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*** Ebook Library #1 Best Selling Author ***She gave him her heart – but he’s hiding a dark
secret.Charismatic, handsome, and dedicated to pursuing his dream, Alessandro is a suave
Italian in New York to become a restaurateur. But Alessandro has a secret – a family heritage
that could destroy his chances at love.Cautious after suffering a terrible heartbreak, Gianna is a
fiery Italian girl like no other. And when she stumbles upon Alessandro in an unassuming bar,
their instant attraction kicks off a chain of events that will put their budding romance to the
test.Forced to juggle his dreams with the demands of his family and his newfound love for
Gianna, Alessandro struggles to reconcile their different lives. As rumors fly, old rivalries bubble
to the surface, and the ghosts of their pasts return to haunt them, can Gianna and Alessandro
find the happily-ever-after they crave? Or is their forbidden romance doomed for disaster?Dive
into an electrifying Italian romance series like no other. Brimming with heart-pounding suspense,
plenty of secrets, and tension that will keep you on the edge of your seat, Gianna and
Alessandro’s love affair is only just getting started. Scroll up and start reading today…

"I don't even like sea adventures and I love this book and series!" - Susan1 Ebook Library Top
1000 Reviewer."Amazing thriller that will keep you guessing and loving every chapter and
detailed character" - Anamission."Fasten your seatbelts and put your tray table in the upright
position. This is a wild ride!" - Artsyone."Pure Enjoyment!" - Julie West."Amazing story line with
jaw dropping twists!" - JandJFrom the Back CoverWhen American covert operative Chase
Fulton finds himself aboard a luxury mega-yacht off the Florida Keys with a dead Russian
billionaire on deck and the beautiful SVR officer he loves standing over the body with a bloody
knife in her hands, he believes his life could never become more complicated. But he is wrong. A
vow to a mentor and beloved friend sends him on a tumultuous quest through the criminal
underworld of South Florida to rescue an innocent young woman who represents not only
Chase's painful past, but also may be his only hope for psychological survival in the future. After
suffering the agony of loss and ultimate betrayal, Chase learns that loyalty is a veil behind which
deception, dishonor, and treason often lurk.
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BurbHe’s afraid of losing her – but can he tell her the truth?Determined to fulfill his dream of
being a restaurateur, Alessandro makes the difficult decision to move from his home in Italy to
New York… and while working in a busy Manhattan café, he meets the beautiful Gianna. They
share the same Italian heritage, and a spark begins to kindle whenever they meet.But
Alessandro is hiding a dark secret. His family is part of the Mafia. Afraid of losing her and
struggling to keep his real identity hidden as he grows closer and closer to Gianna, he waits for
the right time to divulge his mob connections.When an important date falls apart due to a family
emergency, Alessandro is forced to leave Gianna and travel to Italy… and when he arrives, he



discovers that the family drama in the Mafia is only just getting started. Can Alessandro find a
way to tell Gianna the truth? And can he find a way to balance his dreams for the future with his
mob-related past?If you’re a fan of thrilling romance with plenty of passion and a story which will
leave you begging to know what happens next, then you won’t want to miss Coffee Love.Chapter
1"See you in New York." Timothy gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. "I'm going to miss
you, pal."Alessandro was going to miss him too, but it was time to move on. Six months waiting
tables in London had shown him he needed to move further afield if he wanted to fulfill his dream
of being a restauranteur. And with the money he had siphoned off his father's account, sitting in
that Swiss bank, now was the perfect time to do it."We can watch a game when you come over.
Although, you'll probably be playing in it." It was true; Timothy was a rising star on the soccer
pitch."Don't go betting on that just yet, man. I still have a long way to go.""We can invite Lorenzo
along. He'll enjoy watching the cheerleaders," Alessandro joked, trying to lighten the mood."Go,
you don't want to miss your flight to the Big Apple. If there is anything I can help with, just give
me a buzz." Timothy pushed him towards the door that led to security. A quick hug and he was
gone, out into the February rain, leaving Alessandro to deal with security and the excitement of
moving continents.Alessandro thought about his friends Timothy and Lorenzo and smiled. They
had become close friends after meeting at boarding school in Switzerland.Leaving his
Manhattan apartment, Alessandro was struck again by the impressive size of the buildings and
the overwhelming volume of people. No amount of research could have prepared him for this. Or
for the open way people lived their lives. The same couple had still been arguing loudly in their
apartment as he walked past on his way to the elevator. In fact, they argued most mornings and
then swanned out arm-in-arm when he got home from work in the evening, all loved up and
ready for a night on the town.Even the wildlife was different. Europe had pigeons and doves, and
plenty of foxes. Here they had raccoons, as he had heard a man call them when they came too
close. And pickpockets. Italy, his country, had those too, but on his first day working in the café,
he had been warned to be careful of them.Working in the café was the best part of his new life in
the U.S. By day, he served coffees, and at night he made notes of the dishes he had seen
prepared during the day. He was learning, although the people he saw while serving tables took
his attention more than any dishes he saw being cooked. There were so many of them, all
interesting, but the girl in the blue skirt suit held his attention more than any of the others.She
came in regularly, usually mid-morning and mid-afternoon, wearing a smart suit and delicate
gold jewelry. Sometimes others came with her, her colleagues probably, but very often she came
in alone. She always ordered coffee and a sandwich and always took a seat at Alessandro's
station.Already, he enjoyed serving her, the way she smiled her thanks when he placed her
coffee on the table, and the way her shapely legs peeped out at him from under her neat little
skirt. There was something about her that reminded him of Sylvie, his university girlfriend, with
her dark hair and radiant skin. But she was more feminine in an understated way, more so than
Sylvie could have ever been.He made it his mission to make her visits enjoyable. He gave her
coffee but made it with a difference, in the way his grandma had taught him. Pouring cream over



the back of a spoon, he created designs on the top of her coffee, sometimes flowers but usually
hearts. And he always made sure to put a Florentine biscuit on the saucer.The first time she had
seen his intricate designs, her eyes had widened, and he had enjoyed watching her bite into the
crunchy biscuit. After that, he always made a special effort with the designs on the coffee and
made sure she got a biscuit. At times, the manager complained he was too generous with the
biscuits, but, as she was a regular customer, he was prepared to overlook it. And if he had tried
to stop him, Alessandro would very simply have brought in his own biscuits to make sure she
always got one with her coffee.Gianna looked around the Wall Street office."Anyone want to go
for coffee?" she asked.Over computer screens, her colleagues shook their heads and sent up a
chorus of "Not me." She should have known better than to ask. She always seemed to be the
first one to finish her work. With a little more motivation, they could get their work finished quickly
too and have time to enjoy a coffee; she thought grumpily as she pulled on her blue
blazer.Marco's was busy as usual. Well, it was mid-morning on Wall Street, and people were
either coming from meetings or preparing to go to one. The wheels of finance didn't stop for
anyone; she thought as she slid onto her usual chair. Putting her mobile on the table, she
wondered what designs would appear in today's coffee.She enjoyed playing this guessing game
with herself. Some days her coffee came with a flower or a leaf design on top, and other days a
heart design. Those days were her favorite. Wall Street was too often a cold, heartless place. It
made her smile to think a waiter serving the stockbrokers and blue-chip workers would think of
putting a heart design on a coffee. And the biscuits. She kept forgetting to add them to her
shopping list. But she could always get them here, she decided.When the coffee came, she
looked at it in dismay. This was nothing like what she had been getting here for the past few
weeks. No cream, no design, and no biscuit. Just a cupful of brown liquid.The waiter, looking at
her disappointed face with a confused expression, asked, "Everything OK?"She nodded. She
placed a few dollar bills on the table and got up to leave. She would come back later, she
decided. That should give them time to sort out whatever problem they were having with the
coffees.Later that day, Charlotte from the office joined her for her afternoon coffee."Let's hope
it's a little better than it was this morning," Gianna said, taking her seat."Why?" Charlotte asked.
"It's usually OK. Not very exciting, but OK." She looked at Gianna. Italians, they made such a
fuss about their coffees and ice cream. Well, hey, this was the U.S., and they would just have to
adjust to how things were done here.When the coffee came, Gianna saw to her dismay that it
was the same as that morning. Once again, the biscuit was missing, and there were no designs
on the top. Charlotte looked at her as she drank the coffee."Gianna, this is what the other girls
and I get here. You get the same, right?""I did until a month or so ago," Gianna answered. "But
then they really raised their standards. Now I always get cream with a little design on my coffee
and a Florentine biscuit."Angeline snorted. "Are you sure the waiter hasn't fallen in love with
you?""Of course not. But it's a different waiter today. Usually, an Italian man serves at this table.
Oh!" She leaned forward. "That's it. The waiter today is different. He does things differently.""No!"
Charlotte couldn't control her mirth. "I have been served by every waiter here, and I have never



got special treatment. I think you've just caught someone's eye."Gianna looked at her. She had
always been served by the Italian waiter but had never spoken to him apart from when ordering
her food and beverages. Charlotte seemed to think he was secretly carrying a torch for her. She
had never noticed anything like that, but it was suddenly becoming clear that she had been
treated better than the other customers. And to think she had never said more than "thank you"
to him. Charlotte, still chortling, called the man who had served them back."Could you tell me
where the Italian waiter is today?""On his day off. Why?""No reason. Thanks." Charlotte turned
back to Gianna. "There's your answer. Your usual waiter is in love with you."Back in her office
that afternoon, Gianna spent a lot of time thinking over the day's events. This guy must have
feelings for her if he took so much trouble with her order. Had he been trying to send her a
message with the heart designs? Or had he recognized that she, too, had Italian heritage?
Possibly not. In this city with so many races, why would it surprise her to find some more Italians
hanging about?But the law firm didn't pay her a good wage to daydream over a possible love
interest. They weren't interested in how her heart had been broken before she left her home
country or how hard she had worked to overcome that pain. No, they were only interested in how
much money she could earn for them and the cases she was working on. Concentrating on the
acquisition deal she was negotiating, she pushed all thoughts of the Italian waiter from her
mind.Alessandro had jumped at the opportunity to take a day off during the working week. His
free days were usually at the weekend, making it difficult to get to banks and do other routine
administrative things that needed to be done. Thinking this day would allow him to catch up on
the chores he had meant to do for the past week, he left his apartment early in the
morning.There was a bank in Manhattan he had to visit and a furniture store where he hoped to
find some pieces for his apartment. And he wanted to see New York during a busy weekday
when he was usually cooped up at work.As usual, the streets were busy, and they became even
busier when people left their workplaces at lunchtime. Spotting a little restaurant that seemed
quieter than the others, he nipped in for a coffee and a spot of lunch.Sitting at the table while he
waited for his order, he wondered why he was less exuberant than usual. He loved living in New
York. He loved the energy that oozed out of the city's every pore. The can-do attitude he saw
everywhere and the brash modernity of everything − it was exhilarating.He had expected to be
lonely here, to miss the calm lifestyle of Italy and being surrounded by old buildings. The only
thing he was struggling with was the sharp cold of a North American winter, but that he could get
used to.The arrival of his coffee and a large sandwich set him to wondering again why this
Tuesday should be any different from any other. If anything, it should be better. He was free; he
had one of the world's busiest cities at his feet. He should be feeling good. But he wasn't.He
thought it was because every workday, he woke up with a sense of anticipation. He had
something to look forward to. And that something was the girl in the blue suit, always taking her
seat by the window and ordering a coffee. There was the pleasure of preparing her coffee just as
she seemed to like it and watching her studying the design he had made with the cream. And in
recent days, there had been the struggle to muster up the courage to talk to her. Maybe even to



ask her out.Sometimes he wished that he had Lorenzo's easy way with girls, but he didn't want
Lorenzo's style of relationship with this girl. He wanted more. He wanted to get to know her and
not just for a one-night fling.She seemed to have an important job; he could see that in the
confident way she carried herself. And she certainly wasn't American. He had noticed that in her
Mediterranean tan. Even the way she dressed was different from most of the women he saw
here. It had a kind of old-world chic to it. She must have a European background, French or
maybe even Italian, he often thought.In a funny way, she reminded him of some of the girls he
had known in Italy. He would have to get to know her better. Finishing his lunch, he decided the
time had come to stop trying to attract her attention with carefully prepared coffees. And it was
time to stop presenting himself as an average waiter.She worked on Wall Street. But would a
high-flying career woman on Wall Street consider going on a date with the guy who served her
coffee? He didn't think so. Well, the answer to that problem was sitting in the wardrobe in his
apartment. Rising to leave, he reminded himself that he had a wardrobe full of silk shirts and an
impressive array of watches and gold jewelry."Time to pull that stuff out, buddy," he advised
himself, as he added the tip to the lunch bill.Before leaving the café, he took a quick look around.
This place was different from the restaurants he usually visited at the weekends. Those
restaurants were bigger, full of customers taking a break from shopping or meeting up with
friends. This place was smaller, darker, and much quieter. Groups were speaking in hushed
tones. Maybe doing business deals, he thought.But this wasn't a business part of town. Hearing
the group of men at a table near him speaking Italian, he looked more closely. There was
something vaguely familiar about the group. They reminded him of the shifty men he had seen
gathered in the cafés in Naples, dangerous men who had a reputation. Members of the local
Mafia who had terrorized the neighborhood into doing what they wanted.Feeling an icy tingle
slither down his spine, he turned to leave. He had turned his back on Naples to escape all of
that. But somehow, by accident, he had managed to stumble on them here in New York, the very
place he had hoped would help him escape.Once outside, he committed the name of the café to
memory. He wouldn't be visiting there again. Their coffees and food were excellent, but he would
rather eat burgers for the rest of his time in the U.S. than go back there again. He was sure of
one thing − that he would stay well away from places where Mafia types hung out.He now knew
exactly what his grandma had meant when she told him about the tentacles of the mob having a
long reach. He spent his return journey to his apartment, considering how he could hide his
family connections to the Italian Mafia. And more importantly, how he could hide the fact, he had
taken money from them without them realizing it. He held his bag more tightly, feeling the
comforting outline of his wallet against his chest.Letting himself into the apartment, he knew that
he had to do some serious thinking to do. Seeing those men in the restaurant had made him
realize they were everywhere.Well, he would just have to use a different name. He couldn't be
sure what the family name Esposito could be connected to. No, he would use Rossi. That was a
pretty common name in Italy and one that shouldn't raise any risky questions.Chapter
2"Coffee?" Charlotte leaned over Gianna's desk with a mischievous smile on her face. Gianna



shook her head. No, she wouldn't. Using a backlog of work as an excuse, she watched Charlotte
exit the office, undoubtedly going to check if the Italian waiter was back at Marco's.The Italian
waiter had robbed her of a night's sleep, but she refused to contemplate being with someone
again, much less falling in love. Especially not after what had happened in Rome. And was she
falling for another Italian? That, in her eyes, was unthinkable. Italian mothers adored their sons,
and she didn't like the idea of having to compete with another Italian woman for her son's
affections.But Charlotte's words the previous day had definitely given her food for thought.
Maybe this waiter did have a thing for her. The coffees she had been receiving for the past
month were taking on a new significance. And there was something different about him. Dressed
in his waiter's uniform, he moved more gracefully around the café than the others did. But that
was probably due to his Italian heritage.Ordering herself to stop daydreaming, Gianna returned
to her work. She would delay her coffee break until the afternoon. That way, she might get a
chance to talk to him alone without having Charlotte listening to their every word. But why she
wanted to talk to him alone, she couldn't really fathom. Focusing on the screen in front of her,
she turned her mind back to the problems her clients were having with the acquisition.Gianna
walked into the café, talking on her phone. Waiters were cleaning down the lunchtime tables,
and a few stragglers were draining the final drops of their coffees before returning to work.
Taking her usual table, she ordered her coffee, not paying attention to the person serving.When
the waiter returned with the coffee, a little cream heart was sitting on top, and the biscuit was
placed carefully on the side next to the cup. She looked up and saw it was her usual waiter – the
Italian waiter who had been off the day before.When their eyes met, she noticed his face light up.
She could wait no longer. She had to get to the bottom of this. However, she knew that she
would have to play this carefully. As he placed the coffee on the table, she asked, "Would you
join me for five minutes? I would like to talk to you."He looked at her, surprised, before pulling out
a chair. "Of course." He slid easily onto the chair and, extending a hand, said, "Alessandro.""Hi,"
she smiled. "I'm Gianna.""Gianna? That is an Italian name.""Yes, I'm Italian. I come from Rome."
She gave him a friendly smile. "You are Italian as well?"He thought quickly. Rome wasn't far from
Naples, close enough for families to know of one another. Crossing his fingers under the table,
he answered, "I am from Naples, but I have been away for a long time. Alessandro Rossi." He
sent a silent apology to his Esposito ancestors for having turned his back on their name. Rossi, a
more common surname, would have to do for now."Bianchi. Gianna Bianchi." She unwrapped
the little biscuit. "There is something I need to ask you. Yesterday, when you were away, I didn't
get a biscuit with my coffee or this little design." She indicated the heart-shaped cream. "I
thought these were regular features for coffee here at Marco's. But my friends tell me this isn't
the case."He reddened slightly at the questioning look in her dark eyes."No, they're not. I
guessed you were Italian and liked your coffee the Italian way.""Yes, I do. So, I was getting a
special treat. I'm so sorry that I didn't realize that.""No problem," he smiled at her apology. "I
could see you were enjoying it.""Yes, I was. But how did you learn to make coffee like this?""My
grandma taught me. She actually taught me everything I know about cooking. She wants me to



open a restaurant someday.""You should." Gianna always admired someone with ambition, and
if he could make coffee like this and his grandmother had taught him cooking in the Italian style,
then a restaurant seemed to be the right way to go. "There are so many restaurants here, but so
few where you can get real Italian food. Real pasta and real pizza."He heard the longing tone in
her voice. "You sound like you miss Italy?""Sometimes, yes. The food and clothes." This was a
topic she didn't allow herself to think about too often."But don't you get to go back for a holiday
or to see your family at Christmas?"She shook her head. "My holidays are too short for that and
Christmas is very busy. I am a lawyer, so work is pretty relentless."She refrained from adding that
she didn't really want to go back, not now she had a good law career. Besides, the life she had
left behind wasn't very welcoming. Her father had died when she was a child, and a childhood
spent in boarding schools hadn't allowed her to put down any lasting roots in Rome. Add to that
a distant mother who didn't do hugs and kisses in the usual Italian way; staying in New York was
much more appealing.Feeling there was something Gianna wasn't telling him, Alessandro
decided not to question her any further. He would have thought that a successful lawyer should
be able to take holidays and travel at will.He rose from the table when he heard the manager
calling him. "Back in a sec." He tapped the table before walking away.Gianna followed him with
her eyes. There was something special about him. Could it be the pleasure of meeting a fellow
countryman so far from home? Surely not. She had escaped from all things connected to her
country. Yet today, he seemed so different. Alessandro Rossi was no humble waiter. That shirt he
was wearing was real silk, not a cheap department store imitation. And the watch and rings he
wore reminded her of the ones worn by wealthier people on the piazza. But it wasn't just that. It
was the depth in his dark eyes, the lingering scent of cologne, and his Italian accent rolling over
the English words. Waiting for him to return, she sipped her coffee, watching the heart shape
disappear as she inhaled the rich aroma.When he returned, he placed another coffee and
biscuit on the table, insisting that it was his treat."If you would like to come to my apartment, I
can cook you a real Italian meal," he said, slipping back into his chair.Surprised, she tried to
think of how to answer. She would love a real Italian meal again, and an evening getting to know
him better attracted her as well. But going to his apartment so soon after meeting him? No. They
would have to meet up some other way."Thank you, but perhaps we could check out some of the
Italian places in town. There is one near Times Square. It's not too bad.""OK," he tried to hide his
disappointment. "Let's do that. Tomorrow night?"She nodded."I can meet you here when you
finish work."She nodded again. "Perfect. I'll come here right after I leave the office. At six.""Great,
I'll see you then."He helped her to put on her jacket and clasped his hands together as he
watched her leave the café. Yes, he had done it. He should have known she would eventually
notice the special coffees he had made for her the past month.But she was even more beautiful
than he had realized. Sitting opposite her, he had noticed how delicate her hands were when
she raised her cup to her full lips. She wore a simple necklace and had lovely, even white
teeth.He repeated her name under his breath, "Gianna Bianchi."Then he thought about the
name he had given himself – Alessandro Rossi. Not Alessandro Esposito. He would have to



remember that he gave her that name. If they became closer, he might be able to tell her his real
name. But not yet. For now, he didn't need her connecting him to the mob. Refraining from
hugging himself, he went back to complete his shift.Charlotte was hovering by her desk when
she got back to the office."Gianna, you went for coffee without me," she said accusingly. "And
you don't even have the grace to blush about it.""No, I don't." Gianna slung her jacket on the
back of the chair."Was he there? Did you meet him?"Switching her computer back on, Gianna
nodded. "Yes, and you were right about the coffee.""I knew it. When is he taking you
out?"Gianna gave her a deadpan look. "Now that would be telling, wouldn't it?"She smiled to
herself as Charlotte stormed angrily back to her own desk. Experience had taught Gianna that a
secret shared with Charlotte only remained a secret until she found someone else to pass it on
to. Much as she enjoyed Charlotte's company, Gianna had no desire to see her personal life
become office gossip.Looking at the number of unread emails in her inbox, she realized she had
more serious issues to worry about for the afternoon. The acquisition deal was stalling again,
and the clients were becoming angry, very angry from the tone of the last email. And she had
made a mistake, an inexcusable mistake she realized as she checked through the previous
day's work.Slamming a pen on the desk, she put her head in her hands. Mistakes were so unlike
her. She didn't make mistakes. Seeing her plans to spend the evening preparing for her date with
Marco going by the wayside, replaced by the problems of the acquisition deal, she gritted her
teeth and set to work.Chapter 3Charlotte was still focused on the topic of Alessandro when she
saw Gianna arriving at work the following morning. She raised her eyebrows and attempted a
wolf whistle when she saw the blue-flowered dress Gianna was wearing under her work jacket.
Gianna didn't do dresses, at least not dresses as pretty and feminine as this one. She was more
of a suit type of person. Something had to be up."Going somewhere nice?" she asked as they
both stood by the coffee machine. "Only your dress is, like, wow.""Isn't it?" Gianna asked gently,
smiling at Charlotte's curiosity. Charlotte wouldn't rest easy until she heard the full truth.
Tomorrow she would tell her but not today, not until it was all over. However, that did not stop
Charlotte from making pointed comments throughout the day until the word that Gianna had a
date became old news.Alessandro was waiting for her at the café door at 6 pm wearing a dark
jacket over his black trousers and a silk shirt. He was feeling a little bit nervous. This was a girl he
really wanted, the first one who had attracted him since his move to the States. Watching her
coming towards him, he admired the clothes she was wearing. She had a heavy coat hanging
loose over a light blue dress, and she wore knee-high boots suited to walking on the frosty
pavements. She certainly looked different from how she looked on regular workdays and even
more interesting. Usually, she was dressed in a smart suit, but he could see she had made a
special effort on this occasion.Approaching her, he took her hand and kissed her on both
cheeks in the European way, asking, "Shall we go?""Sure," she answered. "I've made the
reservation. It's a place called Miko's just off Times Square. We had better get a taxi. It would
take too long to get there by walking."He promptly raised a hand to flag down a taxi.When they
were seated in the back of the taxi, he got a tantalizing whiff of her perfume, a fragrance that



reminded him of the expensive perfumes his grandma wore. The taxi wove its way through the
crowded New York streets, making him realize again how much busier this place was than his
native Naples.People were rushing home from work; police officers were attempting to control
traffic, motorcyclists were darting in and out between the lanes, pedestrians on the crowded
footpaths wearing heavy coats or mufflers struggled through the cold evening. Gianna leaned
forward to give the driver instructions. She had been there before; in fact, it was the only
restaurant In New York that she actually liked apart from Marco's, and that place was just for
lunch and coffee.Turning to Alessandro, she explained, "Miko's is part of a chain, but it's a small,
local chain, not like the huge burger chains. Maybe this is something you should consider doing,
Alessandro? Opening a restaurant and then letting it expand to chain level? It would be a lot of
work, but it sounds like the type of work that you enjoy."Breathing in the scent of her perfume, he
listened carefully. She certainly seemed to know a lot about the New York business. His curiosity
piqued, he asked, "Did you study business?""No, I studied law in Rome but came here
immediately when I got the job offer. How about you, Alessandro? What did you study?"He
thought quickly. He didn't want to tell her he had studied business or even that he had studied
outside of Italy. He could tell her all of that when they became closer, but not now. He couldn't
risk losing her before they had even had their first date."I studied drama," he answered,
unconsciously crossing his fingers. "In a little college in Naples, a place I think has closed since
then. But I should really have gone to culinary school. That was what Granma advised, but at the
time, I fancied myself as an actor. That clearly didn't quite work out as planned, so now I am here
to do what I should have done originally, to learn cooking and gain the skills I need to open my
own place."She surprised him by laying a hand on his knee. "Hey, just keep doing what you're
doing. I'm sure you'll make it in the cooking field. In the years to come, we will be going to
Alessandro's, and Miko will have to take a back seat."He loved her easy confidence. She
obviously hadn't struggled in her career path."You really think so?""No, I know so. People who
have left their home countries in search of a better life are usually hungry for success. They
make it where the locals fail.""OK, I'll take your word for it."The taxi pulled up outside the
restaurant, and Alessandro reached in his pocket to pay the fare.Walking beside her into the
restaurant, he inhaled the scent of her perfume again when a stray strand of her hair brushed his
face. Resisting the urge to put an arm around her, he followed the waiter to a table in a dim
corner with a tall candle flickering in a Chianti bottle and menus already in place."Now, this looks
good," Alessandro said, reaching for a menu. "Shall we have some Prosecco?" He smiled. "To
celebrate our first evening together.""OK."He obviously intended more evenings like this. She
was happy at that idea. Already she felt amazingly comfortable in his company, a lot more
comfortable than she had felt in the company of the other men she had dated. Perhaps there
was a lesson there, she thought. She had been avoiding Italian men after her experience back
home. Maybe that was why she was still alone and single. Perhaps her own countrymen suited
her better after all."OK, what will you do when you open your restaurant?"She wanted to hear
more about his plans. She had approached her arrival in America so differently. She had already



had a safe, secure job in the field she had been trained in."I'll just cook—Cook in the traditional
Italian way. But enough about me. Tell me more about you. What do you do all day at
work?""Legal stuff. Right now, I'm working on an acquisitions deal for a client who, quite
honestly, is driving me insane. Either I am doing something wrong, or the client is putting in his
own ideas behind my back. But I can't argue with him. He is one of our best-paying clients."He
raised his head; this was something he could help her with."Tell me some facts about the deal. I
may have come across this before.”She frowned. "Do you know a lot about business and
business dealings?""No," he answered quickly. That had been a close one. "I listened to a friend
of my granma's who was taking over a restaurant building. I picked up some information from
listening to them.""Oh, OK." She outlined the areas of the acquisition project she was having
trouble with, giving him all of the details, watching him nodding as she spoke."Yes, that is a
common problem," he said when she had finished speaking. "But look at it like this. It will
become much clearer." Taking a napkin and pen, he sketched his resolution of the problem for
her."Wow, why didn't I see that?" She looked in surprise at his notes. "I must really have been
brain dead when I was working on this. Thank you."She kissed him on the cheek in
gratitude."While studying drama, did you look at any of the plays set in Italy? Romeo and Juliet,
for example?"He shook his head, "No, but I may have slept through the lectures. I wasn't a very
good student. Did you miss out on stuff because you didn't concentrate?"She shook her head. "I
worked hard. I was determined to make a career in law. What about away from school? Do you
have any hobbies?"She might have known the conversation would veer to cooking. Never having
had any interest in it before, she listened as he spoke passionately about how the dishes put
before them had been prepared and how he would do it differently. Looking at the enthusiasm
clear on his face, she found herself admiring his passion. "I wish I could feel so passionate about
my work.""I'm sure you do." He smiled, bringing a blush to her face.Chapter 4The taxi pulled up
in front of her apartment building. Throughout the journey from the restaurant, she had rested
her head on his shoulder.He had hoped that she would invite him in, but when he opened the
taxi door for her, she said, "Best say our goodbyes here." She then reached up to give him a
peck on the cheek.Kissing her on one cheek and then the other, he caught the scent of her
perfume once again. A tingling in his groin encouraged him to hug her close for a moment, but
he was careful to release her quickly. She seemed like the type of girl who wanted to move
slowly."See you at Marco's.""See you tomorrow for coffee." She smiled at him warmly, and with a
final wave goodbye, she entered her apartment building."This sure is a stylish place," he
mumbled as he looked up at the impressive façade before getting back into the taxi.He hoped
she would invite him up some night soon, but she wasn't like the other girls he had met who
were happy to invite men into their bedrooms on the first date. Anyhow, he would see her at the
restaurant tomorrow, and he vowed that he would have her special coffee waiting for her.In the
meantime, Gianna sat in her living room and wondered if she should have invited him up. It is
usually expected at the end of the date to invite him in for coffee. But she prefers to do things
differently. She hoped Alessandro would understand. She would meet him again for coffee in the



morning, and when they became closer, perhaps, she would invite him up to her place.There
were so many things she didn't know about him. He seemed wealthy, too wealthy for a waiter's
salary. And he seemed sure that he could raise the money to start his own restaurant without any
trouble. He also had a really good understanding of business.He had solved that acquisitions
problem so easily, making her feel a little foolish. This was the stuff she had been trained in, but
he had seemed to grasp the issue simply based on a conversation his grandmother had had.
She guessed that his family was wealthy. However, that wasn't her concern, she thought, rising
to fix herself a drink. She reminded herself that she had only been on one date with him. She
wasn't marrying him, but she could enjoy getting to know him better.In Alessandro's apartment,
the light on the answering machine was flashing. He stared at it for a moment and then decided
to ignore it. There could be nothing urgent at this hour of the night.Pouring himself a cognac, he
settled on his couch to think about his night with the beautiful woman in blue. She was
everything he had expected her to be, intelligent and fun. Serving her in the café, he had
considered her attractive. But now he knew she was more than attractive. She was beautiful with
those deep dark eyes. And she was sexy. He thought again about how her dress had hugged her
body and of that strangely alluring perfume she wore. Tomorrow he would see her again, and
some night soon, perhaps, she would come up to his apartment.His mobile ringing loudly woke
him up in the middle of the night. An Italian number showed up on the screen, a number he didn't
recognize. When he answered, he heard his father's voice on the other end. His father … how
long had it been since the old man had contacted him?Something must be wrong if he was
ringing him at this hour. Remembering the time difference, he realized it was morning in Italy.
What could the old man be on the warpath about now? He wasn't given to making social calls, at
least not to his son."Father, what can I do for you?""You need to come home, son," the voice on
the other end replied."Sorry I can't come home. I have work to do.""Well, you have to come
home. Your grandma is very ill. She has been in the hospital for the past week, and they don't
think she will last much longer."Granma dying? Alessandro stared at the phone. This couldn't be
true. People like his Granma didn't die. She was too strong to die."Granma? But what is wrong
with her?""Her heart. She is not as young as she used to be, and she is asking for you. You need
to come back."Alessandro drew a deep breath in an attempt to steady himself."OK, I will see
what I can do, but first I will have to book time off work.""You have to book time off work? Are you
serious, son? You must have enough money to be able to afford not to work.""What do you mean
by that?""You know what I mean. Did you really think you could get away with that trick you
played while you were working in the factory?""Trick?""Yes, trick. Siphoning that money into your
own account. Did you really think your old man was too stupid to notice?""You're confusing
me."Alessandro felt a trickle of perspiration down his spine. How had the old man discovered
that, and why hadn't he done anything about it? It wasn't like him to take losing money
lightly."No, Alessandro. I am not confusing you. I found out when my accountant checked the
books. Maybe with your college education, you thought I wouldn't be able to discover what you
had done. But you don't have to worry, son, I'm not asking for the money back. There are other



ways you can pay me back. For the moment, let's concentrate on getting you home. When
exactly do you think you're going to arrive? And don't feed me that line about needing
money."Alessandro had to think quickly. He needed to see his grandma. He couldn't imagine
losing her without talking to her and saying goodbye. But if he went back, what would his father
do to him? Not that he would do anything to him personally. His father didn't like to get his hands
dirty. He hired people to do that sort of work for him."Okay." He could tell his father was impatient
for his answer. "I will get back to you in the morning. I'll look for flights soon and let work
know.""Okay, son. Ring me when you have a flight booked. And don't forget, your grandma isn't
going to live for much longer."And he was gone, the phone slammed down in his usual gruff
fashion. Alessandro wiped his forehead. It was covered in nervous sweat after that
conversation.Slumping into a chair, he realized he had more to worry about than a shapely girl in
a blue dress. He would have to go back to Naples, but how could he do that safely, and should
he tell Gianna before he left? Of course, he had to let her know. But she didn't need to know
about his family's connections to the mob. Letting her know that was a sure way to lose her.She
hadn't given him any details about why she had left Italy. She probably understood some of the
gangster stuff going on there. If he left without telling her, she would think he had turned his back
on her and wasn't really interested. No, he had to tell her, he had to tell her immediately.
Reaching into his wallet, he found her business card with her mobile number on it.He sent her a
text message."Are you awake?" he said."Yes," she answered.He dialed her number
immediately."I didn't expect to hear from you again tonight.""I know. I've just found out that I need
to go home. My grandma is very sick. Actually, she's dying.""No! What happened?""They think
it's her heart. They said if I don't go quickly, I may miss seeing her again.""Alessandro, I am so
sorry.""I know. Thank you."She continued in a rush, "And I'm so sorry I didn't invite you in. I
should have done. Will we be able to meet before you go?""I don't know. I have to book my flights
still. Look, I'll text you as soon as I know.""Do that. Please do that."He put down the phone.There
was no hope of sleeping for the rest of the night. He packed some things into a carry-on bag and
transferred money into the current account he used for everyday expenses. He couldn't risk
bringing his Swiss bank card with him. By 7:00 am, he had booked a flight online, one that would
arrive in Rome in the late evening. He had just enough time before the flight to meet Gianna and
get a message to Marco's.Shit, why did this have to happen just when he had a chance to get to
know Gianna? And why did Granma have to become ill before he could tell her about opening a
restaurant?Chapter 5Gianna was waiting for him at a small diner in Manhattan. She had
managed to swing the morning off work, and she appeared to have had as little sleep as he did.
Grabbing two coffees, she joined him at a table on the sidewalk."Do you have everything ready
for your flight?" she asked, a worried frown on her face.Patting his carry-on bag, he nodded. "I
don't need to bring a lot. I should only be gone for a few days. There is plenty of return flights
available.""When you get back, you must come over. I should have asked you last night. You
must have thought that I didn't enjoy the evening when I left you there on the sidewalk.""No." He
shook his head. "I understood perfectly, but when I come to your apartment, will you allow me to



cook a proper Italian meal for you?""Of course. I can buy the wine, whatever you want. But you
must cook whatever you like cooking best.""Sure, that will be a pleasure. Something to look
forward to."He reached across the table for her hand. "It is such a pity this happened when we
were just getting to know one another."She laid her other hand on top of his. "When you get
back, maybe we can pick up where we left off last night?""Of course. I will look forward to that
during the days ahead.""They will be tough days, Alessandro."He told her about his father's
response when he rang him with his flight details. Granma had deteriorated more during the
night and wasn't expected to make it. He was glad he had booked a flight so quickly.When he
rose to leave, she stood to give him a kiss on the cheek."I'll be thinking of you, Alessandro. Call
me if you need someone to talk to."She was still standing there when he reached the corner and
turned out of view. He was glad they had met up before he left. He felt a little better as he sat in
the taxi on the way to the airport. Granma would probably die soon, but he had come back to
Gianna to look forward to at least.Charlotte was waiting with a list of questions when Gianna got
into work mid-morning."You are late. That must have been a good night out."Gianna gave her a
weak smile."Yes, it was.""And are you going to tell me all about it?""OK." Gianna knew there was
no escaping this inquisition."We went for a meal, and it was a lovely night.""Don't tell me you
slept with him on the first date!""No, I didn't. And even if I had, I wouldn't tell you. Unfortunately,
he is flying back to Italy now. He's been called home. His grandmother is dying.""Shit. That will
put a stop to the romance for a day or two.""More like a week." Gianna was opening her laptop.
"Charlotte, don't you have some work to catch up on?""I do, but where's the fun in that?" With a
sigh, Charlotte returned to her desk. She liked Gianna. If only she could be more laid back about
work sometimes.Gianna started working again on the acquisition deal. Remembering
Alessandro's instructions, she was able to finally make sense of what the clients had asked for.
But how had he known all this stuff? Could a simple conversation between two elderly ladies in
Naples have dealt with complex acquisitions deals? She tapped a pencil on her teeth as she
wondered.But she didn't want to start doubting him, especially now that he had to return home
under such tragic circumstances. Yet, she knew there were questions she would need answers
to sooner rather than later.She tried to push the questions to the back of her mind. She knew she
had a terrible habit of filling with doubts whenever she met someone new. It was all because of
her past experiences. If she was going to have a successful relationship, she would have to
forget that experience and take people as she found them.Looking across the office at Charlotte,
she wondered how that girl avoided having bad experiences. But she visited a shrink on a
regular basis. Gianna couldn't imagine pouring out her heart to a stranger and then telling the
whole office about it in the way Charlotte did.With a sigh, she closed the laptop and called
Charlotte. "Let's go get some coffee."Chapter 6Alessandro slept on the flight. It was an uneasy
sleep punctuated by sounds of gunshots and pictures of bodies lying in hallways, blood
spreading over their shirts. When the flight landed, and he woke up, the man beside him turned
to him."Do you always talk in your sleep?""No. Was I talking in my sleep just then?""Oh yeah.
That seems to have been a wild dream you were having."Alessandro shrugged, "Maybe



because I don't like flying?""That explains it," the man replied.Checking his mobile, Alessandro
saw Lorenzo's reply to his text. Yes, he would meet him at the airport, and Alessandro could stay
with him in Naples. That was exactly the good news that Alessandro needed to hear.Now, he
would have someone to rescue him if his father turned nasty. How good Lorenzo would be in a
fight, he wasn't sure. But at least he would be there if there was a crisis of some sort. Knowing
his father, the possibilities of a crisis were huge. And the subject of the money couldn't be
avoided, but he would deal with that when it arose.Walking through arrivals, he was surprised by
a tap on his shoulder. Turning around, he saw two men in dark suits and tinted glasses facing
him."Hello, Alessandro," one of them said. "Your father sent us to pick you up.""I have already
arranged a lift; a friend is meeting me here."Alessandro hadn't seen the men before, but judging
by their appearance, they were some of his father's henchmen, obviously sent to make sure he
went straight to Naples. Alessandro could do without this."My friend has driven all the way from
Milan to pick me up. I really can't let him down after he's offered to do this for me.""Listen,
Buddy," the shorter man spoke again. "Your father has gone to a lot of trouble to make it easy for
you to get to Naples. Don't forget; he lost his mother a few hours ago.""His mother? You mean
granma – has she already passed away?""Yes, she died. So, the best thing you can do is join us
in the car so we can take you straight to your father's house."He was shocked; he had hoped to
see her before she died. Suddenly, he didn't want to be there. He had come home to see his
grandmother, not to share a car with these goons on the road to Naples. Turning around, he
spotted Lorenzo entering the arrivals hall. That was his out.Waving to his friend, he turned to the
men."My friend is here. Sorry folks, but I'm going to Naples with him.""Well, let's go to his car,
see if we can give him an escort."Alessandro left the airport escorted by Lorenzo and his father's
henchmen to see two black limousines parked at the entrance and Lorenzo's Fiat looking very
small by comparison.Getting into Lorenzo's vehicle, he saw one of the black cars pulling out in
front of them and the other pulling in behind.Lorenzo shot him a quizzical look. "Are these guys
friends of yours?"Alessandro shook his head."Alessandro, it is really none of my business. But
are your family connected with them?""Yes, unfortunately. Why do you think I left Naples,
Lorenzo? I couldn't live there knowing that was how my father made his money. Consider
yourself lucky. Your father deals in textiles. Not so, my old man."Lorenzo didn't answer, but
Alessandro could see he was pondering over what he had said. When he did answer, his voice
was reassuring. "Anything I can help you with, just give me a shout. If you want to escape from
them over the coming days, I'm here for you."Five minutes later, he spoke again, "Your
grandmother, was she part of all this?"He shook his head. "No. Granma hated the mob. That was
why she got me out of here and safely in Geneva.""OK."When they arrived in Naples, still
sandwiched between the mobsters' cars, a large crowd was gathered at the house. His father
seemed to have a bigger role in the mob than Alessandro had realized. These mourners could
only be his comrades.Pushing through the crowd of mourners, his hand was repeatedly shaken,
and he heard hushed mutterings of, "Great woman, your granma."The next day he could only
imagine his granma's horror in whatever place she was, watching this horde of mobsters at her



funeral. How dare his father sully her memory by inviting the mob along? But he would have to
keep his mouth shut and fall in line with whatever was planned.The day passed in a daze. His
father, unusually quiet, played the role of chief mourner with dignity, accepting sympathies and
squeezing hands. And then his grandma was taken to her final resting place in the family
mausoleum in Naples."One day, we'll all join her here, son."His father squeezed his elbow as the
tomb was sealed. Alessandro moved away. He certainly wasn't going to share a grave with his
father, especially not after the mob display he had seen at Granma's funeral.Tomorrow, when
everyone had left, and they were alone, he would have it out with his father. The mourners would
have returned by then to whatever corners they hung out in. And Lorenzo had said work needed
him, so he would be leaving too, confident that Alessandro seemed to be surviving his return
home. He, at least, would be within calling distance should anything erupt.But Alessandro knew
the calm that surrounded the funeral couldn't last. His father hadn't mentioned the money yet.
His father would definitely not let that one slide. Alessandro kept expecting the subject to be
brought up, but when his father decided to talk, it was on a different but more disturbing
topic."Signor Romano had an interesting suggestion yesterday," his father announced over
breakfast the day after the funeral."Yes?"Alessandro knew Signor Romano. He had gone to
school with his daughter and had caught her eyeing him from under her hat several times during
the funeral. She was the same age as him, and he had been surprised to hear she wasn't
married. Her father was probably protecting her until somebody suitably wealthy came along.
Well, that was what would motivate a large winemaker, who had connections to the mob."And
his suggestion was?""He wants Nina to get married. He thought you would be a suitable
husband.""Me? He wants me to marry his daughter? No way. I am going back to America."His
father pushed aside his coffee. "America? Your home is here. This is where you have family and
your culture: shit, son. You have a readymade business waiting for you here. America is only for
dreamers.""Well, that is where I am going to live my life.""Not so fast. Remember, I told you there
is a way you can repay me the money you stole? I don't want the money back. But I do want this
favor. You marry Nina Romano, and we will forget about the money. But if you don't marry Nina,
then everything comes into play. You know what I mean when I say everything comes into play?"
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