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To Sapphire Knight. The MMM World Collaboration was your brainchild and I’m honored to be a part of it.



 

Once upon a time, there was a young man who loved a girl, and she loved him right back. Then I threw it all away. Turns out guys born into darkness don’t get a happily ever after.

 

And now that darkness owns me.

 

As the underboss to one of the youngest dons in La Cosa Nostra, my responsibility is a heavy crown. Regret is not an option. My grandfather taught me that the world is ruthless—and now so am I.

 

Until she came back, and now all I have are regrets.

 

Stubborn, she throws my family’s protection back in our faces. Now word is out, and she’s become a target for more than one reason.

 

Our enemies are conspiring against us, and a war is brewing. I can’t let her get caught in the crossfire. That already happened once. We need to be able to trust each other, yet we both have secrets that threaten to destroy us. Not happening.

 

I’ll find a way. Because I. Never. Give. Up.
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Vittorio, Six Years Old….

 

“Hurry,” Gabriel whispered with suppressed excitement. He held my hand as we raced through the lushly carpeted halls in our home. He was two years older than my six years, and he was my hero. I would’ve gone anywhere and done anything for him.

“Where are we going?” I gasped breathlessly when we darted through the kitchen and skirted around the island. Our cook had her back to us, but she cast a glance over her shoulder, and we made eye contact. My heart seized in my chest, and my footsteps faltered.

Gabriel tugged on my hand at the same time as she winked at me, then turned back to what she was doing.

“Vittorio,” he quietly urged.

I returned my attention to my older brother as we slipped out the back door. We were quiet, and the only sounds we made were the pounding of our Vans landing on the grass, then the creaking of the back gate. Both of us looked toward the house to see if we’d been caught. Grandfather scared me, and I didn’t want to get in trouble.

“Let’s go!” He grinned, and I giggled as we ran down the alley behind our big old house we shared with our grandparents. It was the first full day of summer vacation, and the flowers growing in the yards we passed smelled so good. It was one of my favorite things about this time of year.

The moment we turned left at the end of the alley, I knew our destination, and I grinned.

Several blocks later, and out of breath, we burst into the bakery. The scent of bread rising and the sugary-sweet smell of frostings, donuts, and other treats rushed over me, and I breathed deeply. Next to my mama’s perfume, it was the best smell in the world.

“I know you didn’t just run into my bakery,” Mrs. Romano chastised as we skidded to a stop in front of the display cases.

“No, ma’am,” Gabriel assured her, then elbowed me, pulling my gaze from the rows and rows of delectable goodness.

“No, ma’am,” I parroted, eyes wide and heart racing.

One of her bushy brows lifted as she stared us down. She was so scary, I wanted to shrink behind my brother, but I was frozen in place at her scrutiny.

“What will it be today?” she asked, holding back a smile.

A relieved sigh left me, and I took that as my cue to scan the options. Tongue sticking out of the side of my mouth, I moved down the glass. It was always so hard to choose. I crouched to see a lower shelf and paused. Staring through the case were two bright green eyes. I peered closer and blinked, thinking I had imagined it. Slowly, I stood upright, but the eyes followed me to the top.

That was when I realized those green eyes were connected to a little girl with wild, curly red hair. She didn’t look like she was as old as me—she was probably Alessio’s age. She waved at me with a pink-frosted cupcake in her hand. I glanced over at Gabriel, but he was busy talking to Mrs. Romano. Shy, I waved back.

“Kendall, what did I tell you about helping yourself to the treats?” Mrs. Romano suddenly barked, and the little girl’s already big eyes went huge. Then she slammed the door shut on the back of the case, and I saw the top of her head with her hair flying behind her as she darted for the back room.

Ken-doll. That’s a funny name for a girl. Shouldn’t it be Barbie?

“Vittorio, pick what you want,” Gabriel told me, making me jolt. I turned from him to Mrs. Romano and pointed at the pink-frosted cupcakes.

“That’s pink,” Gabriel said as he looked like he’d smelled something bad. “Don’t you want something different?”

I shook my head, and my brother sighed. “Get him a donut too,” he added.

Mrs. Romano reached into the case Kendall had just been staring through and pulled out a cupcake like Kendall had grabbed. Then she handed it to me in a small white bag.

Gabriel paid her with his allowance money, and she handed him some dollars as change. He was eight, so he’d started getting that for doing “chores.” Mama said when I turned eight, I’d get money for doin’ my chores too.

The bell on the door jingled as we left, and I cast one last glance back. The girl named Kendall stood in the window with her hand on the glass and a sad expression. I wanted to go back, but Gabriel was rushing me.

“We need to get back before anyone knows we left,” he urged before handing me one of the donuts from his bag.

As we hurried back, we devoured the donuts. I kept the cupcake in the white paper bag because I wanted to save it for later.

We made it back in the house and were tiptoeing past the library, where we could hear our father and grandfather arguing. Suddenly the wooden door slid open, and our grandfather stood there, angry and scowling. “What are you two doing?” he shouted.

It made me jump and drop the bag. The cupcake fell out and landed with a splat of pink icing on the dark wood floor.

“You went out alone?” His voice was getting loud and scary.

Then he turned on Gabriel, who shot a worried glance my way and whispered, “Run!”

Grandfather swung and caught Gabriel across the face. My brother gasped and dropped the change from where he’d been holding it tightly in his fist. I watched as blood dropped on the dollars. “Stupid fucking boy!” Grandfather cursed in Italian.

“They’re only boys!” our father harshly snapped as he stepped in front of us.

“They are De Lucas!” Grandfather hissed.

I knew Gabriel told me to run, but I was so scared I couldn’t move. Shaking, I remained there, feet rooted to the floor.

“Gabriel is nearly nine years old! They need to understand who they are and how any number of people would love to get their hands on them, Lorenzo!” Grandfather was practically screaming.

I trembled, and Gabriel quietly laced his fingers with mine and squeezed. My heart felt like it might burst from my chest.

“I’ll deal with them!” Father snarled, and I looked at him with fear burning through to my bones.

He grabbed our arms and dragged us away. I sent one last sad glance over my shoulder at the smashed cupcake.

“Lorenzo!” Mama hissed from her library as we passed.

“Not now, Valentina!” he replied with his teeth gritted.

I practically ran up the stairs to keep up.

When we got to our room, he closed the door and released me. He immediately swatted Gabriel’s butt several times. Gabriel cried out in surprise. Then Father turned toward me. My eyes bugged, and I shook my head. I tried not to cry because I wasn’t a baby, but the look on my father’s face terrified me.

He gripped my arm, and Gabriel bolted between us.

“No, Papa! Please, I made him do it!” he begged. The blood from the cut on his cheek and lip was smeared across his face.

“Your grandfather needs to know I dealt with the two of you,” he whispered angrily at my brother. Then his expression softened. “I’m not going to hurt either of you, but you can’t do things like that.”

Gabriel bit his lower lip, then immediately winced and released it. He stepped back and hung his head.

“No, Papa! Please! No!” I cried as I tried to get away, but he held firm. Then he brought his big hand back and let it fly. My butt burned, and I screamed. Each one seemed to set me on fire until I was sobbing, and Father held my quaking form. He gently set me back and crouched in front of us. He held each of us by the arm as he looked us in the eye.

“I’m so sorry I had to do that. Your grandfather overreacted, but he is right. You are De Lucas. There are people out there who would hurt you to hurt our family,” he tried to explain.

Gabriel lifted his chin. “Then I would kill them!” he fiercely snarled.

As I sniffled, I stared at my brother, and my mouth fell open in shock.

Our father wrapped his big hand around the back of Gabriel’s head and brought their foreheads together. “Oh, my brave boy,” he whispered before he pulled me in with them. “You must learn to be smart and cunning—ruthless but always fair. That will get you so much further than being angry and rash. I love you both so much that it’s dangerous. Not something I expect you to understand, but you and your brothers mean everything to me. If you want to go for treats in the future, how about you ask me, and I’ll have someone go with you?”

“I’m not a baby. I can take care of me and Vittorio,” Gabriel stubbornly insisted. He scowled and huffed.

Father ruffled his hair. “I’m sure you can, son.”

He kissed both of our heads, then stood. “Stay up here for a while. I’ll have your mother get you when it’s time to come down for supper, okay?”

“Okay,” we both murmured.

Father left, and we climbed on our beds and stared at each other from across the room.

“I’m sorry I got us in trouble,” Gabriel whispered.

I rubbed the back of my hand under my nose and sniffed. “It’s not your fault,” I mumbled.

Each week after that, when Gabriel got his allowance, we hustled down to the bakery. However, from then on, there were no more unsupervised mad dashes down the road—we had a vigilant shadow. Father’s soldier would follow us there but would wait outside to allow us to feel like “big kids” going in on our own.

Each time I went, I hoped for a glimpse of the little red-haired girl, but I never saw her again.

Not until we were much older.


[image: ]


[image: ]



“IOU”—Five  Finger  Death  Punch

 

Present Day….

 

Gabriel was pissed as hell at our mother for insisting on going to this MMM—Motorcycles, Mobsters and Mayhem—book signing thing. I can’t make this shit up. That’s what it was called, and the irony wasn’t lost on me. Not that the rest of us were overly happy either. Except, after catching one of the assistant chicks totally eye-fucking my older brother, I knew he would end up being okay with it if he got laid. Lord knew he was so uptight, he could use a good, sweaty, wall-banging fuck.

As I followed my mother around the signing, I couldn’t help but check out a few of the authors and several of the readers. In a way, it was a single man’s dream. Women as far as the eye could see. Women who loved reading dirty books.

Truthfully, I’d been a bit shocked when I’d picked up one author’s book and flipped through it. Of course, I had the worst luck and opened to a part that was straight sex. I’m talking well-worded porn. No shit, I’d started to get a stiffy from it—until I realized that was the stuff my mother was reading. I’d instantly slammed the book shut and put it back on the display.

Then I had metaphorically bleached my brain.

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out to see a text message from Catalano, one of my most trusted capos.

Catalano: Answer is still no

I sighed. I’d been trying to buy the bakery down the road from our childhood home for months. Mrs. Romano was getting up in years, and her health had taken a hit a few months ago. My reasons for wanting it were complex. For La Cosa Nostra, I wanted it for cleaning our money. The sentimental sliver within my dark soul wanted it because it held memories of laughter and some degree of innocence.

I dialed the number to Sinnamon Sweets, and it was answered by a familiar voice.

“Mrs. Romano,” I began in my most appealing and persuasive tone. “It’s Vittorio. How are you?”

At first there was silence, and I had to pull my phone from my ear to see if we were still connected.

“Mrs. Romano?”

“I’m here,” the woman replied in a crotchety voice. “Why are you calling me? They sending in the big dogs now?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Even as a grown man, I remembered sneaking down to her bakery with Gabriel. We weren’t supposed to go out unaccompanied, but that didn’t stop us from pushing boundaries and being reckless. We’d gotten our asses tanned for it too. Despite the woman’s tough exterior, she’d always had a soft spot for us—until we grew up and started working within the ranks of La Cosa Nostra.

“I was calling to see if you’d had time to consider my offer.”

She snorted. “I got it, but hell no, I’m not considering it. I told you I’m not selling my bakery.”

“I understand how much the bakery means to you, but I also know you’ve been struggling with your health. I figured you might like to retire and move—closer to your daughter and granddaughter,” I sweetly appealed. I could pour on the charm when I wanted to, but she wasn’t having it.

“Was that a threat? You leave my family out of this,” she snapped.

I startled a bit, because despite my darker side, I hadn’t been making any implications.

“Mrs. Romano, that wasn’t my intent. I’m truly trying to look out for you,” I tried again.

“Humph! Your organization doesn’t look out for anyone but themselves,” she replied, and I could practically see her sneer in her tone. I’d known the woman for enough years to be aware of her behaviors.

“That’s not true. You know we keep you protected,” I reminded her. The bakery had been one of our “customers” since Mrs. Romano’s parents owned the bakery. The general public believed the protection was actually from us, which in the past and maybe in a lot of circumstances was true. My personal nostalgic attachment to her business changed those rules a bit—I was emotionally vested in the bakery and its owner. Something I’d never admit to a living soul because that would be dangerous.

“Look, Mr. De Luca, I understand the agreement my parents made with your organization, and I’ve upheld it as agreed. But that’s as far as I go. My business is not for sale to you.”

“But does that mean it is for sale?” I kept any excitement or concern out of my voice, because I couldn’t let her know I was worried someone else would buy it. It would kill me to have someone buy it and either run it into the ground or close it and open something else in its place. I needed that last bit of my too-short childhood to remain untouched. Not that I could admit that to anyone.

“No,” she snapped and ended the call.

I breathed a sigh of relief despite my irritation at not being able to acquire the bakery. Little did she know, I was a patient man. As long as she wasn’t selling it to anyone else, I could wait her out. However, my brother, the don, might not agree.

“No luck?” Gabriel asked, and I cast a glance his way. He watched me with a cocked brow. Pietro, his bodyguard and friend, stood at his side. Pietro had grown up with us, but his family was smaller and had never shown interest in leading the Chicago Family.

“Not yet, but I’ll find a way,” I assured him. As the underboss, I dealt with a lot of the day-to-day shit. Mario had initially been the one trying to get Mrs. Romano to sell, and I think he pissed her off. I knew I shouldn’t have allowed him to do it, but Gabriel told me to give him more responsibilities because he wanted to see how he handled them. But Gabriel didn’t understand the emotional connection I had to that stupid bakery.

And I certainly wasn’t going to tell him.

A woman with light red hair passed me with a tote full of books, and I immediately checked her out. She was pretty in a girl-next-door way. And she had a fucking gorgeous ass.

Alessio laughed, and I ripped my attention from the redhead to stare at him questioningly.

“You and fucking redheads,” he muttered, then snickered.

I flipped him off, though he wasn’t wrong. They were my weakness, but I refused to acknowledge why.

Mom turned from the table she’d been at and handed three more books to Alessio. “Put those in the tote, sweetheart.”

He rolled his eyes the second she moved on to the next table.

“Knock it off. Don’t be a dick. She’s having the time of her life,” I chastised him.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not her pack mule,” Leo grumbled.

With a cocky grin, I patted the side of his arm. “Look what a workout you’re getting. Better than your usual one where you lift your drink to your mouth.”

“Fuck off,” he muttered.

The same redhead approached the table behind my mom. She glanced my way and gave me a shy smile.

“One of your favorite authors?” I asked her as I tipped my chin toward the table. The author’s banner read “Darlene Tallman.” She was an animated woman currently conducting an in-depth conversation with my mother regarding one of her books my mom evidently loved.

The redhead gave me a perplexed tilt of her head. “Are you talking to me?” she asked quietly and pointed to her chest.

My gaze dropped to said chest, but I quickly averted it because I wasn’t trying to be rude. Then I met her blue eyes and gave her my best grin. “Yes, I was.”

“Oh! Um, yes, I really like Darlene’s books. Have you read them?” She blinked up at me, and I stared back, unsure if she was joking or not.

“No, can’t say I have,” I finally replied as I slipped my hands in the pockets of my jeans.

She dropped her attention to the books she held, then back at me. Then she repeated the action. “Can I, uh, ask you a question?” she stammered.

“Sure,” I drew out almost like it was a question.

She held the top book up. “Is this you?”

I jerked my head back in surprise at both her question and the image on the cover of the book. It was titled Colton’s Salvation by Kristine Allen, and there was a man on the cover without a shirt but with thick, heavy chains over his shoulders. I cocked my head and squinted at it. Crazy enough, it did look a little like me, but it definitely wasn’t. “Sweetheart, I like to think I’m pretty fit, but that guy definitely has a few muscles on me. But if I said it was, would you consider having dinner with me?” I teased.

Her cheeks went rosy, and she laughed. “That was pretty smooth, and if I was single, I’d totally take you up on that.”

My shoulders fell a bit. “Well, hell. Figures.”

“Sorry,” she whispered with an apologetic wince.

“Don’t be. Your guy is a lucky man,” I honestly replied.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I’ve been taking up all of Darlene’s time. I’ll move on,” Mom told the pretty redhead. “Come on, let’s move on to M. Merin’s table.”

Mom gave Darlene a wave, and we moved on. There was a strawberry blonde at the table wearing a leather vest with a bunch of patches sewn on it. With a slightly nervous smile, she asked my mom, “Have you read any of my books?”

Hell, if that didn’t start an intense conversation with my mother and the lovely M. Merin about how my mom had read every single one of her books. There was a gorgeous dark-haired woman with her, and she was utterly exquisite. Except she was staring past me, absolutely transfixed.

Turning, I realized she was staring at Gabriel, who was leaning against the wall at the end of the row. His phone rang, and he walked off. Pietro leaned in and whispered to him, and the beautiful brunette sighed. When she reached up and wiped her mouth, I couldn’t help but chuckle.

She jumped, and her face flamed. For a moment, my ego was appeased when she gave me the once-over with wide hazel eyes. I grinned and looked over my shoulder at Gabriel and Pietro as they disappeared into the crowd.

“H-Hi,” she stuttered. “Can I help you?”

If one’s face could actually be on fire, hers might have been, because I could’ve sworn it got redder. She was truly a captivating young woman.

“No, I’m with my mom. She dragged me with her. Are you one of the authors?” I asked as I tried to be my most charming self. Though I was partial to gingers, she was easily a close second.

“Vittorio! I didn’t bring you with me to flirt! Here,” Mom chided, handing me a large white shopping bag full of this M. Merin lady’s books. I had no idea how we were going to get all these home. At the rate she was going, every square inch of the SUVs would be full of paperbacks.

“Duty calls,” I apologized and gave the brunette a wink.

One of my brothers took a picture of Mom with the author. Then we left for the next table. I almost choked when I saw the book the redhead had shown me.

So this is that author chick, Kristine Allen.

She had dark hair that did that bally-og, or -osh, or whatever thing where it transitioned down to bright red. My gaze made an appreciative sweep over her curves, but a guy with a close-cut salt-and-pepper beard walked up and set a drink behind the displays for her. He cocked his brow at me, and I made note of their wedding rings.

“You’re a very lucky man. She’s quite stunning,” I told him in a soft tone intended for just him. I paired it with an easygoing smile as Kristine began speaking with my mom. They were laughing and intensely involved in whatever they were discussing.

“I like to think so,” he replied with a relaxed grin once he determined I wasn’t a threat.

He and I made small talk while the women chatted. I busted out laughing when he asked if I’d ever modeled before because his wife was always looking for fresh faces.

“No, definitely not. Though someone thought that was me,” I said as I pointed at Colton’s book.

He picked it up and studied both me and the book. “Yeah, I can see that. You sure this isn’t you?”

“Absolutely,” I confirmed with a choked huff.

Mom handed Alessio the newly acquired bag and gestured for me to follow.

“Nice talking with you. What’s your name?” I asked as I held my hand out.

“Marty,” he replied as he took it in a firm grip and looked me in the eye. I appreciated that. “You?”

“Oh, uh, Vic,” I told him. “But I better catch up. My mother isn’t going to be happy until she has our arms popping out of socket.” We both laughed, and I gave him a chin lift, then followed after my dear darling mother.

We spent another two hours at the signing because Mom insisted on stopping to talk to each and every author. Who would’ve known an author event could be that goddamn exhausting? I was never so happy to see my bed.

Unfortunately, unlike my older brother, I went to bed alone that night.


[image: ]



With my eyes closed, I leaned my head back in the seat and sighed. Classical music filled my ears. The plane was climbing, and I planned to catch a nice, long nap on the way back to Chicago.

A nudge had me grumbling as I plucked out my AirPods and turned to my older brother with a scowl. “What?”

“When we get back, I want you to swing by and talk to Mrs. Romano. We need that bakery,” Gabriel insisted in his typical no-nonsense tone.

Christ, I knew I should’ve taken Leo and Alessio up on their offer to fly with them to Vegas instead of going straight home.

“Really? Can you not think about work for ten whole minutes? I’m trying to relax.” The man took everything too seriously. He was a grouchy, driven beast thanks to our grandfather and our father. Not that I hadn’t learned a few lessons from them, but while it had shaped him into a growly bear, I preferred to think of myself as a cunning wolf. There was time enough to work out plans once we got home.

“Not when I have The Family to look out for.” We worded things carefully so anyone around us would think we were simply discussing “business” and “family.” Granted, Pietro and my man, Dario, were sitting behind us to keep an eye out for our safety and to act as a buffer. The seats next to us had two old ladies wearing big diamonds and giggling like schoolgirls as they gossiped. They were already on their second mixed drinks and didn’t seem to be slowing down.

Good for them. I hoped when I was their age that I could enjoy life like that.

“I get it, but Christ, Gabe. It can wait until we get home. There’s nothing we can do about it while we’re thousands of feet in the air. Once we’re home, I’ll go by and talk to her. There are a million places we could buy if this doesn’t work out.”

“Vittorio, I want that bakery—and I always get what I want.”

“Right. And half of the things you want, I’ve been right by your side or in the background making it happen. Quit obsessing over it and chill out. You got your dick wet last night, so you should still be swimming in postcoital bliss. Speaking of which, how was it?”

When he snapped his mouth shut and his jaw clenched, I knew I’d struck a nerve.

Incredulous, I sat forward to look him in the eye. “Did you strike out?”

He shot me a glare. “Of course not.”

“Then why are you in such a shitty mood?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he muttered and turned his head away to stare out the window. By then, there was nothing to see except for the tops of the clouds, so I knew he was using it as an avoidance tactic. Leaning farther forward, I tried to get him to look at me.

“Then why are you so pissy?” I curiously demanded.

“I’m not pissy.”

I snorted in disagreement.

“I’m not. I’m just irritated because she was gone when I woke up.”

Stunned, I fell back into my seat. My mouth gaped. “Wait. You mean to tell me you brought her to your cabin, she hauled ass while you were sleeping, and you’re mad about that?”

Gabriel was the stereotypical “love ’em and leave ’em” kinda guy. The only woman he’d ever let stay with him was Autumn, and that was due to extenuating circumstances. Sure, they were supposed to get married, but I knew damn well he didn’t love her as more than a good friend. It worked out because she was now happily married to our long-lost cousin and popping out babies.

“I’m not mad,” he argued. “I was hoping for another round before we left, that’s all.”

With a raised brow, I gave him a calculating stare. “You liked her.”

“Jesus, are we in grade school now?” he grumbled, and I grinned.

“You do. So call her when we get back and go see her again,” I said with a shrug. Hell, that was an easy fix. Even if he didn’t get her number, we had unlimited resources with which to find her.

“I don’t know her name. Just Lee, and I’m not sure that’s actually her name. I don’t know where she’s from.” He turned to look me in the eye. “I don’t have anything to go on to find her.”

I blew out a frustrated breath because I felt for him. He was never like this, which meant there was something about this Lee girl.

Damn, that sucks. Poor bastard.

Deciding to leave him to his thoughts, I put my AirPods back in and dozed off.

It seemed like I’d barely closed my eyes, and then we were landing. The second I took my phone off Airplane Mode, it was blowing up.

“Christ almighty, who the fuck is messaging you?” Gabriel asked as we got our carry-ons down from the overhead bins.

“Catalano,” I mumbled absently as I read through all of his messages.

“Everything okay?”

“No. Mrs. Romano is in the hospital.”
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“Some  Nights”—fun.

 

Present Day….

 

My phone rang as I was finishing the last of the cookies for the order I had due in the morning. Glancing over at the screen, I saw it was my mom. She would be okay if I called her back. It quit ringing, and I returned to my task.

Except obviously she wasn’t, because my phone rang again.

Setting my piping bag to the side, I blew an errant curl out of my face. Frustrated, I scooped up my phone. “Mom, I’m trying to finish this order that’s due tomorrow. What’s so important?”

My mother’s sniffles had my spine straightening, and my brows pinched in worry. “Mom?”

“Your grandma is in the hospital,” she sobbed.

Shit.

“What’s going on? Is she okay?” My blood ran cold. My nonna had been sick off and on over the past year. She’d come down with pneumonia, and it had kicked her ass. It had also been how we found out that she was in congestive heart failure. Left-sided heart failure as a result of years of uncontrolled hypertension, they’d explained. Basically, her left ventricle wasn’t working effectively, and fluid would build up, causing shortness of breath and coughing.

“She wasn’t taking her meds, and she went into fluid overload. They said if Steve hadn’t found her, she would’ve probably drowned in her own fluids,” she explained with a hiccup. Steve was my grandma’s nurse who Mom hired to check on her once a week. Thank God for perfect timing.

“All right, but she’s okay right now?” I asked, my heart thundering. I may be a grown-ass woman, but I wasn’t ready to lose my nonna.

“They said she is, but I need you to go to her. Your father and I are trying to get back, but there have been a ton of flights canceled. You’re close enough to drive, and you’d definitely get there before we would. Please?” she pleaded. They were currently living in Ireland. My dad had been born and raised there but went to college in America, which was where he met my mom. About five years ago, he got an incredible job offer back in his hometown, and they’d made the decision to take it.

My eyes closed, and I hung my head. I had a million things to do here, too, but this was Nonna. “Yeah. I’ll get this order done and see if I can drop them off to my customer tonight. I’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

“Th-Th-Thank you, sweetheart,” Mom stuttered, and my heart went out to her. Like me, my mom was an only child, but she’d already lost her dad. Nonna was all she had left.

“No worries, Mom. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

Damn it all. I hated Chicago. Once upon a time, I loved it. Now, it was big and crowded. I enjoyed my life in Grand Rapids. It was quiet. Safe.

And there was no Vittorio De Luca.

At the memory of his name, a phantom blade pierced my heart and sliced it wide open.

Maybe he moved.

I couldn’t be that lucky.


[image: ]



I packed what I’d need for several days, but I didn’t plan on being there longer than that. At least I prayed this was just a minor setback for Nonna, and she would be home soon. Last night, I called to check on her and let her know I was coming. Then I dropped my customer’s cookies off, thankful that my customer was one of my neighbors.

After I woke up, I called Nonna again to let her know I was leaving soon. Of course, she told me it wasn’t necessary for me to travel to Chicago.

As I set my small suitcase by the door, I popped into my kitchen to check on the cookies I’d decorated for her. They were dry, so I sealed them in plastic to keep them fresh longer, then carefully placed them in tissue cups and in a small box.

It took me one trip to get my single bag and my purse in the car, then another for the box of cookies. Maybe I was a bit OCD about my cookies, but I didn’t want to risk dropping them. They went in my front floorboard on a towel so they didn’t touch
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