s husband an ass.  Greer, embarrassed by her husband’s behavior says nothing and fearful of ruining their evening. 

When they finished the delectable meal of Ricotta and Grana Padano Gnocchi, Greer is a bit shocked to see that the bottle of champagne is nearly empty and suddenly notices Conrad’s flushed face.  Not wanting to appear concerned, she suggests that a cup of coffee would be a perfect ending to the meal in hopes it will offset the alcohol he has consumed.  Lifting one brow, Conrad peers at her with a sudden intensity before conceding to her idea. “That does sound good. Would you care for one as well?”

“Please.” Laying her napkin to the side of her plate, Greer nods at Conrad. “I’ll go and freshen up while you order it. I should only be a minute.”  Excusing herself, she leaves him and walks from the dining area.  

When she is out of his sight, Conrad Nolan pulls a long white envelope from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and lays it next to her discarded napkin.  Holding a small folded sheet of paper, he glances down at it before placing it on top of the envelope as well.  He stands up, straightens his coat and casually looks around. Keeping his eyes forward, he smiles to see that he goes unnoticed when he calmly walks from the dining room and out the front entrance of Bellini’s.

Surprised to see their table vacant, Greer looks around for her husband before taking her chair once again. Thinking he had visited the men’s room, she sees the thick envelope next to her plate. Smiling with anticipation, she picks it up and holds it in one hand. Her smile broadens as she looks around for him, certain that his anniversary gift is tucked inside the long envelope. Has he finally granted one of her wishes by booking a cruise or overseas trip? 

Lifting the sealed flap carefully so as not to tear what’s enclosed, Greer pulls several sheets of paper from it. A look of complete disbelief falls on her face as she studies what she is holding. It takes several attempts to comprehend what Conrad has left beside her plate. As her hands begin to tremble, Greer looks around to see the happy couples nearby while tears stream down her face. 

With no note of apology or explanation, Conrad has abandoned her without thought or care, ruthlessly tossing away twenty years of their lives as if it was worthless trash.  Too stunned by his heartless act, she is numb with grief by his calculated rejection of her while the divorce papers slip from her hands. Bowing her head, Greer hides from prying eyes as she reaches for the table napkin and presses it to her mouth, failing to hold back the rising sobs.

Unaware of the woman’s tragedy, Danny walks to the table and asks if she or her husband would care for anything else. Refusing to look up, Greer shakes her head slowly and watches the young waiter lay the leather folder with the dinner’s check inside on the linen cloth.  Flipping the cover open with her shaking hand, she gasps, stunned to discover it was nearly four hundred dollars. Her heart shatters when she’s forced to face the truth that he had deliberately ran up the bill. His earlier words, Tonight there are no limits. I’m here to celebrate, was the deepest cut of all.  He had come to celebrate his freedom from her, not caring that when he walked out, she wouldn’t be able to pay for the expensive meal. 

As the customer falls apart before his eyes, Danny looks over his shoulder in a state of panic, hoping to see help is on its way.  Seeing no sign of either of the Bellini owners, he quickly backs away from the table and rushes toward the front desk. “Mr. Enrico?” 

“Yea, kid.  What do you need?”  Ricci notes the stricken expression on the newest employee face. 

“There’s a woman who’s having a major meltdown in the dining room. She’s sitting at the table alone and her husband is nowhere to be seen.”  Eric lowers his voice as he shakes his head in disbelief.  “I think this needs your attention, Sir.” 

Cursing under his breath, Ricci presses his mouth into a tight line before shoving his hand in his trouser pocket. Thinking it’s another lover’s quarrel, Ricci is quick to pass it off. “Find Sal and tell him the problem. He’s better at hand-holding than I am. He’ll take care of it.”

Danny looks around the area and sighs with relief when he spots Sal speaking to a table of diners nearby. Not wanting to appear inexperienced, the young man slows his step and walks to where Sal stands. “Excuse me, Sir. May I speak with you a moment?”

Sal, putting his hand on Danny’s shoulder, smiles at the group at the table. “Thank you for joining us tonight. Enjoy your meal.”  With complete ease, he turns the waiter around and walks beside him to a more private spot. “What can I do for you, Danny?”

Sal stands and listens to what is transpiring in the dining room as the young man relays all he knows of the situation. Danny shrugs his shoulders in dismay. “I don’t have a clue on how to handle a crying woman.”

Sal gives him a small smile of understanding. “I’m no different, son.  Men usually don’t.”  Releasing an audible sigh, Sal gives one last look at Danny before walking toward the crowded dining room.  Pausing in the arched doorway, he spots the attractive blonde wife of Conrad Nolan, sitting alone and clutching her linen napkin. Seeing how visibly upset she is, Sal forms a plan as he walks toward her. Wanting to avoid embarrassing her further, he pulls out a chair and sits down beside her. Lowering his voice, he asks with a caring tone. “May I be of any assistance to you?”

Shaking her head dismally, Greer lifts her red eyes and stares into Sal’s compassionate dark eyes. Swallowing hard, she lays her hand on the leather folder as she whispers in broken sentences. “I have no money to pay this.”  Tilting his head closer to her, he strains to hear what she is trying to tell him. “My husband has left it to me” Her eyes study the newly purchased small sequined bag, not large enough to hold more than a tube of lipstick and compact. With no room left inside, she had foolishly left her wallet and credit cards at the house. Overwhelmed by her next thought, she whimpers to realize, “I don’t even have cab fare.” 

Sal, wishing to clear the matter up without an audience, puts his hand over hers and pats it gently. “Let’s find a better place to talk.” Standing up, he pulls the chair out for her and offers his arm as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. Walking in silence, Greer holds tightly to his forearm as she allows the man to lead her from the scene of her humiliation. 

Opening the office door, Sal offers her a seat on the leather couch along one wall and watches her perch on the edge like a frightened bird. Taking a seat in the office chair, Sal leans back and clears his throat. “Was your husband called away on an emergency or did he become ill?” 

Greer’s blue eyes shine like cobalt, shimmering with another rush of tears. “He left while I was gone from the table.” Pulling in a deep trembling breath, she looks down to her hands and realizes she has left the envelope and papers, along with her new purse at the table.  Making a feeble attempt at standing, Greer exclaims she has forgotten her personal items.

“Not to worry.  You sit back down and I’ll go and retrieve what you left.” Turning to the door, Sal closes it softly behind him and grabs an arm of a passing waiter.  Instructing him to quickly bring him the lady’s items and the check within the folder back to him.  While waiting for the employee to return, he walks over to where the wines and liquors are kept and pours a small amount of brandy into a sniffer. Breathing out an audible sigh, he hopes the calming effects of brandy will work on the distraught woman as well as it did with Mia and Maureen in the past. 

Still standing, Greer stares at the framed certificates on the wall when Sal walks in. Turning, she quickly looks in his face before dropping her gaze to what he holds in his hands. Reaching out, she accepts her personal belongings and sits back down on the couch. “Thank you.” She says in a low voice. 

“Here.” He offers Greer the sniffer and waits for her to take it. “It’ll help calm your nerves. When you’re ready, I’ll call a cab for you.”  Watching as tears begin to pool in her eyes again, Sal holds up a hand to stop her from protesting. “Please. It’s the least we can do for you.”

Drained of all but her grief, Greer nods her head slowly and prays Conrad has left some money in their savings. Uttering what could be an empty promise, she looks into dark eyes of Sal Bellini. “Thank you. I’ll come tomorrow to pay the bill. I’m so sorry for the trouble this has caused you.” 

“It certainly it wasn’t your fault. There’s no need for you to apologize.” Picking up the telephone, he pushes some buttons and she hears him ordering a cab. “It shouldn’t take long. Let me walk you out.”

Ricci hides his surprise when he sees Conrad Nolan’s wife walking beside Sal.  Not knowing the story behind her melt down, he’s eager to hear the facts from his cousin. Standing at the desk, he watches the cab pull up in front and Sal open the door to help the attractive woman into the backseat. Ricci shakes his head to see his cousin take money out of his pocket and hand it to the driver. Chuckling at him, Ricci’s is not surprised by his cousin’s act of kindness; the man has always had a soft heart for the weak, needy and the undeserving. Ricci, being an example of the latter, had been on the receiving end throughout the course of the two men’s lives.

“So what was that all about?” Ricci asks when Sal joins him at the front desk.

“Long story but the gist of it is, her husband left without paying for the meal but not before surprising her with divorce papers. A real piece of work,” he says with disgust.  Sighing, Sal pulls out the ticket from his trouser pocket and lays it beside the reservation book. Pulling out his money clip, Sal peels off four one hundred dollar bills and places them on top, marking it paid. “Give the change to Danny. His first night on the job wasn’t an easy one. He’s earned the tip.”

“Wait up, buddy. It’s not your job to pay the lady’s bill.”

“She’s planning on coming back tomorrow to take care of it. If she does, you can give it back to me.” With a disgruntled expression, Sal adds tersely, “That is if the son of a bitch has left her any money.” Not waiting for Ricci to comment, he walks off with angry strides toward the private office. If it wasn’t so early on a busy Saturday evening, he’d be taking advantage of the bottle of scotch kept in the desk drawer but he doubts even it would help rid him of the rotten taste left by Conrad Nolan. 
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Reeling from Conrad’s betrayal and abandonment, Greer enters the oppressive silence of what once was their home. Heartbroken, she stands in shock at the evidence that he had returned while she was stranded at the restaurant.  A glazed look of despair deepens the lines on her face when she is confronted with the unbearably cold facts. Conrad had planned well in advance how he was going to end their marriage. 

With heavy steps she enters their spacious bedroom. Her eyes are drawn to the closet door left open in Conrad’s rush to pack.  Dazed, she discovers his suits and the majority of his personal belongings were gone. Empty drawers had been pulled out haphazardly and left, after he had taken what he wanted. Swept away by crushing waves of pain, she walks on unsteady legs and collapses on the bed to curl into a fetal position. Holding his bed pillow in her arms, Greer rocks back and forth while inhaling his scent. As deep sobs rack her body, the one question that races through her mind is why, after twenty years, does he no longer love her? She had believed in her husband, blindly trusting that their love for each other would continue to grow throughout the years. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Greer had met Conrad in the middle of her college freshman year.  Although they were total opposites, she felt an immediate and total attraction to him. Two years ahead of her and seriously focused on his studies, she feared Conrad Nolan would never take his eyes from his goals to notice her. Doing all she could to place herself in his path, she was finally successful in catching his attention one cold New England morning.  

Bundled up under her heavy coat and scarf, Greer hugged the text books with both arms to her shivering body. Unaware of the ice lurking beneath the powdery snow, her feet slipped out from under her. Tumbling down the last two steps outside her dorm, the books she is carrying goes flying as she bounces and lands at Conrad’s feet. It wasn’t quite how she had imagined meeting the man of her dreams as the hot blush of her embarrassment covers her face. Sitting in the middle of the snow-covered walk, she remembers looking up into what she thought was the most marvelous blue eyes any man could have. She gives a loud gasp, not sure if her breathlessness was from the fall or caused by being so close to him. “I’m sorry,” she stutters as she struggles to stand up before slipping once again. 

“Here,” he says as he extends his hand to her. “You’re going to have a hard time of it in those shoes.”  Releasing her hand once she is steady on her feet, Conrad measures Greer for a moment while she brushes the snow from her coat. The red and white stocking hat she wore didn’t distract from the bright gold of her long hair nor did it dim the sparkle that could be seen in her greenish-gray eyes. He offers her a dazzling smile as he notes the dimples that are perfectly placed on her heart-shaped face.  Hiding his interest in her, he stooped down to pick up the scattered books and hands them to her. Tipping his head slightly, he tells her, “I’m Conrad Nolan.”

Cradling the books close to her body once again, Greer nervously returns his smile. As casually as she can manage under his watchful eyes, she says, “I’m Greer Wallace. Thanks for the help.  I’m not always this clumsy.” 

Hearing her unfamiliar accent, Conrad is fairly certain she’s not from Connecticut as he looks down at her fashionable leather shoes and chuckles. “Unless you want to spend a lot time on the cold ground, you may want to wear boots in this weather.” 

“You think?” Greer’s laughter hangs in the icy air as she lifts a brow and gives Conrad a comical look. “I believe I’ve just learned that lesson.” 

Hearing the campus clock chiming the hour, Conrad quickly checks his watch as if to question the time. “I’m going to be late for class.” Smiling, he turns to leave and says, “Try to stay upright.” 

Not wanting to miss what could be her only opportunity with him, she raises her voice to catch his attention. “Wait. I haven’t thanked you for helping me.” 

Conrad stops to give her an inquiring look and is surprised to find he’s more than a little curious about the pretty blonde. “There’s no need but I wouldn’t turn down a cup of coffee after my classes.” 

“Terrific.  My last class is at four.” Her eyes sparkle, thinking he is actually going meet her later and waits for him to confirm their later meeting. 

Tipping his head nonchalantly, Conrad answers, “I’ll be at the coffee house around five then.” 

Even though Greer attends all of her classes, she doesn’t remember many details of her professors’ lectures. Her thoughts are on Conrad as she nervously watches the slowly ticking clock. When her calculus class is finally over, she grabs her books and hurries to her dorm to freshen up before rushing to the popular coffee house. Although it’s where many of the college students hang out in their free time, she had been too shy to venture inside alone. Taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart, she pushes the glass door open and steps over the threshold.

Peering around the crowded shop, she spots Conrad standing along a far wall, talking with a small group of students.  Feeling awkward being alone in the crowd, Greer feels relief when Conrad waves his hand and motions her to where he and his friends wait.

“Hi, Greer.” Conrad’s greeting was matter-of-fact, as if they had known each other for some time. Without offering any introductions to the rest of the group, he nods to her before turning back to his friends.  “I’ll get back together with you guys about Friday night.”  

After sitting down at one of the few empty tables, Greer’s earlier happiness was being threatened by a tongue-tying shyness now that she was actually with him.  Clearing her throat nervously, she gives him a timid smile before saying, “This is nice. You must be one of the regulars. Everyone seems to know you.”

Sensing Greer’s unease, Conrad’s gaze comes to rest on her questioning eyes. “I’m here more often than I should be. I like to grab a cup of espresso before hitting the books. It helps me focus.”  

“This is my first time here. I transferred in during the spring break and haven’t made a lot of friends yet.” After weeks of watching Conrad from a distance, Greer is finding it difficult to pull her eyes away from his face now that he was sitting at the same table. She is intrigued by every aspect of him, his compelling blue eyes, the outline of his jaw and mouth and his thick tawny-gold hair.  But it was his dazzling smile that thrilled her the most, especially when he graced her with one.  

“If you’re going to have any social life here on campus, you can’t be shy,” he offers, pausing while the waitress comes to ask what they would like. After placing his order for his espresso and a mocha latte for her, he asks, “Have you decided on a major?”

“I’m taking classes toward getting a degree in business management,” she answers easily. “The economy is booming in California. Around the area where I’m from, businesses are popping up like mushrooms. I want to be the one selling them what they need.”

“Like mushrooms, huh?” Conrad’s mouth curved into an unconscious smile while quirking his eyebrow at her description. “How are you planning on making your fortune in the mushroom industry?” His laughter is quick to come as if he’s sincerely amused. 

Greer, a novice at flirting and a failure at quick comebacks, is helpless to stop the scarlet blush creeping up her face. Floundering under the brilliance of his gaze, she stammers, “You’re making fun of me. I’ve already humiliated myself by falling at your feet. Can we not make it worse by poking fun at my vocabulary?” Capturing his eyes with hers, she lifts her chin in a weak attempt at being assertive. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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“I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” Sitting back in his chair, Conrad sips his steaming cup of espresso and considers the attributes of Greer Wallace. She looked younger than the crowd around her as he notes the delicate bones in her wrist and hand she while she brings her latte to her lips for a taste. She’s quick to wipe the whipped cream from her top lip with her napkin. For an instant, Conrad fantasizes how it would be to lick it off with the tip of his tongue before he’s draw back into reality. As tempting as she is with her slender body and nubile curves, he wasn’t looking for a sexual partner. He had worked too hard the last three years to get distracted now. It took the majority of his time with his heavy schedule and it was imperative to him to keep his eyes on his goals. 

Turning the conversation to safer ground, he tells her, “I’ll be joining my father’s firm when I graduate next year.  He has one of the best architectural teams and is in great demand in the building industry. I’m ready to get on with my future.” The smile he gives her broadens. With a casual wink, he tips his head to remark matter-of-factly, “I guess you could say we have our eyes on the same prize but in different areas. I want to build the dream. You want to sell it. Sounds like a good plan to me.”

The conversation between them flows for the next ninety minutes naturally as they discuss each of their chosen careers. Greer is surprised at how quickly time flew and she is disappointed when he tells her that he needs to finish a bit of research at the library. Conrad offers to walk her back to her dorm as he stood up from the table. Greer happily accepts, wanting to savor every second she can with him, hoping he’ll ask to see her again. 
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Chapter Three
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“Hey, Sal.” Ricci yells across the kitchen. “Look who’s gracing us with his presence.”

Sal peers around boxes of supplies to see Sebastian standing in the opened doorway. Dropping the packing list on a nearby counter, he gives him a lop-sided grin as Sebastian walks closer. “You’re not as pretty as Mia but you’re still a sight for sore eyes,” he quips humorously. 

Resting casually against the stainless steel cooler door, Ricci chuckles in a raspy tone. “Where in the hell have you been?” His dark eyes gleam as he studies his kid brother. 

Looking at both men, Sebastian’s mouth twitches with amusement. “I’ve been gone for three weeks,” he answers. Raising an eyebrow, the corner of Sebastian’s mouth curves up as he peers at the two men.  “Has anyone suggested that both of you need to work on your greeting skills?”

Sal’s grin broadens into a wide smile as he points one finger at Ricci. “Hell, Sebastian. That was a good greeting. You should hear how we talk to everyone else.”  Laying his hand on his cousin’s shoulder, he gives it a quick squeeze and looks toward Ricci.  “Let’s break open a bottle of the new wine that came today. It’s been too damn long since the three of us has shared a glass. Sebastian can help us critique it before we add it to the wine list.” 

Sebastian checks his watch and smirks at both men. “You don’t think it’s a bit early for wine tasting?”

Sal groans good-naturedly before chuckling. “Maybe for you, buddy. Ricci and I have been here since five this morning while you were still cuddled up to Mia.”  Turning toward Ricci, he motions for him to join them. “Let’s go in the office where we can sit in comfortable chairs. I’ll be doing enough standing once we open.”

With a bottle of the newest Italian red wine in his hand, Ricci takes the lead as Sebastian and Sal follows him to the office. Stepping inside, Sebastian admires a glass display cabinet built along one wall. Stemware of various shapes and sizes are displayed behind the glass door in neat rows.  A long, polished oak table stands under the wall cabinet where several opened bottles of wine wait. 

Ricci pulls the corkscrew from one of the drawers and expertly pops the cork from the bottle in his hand. Taking three glasses from the cabinet, he pours Sal and Sebastian each a glass of the red wine and hands it to them. Pouring one for him, Ricci relaxes on the desk’s edge. With eyes full of merriment, Ricci raises his glass high and winks at his two companions. “To the Bellini boys of Ninth Avenue. Salud.”

“Salud.” Sal and Sebastian say in unison. Relaxing in the leather chair, Sebastian directs his attention to his brother. “How’s Maureen and the kids?”

“Tony keeps Maureen running after him.  We hope, now that he’s turning five, the boy will give us a break and slow down some.”  Ricci beams with pride when relaying news about his son and daughter.  “Maddie is a big help with Tony when she’s not is school.” He pauses to take a drink from his wineglass before he adds, “You’ll see them next week.  Maureen has planned a party here at the restaurant and Mia has already accepted for you.”

“Mia didn’t mention that to me,” Sebastian chuckles and shakes his head. “But I’m sure she’s had Cummings put it on my office calendar and has instructed her to keep me from taking a business trip.” A warm glow radiates from his dark eyes as he thinks of his wife and it shines in his words. “She hasn’t lost the knack in charming others to her cause. I don’t stand a chance when Mia wants something.” 

“You’re damn lucky she wanted you.”  Sal regards Sebastian as he thinks of the past and Mia’s strength and determination. “She certainly fought for you. Even though your sorry ass wasn’t worth it at the time.” Sal lifts his brow and offers a look of apology for his brutal honesty before he gives his cousin a broad smile. 

Sebastian tips his head to acknowledge the truth of Sal’s comment.  Accepting it graciously, he replies, “I came close to paying dearly for my mistakes, too. It’s not something I’d want to go through again.” 

“How’s Mia doing with her shelter?”  Ricci asks casually. “Maureen tells me that Mia has been busy with several new residents.” His intent by asking is a ploy to distract his brother and cousin’s attention from the past. It had been a dark time in all of their lives and Ricci preferred to not waste time discussing it. 

“Unfortunately, Maureen is right. Mia is working longer days since the shelter is half full.” Leaning forward in his chair, he rests his forearms on his thighs. “I’m just thankful she let me hire four armed security guards around the clock.” 

“Not many men would think to cause trouble knowing they’re on duty,” Sal says confidently.  “It’ll be good to see Mia. I’m looking forward to Tony’s party. It’s been too long since we’ve had a family gathering.”

Pointing a finger in Sal’s direction, Ricci snickers, “As much as I hate agreeing with this old man, I’m looking forward to it myself. We’ll even serve Mia’s wine for the occasion and hide this one.”  Lifting his nearly empty glass, he give a raspy laugh, bringing a smile to the other two. 

Leaning back in the leather chair, Sal swirls his glass and watches how the wine coats the sides. Satisfied with what he sees and has tasted, he looks to Ricci and tips his head. “Speaking of the wine,” Sal says sheepishly, “I’m pleased to see it has a smooth finish. Our customers should be happy with this one.”

“The cost may not please some. This one carries a higher price tag. It’s not one to be given away.” Ricci gives Sal a darting glance. His words meant to goad his buddy.

Missing the exchanged looks between Sal and Ricci, Sebastian says with a note of pride, “You and Sal are doing a tremendous job with the restaurant.” Tipping his head to his brother, he sits his empty glass down on a side table.  “I looked over last month’s profit sheet that you dropped off at the office. It’s nearly doubled over the last two months.” 

“We’ve done a fair business.” Ricci answers. “Most of our customers leave satisfied with the food and service. There’s been one or two that we could have done without, right Sal?”

“Damn Enrico,” Sal grinds out his words as he gives his partner an exasperated look. “How many times are you going to harp on it?” His tone is playful but the meaning is not when he adds, “We’ll see how well you handle the next situation because you can bet it won’t be me dealing with it.”

Ricci gives a loud guffaw. Crossing his arms over his chest, he peers at his friend and says, “Nah, Sal. I don’t have your finesse with the women. I’d do better with beating the shit out of the low-belly who walked out without paying.”

“Would one of you care to fill me in on what you’re talking about?” Sebastian asks with a perplexed tone.

“Night before last, one of our customers, a very attractive one, I might add, was left with a hefty dinner check and divorce papers.” Ricci’s expression darkens when he adds, “If that wasn’t bad enough, they were here to celebrate their anniversary.”

Sal waits for Ricci to finish before he adds his own thoughts about that night. Shaking his head, he blows out an audible breath. “Every table in the dining area was packed and here sits this woman, crying like a baby, when Danny goes to give them the check. The husband had already walked out the front door under your brother’s nose.” 

“Who would have thought a high-faulting guy, like him, to run out owing us a three hundred and ninety six dollar bill?”

Sebastian whistles softly at the meal’s total. “That must have been some meal.”  Chuckling, he gave Sal a sympathetic look and adds, “Ricci’s right.  He’d have made a bigger mess of it. Shake it off, buddy, and put it down as a loss.”

The sound of Ricci’s raspy laughter rings in the room as he sputters out the remaining facts of that night. “You haven’t heard it all, Sebastian. There was no loss since Sal took it upon himself and paid the bill from his own pocket.” His black eyes shimmered with merriment. “My partner is a regular knight in shining armor. He even called her a cab and paid for the fare. What a guy.”

Sal flashes Ricci a look of disdain before turning his attention to Sebastian.  Ignoring the snickers coming from his partner, he says calmly, “I hope when she recovers from the blow, she’ll take the rich bastard for all she can.”

Lifting one brow, Sebastian gives Sal a quizzical expression.  “Who exactly is this rich bastard?” 

“His name is Conrad Nolan. He is supposedly a well-known contractor or something like it.” Sal answers in a clipped tone. 

Hearing the name, Sebastian looks to both men with a surprised expression.  “I know him.  Nolan is one of the most sought after architects in the city. He’s designed the majority of corporate office buildings in this region.” Rubbing his chin, Sebastian offers more information. “But as good as he is, it was his wife, Greer, who helped him to the top. At the time, he was trying to get a foothold in the bigger corporations preferred to hire an established firm.  She was the one who did his PR work. Greer scouted out companies looking to build and persuaded them to meet with Conrad.” He pauses to think of the soft spoken, classy woman. He remembers her as a willowy, long-legged beauty, who glowed with admiration for her husband. “I first met her several years ago. She had heard that I was planning on expanding and wanted to set up a meeting with her husband.” He meets Sal’s eyes and in an impersonal tone offers an opinion on Greer Nolan. “I may be wrong but unless something triggers her anger, Conrad Nolan will walk all over her.”

Sal shoves his hands in his trouser pockets and drops his eyes to the floor. “His name is not one I will forget. He’ll pay hell to get another reservation in this restaurant.”

Ricci stands from his perch on the desk’s edge. Walking to Sal’s side, he places his hand on one shoulder and gives his friend one last jab on the subject.  “And if by chance he does, by all means, don’t allow him to order champagne. Tell Danny to give him the cheaper priced wine list and then have him to come get me. I’ll be happy to introduce myself to the scheming bastard.” One corner of his mouth curves upward before it broadens into a wide smile.  “When I’m doing that, you can console his woman.” Snickering, he grins at Sal. “You’re good at that. God knows you’ve had a lot of practice over the years.” 
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Chapter Four
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Frowning with concern, Cecilia looks at Mia’s pale face. “You look a bit green this morning. Are you okay?” 

“I over celebrated Sebastian’s homecoming.” Lifting her hand to wave off Cecilia’s worry, she adds, “My stomach is queasy so I’ll skip the eggs this morning.”

“You can’t go without eating. I’ll make a cup of hot tea and dry toast.”  Turning back to the stove, she looks over her shoulder to ask, “Should I make the same for Sebastian?”

Mia laughs softly. “That man has an iron stomach. I keep forgetting that I can’t eat what he does. I don’t know how he does it.”  The thought of the oysters on the half-shell she had enjoyed the evening before makes her stomach lurch. As the wave of nausea subsides, a wistful smiles touches Mia’s mouth. She wonders if she could be pregnant.  Keeping her suspicions to herself, she offers Cecilia a sheepish smile. “Let’s not mention this to Sebastian. I don’t want him to worry.” 

“I won’t say a word. Now you go on and sit at the table.  I’ll have breakfast ready in no time.”  Looking at the clock, she adds, “Sebastian will be down at any minute.”

Eager to leave the kitchen and the smell of breakfast cooking, Mia is surprised to find Sebastian already at the table. Laying the morning paper aside, his compelling, dark eyes capture hers in a tender gaze. Standing from his chair, he waits for her to join him. “I woke up looking for you. I had plans to continue our celebration from last night.” His low chuckle rumbles deep in his chest as he touches his lips to hers in a welcoming kiss. “You’ve ruined me, woman.” Sighing with contentment, Sebastian kisses Mia’s temple tenderly after seating her. Taking his place once again at the table, he tells her, “Being gone these last three weeks was torture.” 

Reaching for his hand, Mia slides hers under his large one, content when he gives her a reassuring squeeze. Feeling a warm glow flow through her, she wears a mischievous grin. “That’s exactly what I had in mind. I’m glad to see my plan worked.” 

Bringing her fingers to his lips, Sebastian kisses the tips lightly. “Oh baby, it worked perfectly.  I’m powerless when it comes to you.” Traveling his lips down to her palm, he kisses it as well before laying her hand back on the table. With a tone of regret, he gives her a somber gaze. “I’d love nothing more than to spend the day in bed with you. But Cummings has a stack of work waiting for me at the office.”  

With a sparkle of fire in her green eyes, Mia tilts her head and gives him a contemplative look. “Cummings is doing exactly as you expect of her. You’ve always been all work and no play.” Sighing softly, she adds, “I wish she’d be more like Agnes and show you the importance of having fun.”

Sebastian lifts a brow while his mouth twitches with a need to smile.  He realizes Mia has been feeling a bit neglected with his recent business trips. “Agnes was never intimidated by me and poor Cummings doesn’t have the spunk it requires. Perhaps you can speak to her.”  There is a glimmer of amusement in his eyes.  “I remember you persuading her to do your bidding in the past.”

Sebastian’s remark brings forth the memory of her first meeting with his secretary several years ago. Shrugging a shoulder, she looks seriously at Sebastian. “I owe her for that day. Until I faced your ire myself, I hadn’t realized the risks she was taking to help me.” Lifting her brow, she says in a firm voice, “You were such a tyrant then. Poor Mrs. Cummings was so nervous about sending me into the lion’s den than she was for herself.” Mia shakes her head slowly. “If I thought I’d succeed, I’d conspire with her.” Dropping her eyes, she pauses before saying what’s been on her mind for several months.  “It would be nice to see more of my husband.” Silently chastising herself for sounding like a needy wife, she struggles to understand the emotional turmoil within her. Waving her hand in a dismissive gesture, she quickly adds, “Although I understand the need for the trips, it’s hard
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