The Jewel Trilogy
Three Novels and a Novella
By Hallee Bridgeman
Smashwords Edition
Published for Hallee Bridgeman at Smashwords
by Olivia Kimbrell Press
The Jewel Trilogy by Hallee Bridgeman
Sapphire Ice, The Jewel Trilogy Volume 1
Greater Than Rubies: A novella
Emerald Fire, The Jewel Trilogy Volume 2
Topaz Heat, The Jewel Trilogy Volume 3
The Jewel Trilogy Second Edition. Copyright © 2012 by Hallee Bridgeman. All rights reserved. No part of any of the content of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without express written permission of the author. Your support and respect for the property of this author is appreciated.
Find other titles by Hallee Bridgeman at Smashwords.
Cover Art by Debi Warford (www.debiwarford.com)
Boston photo by Robert Lowe (username rmlowe on Flickr) licensed under Creative Commons (CC) license
PUBLISHED BY:
Olivia Kimbrell Press
ISBN-13: 978-0615658599
ISBN-10: 0615658598
EBook ISBN: 978-1452492889
Smashwords Edition Text/PDB Special
Special ISBN: 978-1476028187
This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.
Some scripture quotations courtesy of the King James Version of the Holy Bible.
Some scripture quotations courtesy of the New King James Version of the Holy Bible, Copyright © 1979, 1980, 1982 by Thomas- Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
Part 1 of the Jewel Trilogy
a Novel by
Hallee Bridgeman
Smashwords Edition
Published for Hallee Bridgeman at Smashwords
by Olivia Kimbrell Press
Sapphire Ice, Part 1 of the Jewel Trilogy
Third edition. Copyright © 2012 by Hallee Bridgeman. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without express written permission of the author. Your support and respect for the property of this author is appreciated.
Find other titles by Hallee Bridgeman at Smashwords.
Cover Art and graphics by Debi Warford
Boston skyline photo by Nicole Kotschate (username mcfly1980 licensed under agreement by SXC.hu)
Words and lyrics from the hymn, SOFTLY AND TENDERLY JESUS IS CALLING, in the public domain. Words & Music by Will L. Thompson, originally published in Sparkling Gems, Nos. 1 and 2, by J. Calvin Bushey (Chicago, Illinois: Will L. Thompson & Company, 1880)
PUBLISHED BY: Olivia Kimbrell Press
ISBN-13: 978-0615622095 (Olivia Kimbrell Press)
ISBN-10: 0615622097
EBook ISBN: 9781452416526 (Olivia Kimbrell Press)
Smashwords Edition Text/PDB Special
Special ISBN: 9781476142005
HERE were three of them. Sisters. Half sisters, technically, born to the same mother but different fathers. They lived in bad circumstances, the kind of childhood existence that makes for melodramatic and heart-wrenching movie of the week scripts. There were nights when it was bad, and then there were those nights when it was really bad. The really bad nights they all had to hide.
Tonight was one of those really bad nights.
Robin hadn’t gotten out of the way fast enough. Maxine and Sarah had been able to hear her screaming from their closet hiding place, but to go out there, to face him wouldn’t have helped Robin. It would have just given him two more targets, or possibly hostages. Eventually, Robin crawled in with them, shaking with fear and rage, not even knowing which was the strongest emotion from one tremor to the next. She’d managed to fight him off this time. He was probably still trying to get his breath back. But Robin needed her strength for the next day … and the next … and the one after that.
Robin was fifteen, blonde, blue eyed, and already beautiful. She was the oldest of the three, the protector of the other two. She had no memory of her father but knew he was doing seven to twenty-one for trafficking cocaine.
Green eyed Maxine was twelve, olive-skinned, with straight, dark hair that testified to the proof of her father’s American Indian blood. He had been a warm bed on a drunken night, and only Maxine’s features gave evidence of which of her mother’s many one night stands had fathered her. She had never learned his name. Neither had her mother.
Little Sarah was nine. She was thin – too thin – pale, and small enough to pass for six. Her brown, curly hair had red streaks that came out in the summer. She needed glasses, but he had already broken them twice, so she gave up on them. When Sarah was two, her father had played lollipop with a loaded revolver and lost.
Robin wrapped her sisters in her arms as they heard the front door open, heard their mother’s raucous laughter and a man’s answering voice. Then HE started yelling and the sound of breaking glass made each girl flinch.
Their mother’s shrill shrieks added to the cacophony, and the new man’s voice joined in. The three girls inched farther back into the closet as the fight intensified. Shouting escalated. Words began to become clearer. Robin tried to cover her sisters’ ears to block out the quarrel. The adults screamed at each other about a deal gone bad, about drugs, about money. There had been many fights like this in the past, and the three sisters prayed that he would leave this time.
Sarah screamed at the sound of the gunshot. Robin grabbed her and covered her mouth with her hand. Greasy fear churned through her gut at the sound of another shot. And another. And another. Four shots in all, then a deafening, roaring silence that screamed in their small ears.
In the silence, Maxine shifted, but Robin gripped her arm tight enough to bruise, her dirty nails digging into her sister’s brown skin. Heavy boots moved through the apartment, entered their room, started toward the closet. They each drew in a breath and held it, surprised their teeth didn’t rattle and give them away. Then the screech of sirens penetrated the thin walls and they heard the heavy boots run, heard the door slam.
They didn’t move. They waited through the silence, through the banging on the door, through the dozens of footsteps that entered the apartment. They heard the shouts and the buzzing and chirping of hand held radios. They heard the metallic clicks of hammers falling back onto unfired chambers and eager, stiff muzzles sliding forcefully back into worn leather sheaths. They heard muttered curses about wasted lives or scumbags slaying scumbags. The light in their room flicked on and, after a moment, a voice called, “Hey, Sarge, there’s toys in here. Little girl toys. Dolls and stuff.”
They sat there in the dark, quivering with their backs to the wall, their arms wrapped around each other, and shivered together, terrified of what waited for them outside the closet.
HE wait for a table at Hank’s Place spilled out beyond the patio and into the parking lot. Parents stood in cliquish groups, tightly gripping little trophies, pagers for tables, and various beverages from the bar. Throngs of little leaguers dashed around chasing each other, exactly as loud and somewhat rowdy little boys ought to do. They wore white jerseys with yellow sleeves, each bearing the Hank’s Place logo, which accounted for the presence of such a large crowd on the last night of the season.
Robin Bartlett balanced her tray over her head and stood on her tiptoes to keep from losing her balance as a pack of nine-year-olds shoved by her. A yellow cap landed at her feet and, with dexterity, she slipped her toe under it and kicked up, catching it in mid air as she continued forward with the drinks. She arrived at her target group of parents and delivered two diet colas, an iced tea, and a water with lemon without dislodging a single drop.
“Do you know how much longer we’ll be?” A perfectly groomed and well-bejeweled mother asked, irritation heavy in her tone.
Robin smiled, feeling the headache she’d fought all evening start spearing the back of her right eyebrow. “We’re setting up for you in the outside bar area,” she answered. Number seventeen bumped into her, knocking her sideways. Seeing a head bare of a cap, she placed the cap in her hand atop the tawny head and gave the bill a quick tug. “Shouldn’t be more than five or ten minutes.”
The customer pursed her lips but didn’t say anything. Robin stepped slightly to the left and addressed the next group clustered around the large potted fern. “Would you like something from the bar while you’re waiting?”
One of the women in the group answered. As she shoved the designer sunglasses on top of her head, the diamond tennis bracelet on her tanned wrist caught the light of the setting sun. “We’re a church group.”
Robin bit her tongue before she blurted out exactly what she thought of “church groups” and instead smiled a bright, saccharine smile. “I can get you water or cola from the bar as well.”
The woman actually looked Robin up and down, from the toes of her worn out black sneakers to the top of her tightly bound blonde hair. Once she had concluded her inspection, she turned her back as she spoke, as if dismissing Robin. “No, thank you,” she said.
Robin shrugged it off. She met a dozen like her a day. She worked her way through the crowd, taking drink orders and reassuring parents that the wait wouldn’t be much longer. Some were rude, some polite. Robin guessed the polite ones had once waited tables. It didn’t matter either way to Robin. Robin’s boss paid her simply to fill drink orders, not make lifelong friends.
After making her way back into the restaurant and behind the bar to pour wine and beer, she paused for just a moment to roll her head on her neck, trying to relieve some of the tension. She caught her reflection in the mirror behind the bar. She wore her blonde hair wrapped into a tight bun at the base of her neck. Instead of detracting from her beauty, it accented her high cheekbones and long neck and helped the casual observer focus on her deep blue eyes and long lashes. She wore makeup only to hide the shadows under her eyes and the cheeks pale from fatigue, but the light dusting of lipstick simply made her full lips all the more appealing. She wore the standard bartender uniform of Hank’s Place, with her starched white shirt and black slacks, which helped to exhibit her thin waist and long legs.
She’d worked in the bar for eight years. Hank had given her the job at eighteen, and from the first day she’d had to fight off the men who made passes on an almost nightly basis. The regulars eventually learned that a date could not be had, and also attained an education on just how badly fingers could ache for days as the consequence of a casual touch. A few times she’d been tempted to take one of them up on the offer for a date, but the truth of the matter was that she didn’t have time. She didn’t have the time for a date, and she certainly didn’t have the time for a man in her life.
Robin simply worked. She slept, ate, and worked. She methodically made drinks and served customers. She was the head bartender now, and while she could have done without the added responsibility, the extra pay helped. The little bonuses Hank slipped into her paycheck from time to time let her know that he appreciated her and the regular crowd who managed to find their way in only on the nights she worked.
Two hours later, her hands burning from the bleach water used to wash the glasses and her feet feeling like they might just fall off, the restaurant reached its peak dinner time. People at the entrance were told that the wait would be at least an hour if not more and the customers, to Robin’s continuing surprise, accepted that. Happy hour came to an end and the rush of double orders ended, so Robin just concentrated on keeping the waiting customers happy and keeping the eating customers served. That worked for her because her headache beat against her skull in a thundering rhythm that she kept expecting nearby people to overhear.
Regardless, her smile looked fresh to the new customers who had sidled up to whatever free spot there remained along the bar, and she fixed their drinks with the same efficiency as she had two hours earlier. She took money, pocketed tips, and offered an audible, “thank you,” as a mother carted out a toddler who had been screaming for the last forty-five minutes. She turned toward the cash register and barreled into the solid chest of Hank Lamore. Even though she stood nearly six feet tall herself, she barely reached his shoulder, and had to crane her neck to give him a grin.
Hank ran his place as tightly as he’d run his ship when he’d been a Captain in the Navy. He was edging toward sixty now, but discipline over his body and the daily workout regime he put himself through kept him looking early forties. Robin loved him like the father she’d never had, and owed him almost everything.
“Break, Robin,” he stated flatly in his gravelly voice.
She snorted and skirted around him, not even bothering to respond.
He turned and snatched the bills out of her hand and stepped between her and the cash register. “I said break. And I mean a full half hour. Not the measly five minutes you try to get away with.”
If she sat down for a full half hour, Robin knew she’d fall asleep. Still, it was best not to argue with the boss. She’d get off her feet for a few minutes, drink a cup of coffee, maybe take an aspirin, and then get back to work. Hank might growl at her then, but he wouldn’t try to force the issue.
With cup in hand and a be-right-back wave to her regulars, she went through the double doors off to the side of the bar into the kitchen. Casey stood at his place behind the huge stainless steel table, inspecting plates and passing or failing them with his very high standards of sensory appeal. Those approved went onto the warmer shelf in front of him where the wait staff lingered, waiting to pick up their orders. Those rejected were sent back to the minions behind him who then scurried to make repairs and please the legend. Chef Casey stood very short and very thin, thin enough that it always surprised Robin that he could even lift the larger pots off the stove.
He gifted Robin with the grimace that passed for his smile, making his uneven teeth flash startling white against his ebony face. “Hiya.”
Robin smiled back, “Hiya yourself.” Then she headed to the corner of the big room toward a large table that sat ready and waiting for the staff to sit and relax on their breaks.
“Alright, then.”
The greeting was a ritual, and hadn’t changed over the past eight years. With a sigh, Robin leaned back in the chair and propped her feet in the one across from her. “How’s the world treating you, Casey?”
“Well, now, here and there, mostly.” A plate with a ten-ounce steak, mushroom risotto, and some fresh vegetables artfully displayed on the side made it to the finish line. Once Casey topped it with herbed butter, a waiter immediately snatched it up and put it on his tray. “You’ll be wanting some of my pie to go with that coffee.”
“I would, yes.” She’d offer to get it, but she knew not to enter the stainless steel kingdom. The regular staff – regular meaning anyone not trained in the art and craft of preparing fine cuisine – was relegated to the large oak table in the corner. It was the same table Casey used for mise en place back when Hank’s was nothing more than a glorified one-room burger joint.
She watched him dice some green herbs with such speed and precision that it made Robin’s aching head spin. He sprinkled them into a large stainless steel pot and tasted his sauce before he fixed her a slice of pie. Without asking her, he went into the large freezer and returned with two generous scoops of vanilla ice cream to the top, then served it to her with exaggerated movements. “Not quite the fancy feast you used to getting at that Benedicts.”
Sighing around her spoon at the explosion of taste of perfectly seasoned apples, Robin could only shake her head. When her tongue finally quit enjoying long enough that she could use it to form words, she chuckled. “They’ve got nothing on you, Casey. Not a darned thing.”
His cackle followed him back to the stove. “Not a darn thing,” he laughed while he glanced through a tray of raw aged steaks awaiting his approval before they could have the honor of searing to juicy perfection on the grill.
Neither spoke again. Casey concentrated on perfection while Robin concentrated on quickly devouring as much of the pie as she could. Waitresses and waiters came and went, bringing empty plates to exchange for full ones, too busy to have a conversation during the circle. It didn’t bother Robin, though. She enjoyed the quiet, broken only by the opening and closing of the swinging doors.
One of the bartenders, Marissa was her name, pushed open the door and stuck her head through, scanned the kitchen, then looked back behind her. “She’s in here.”
Robin was just pushing her plate away and was contemplating getting back to work when she looked up and watched her sister Maxine stalk through the doors into the kitchen. “What are you doing here?”
Maxine laughed and glided to the table. She wore some green little sparkly sheath looking thing and shoes with such heels that Robin wondered how she stood without toppling over. Robin had heard people refer to her sister as beautiful all her life, but as adolescence gave way to adulthood, she thought that the word stunning might better apply. Her jet black hair fell thick and straight to her hips. She stood tall and thin with a delicate figure Robin would have gladly traded for her more generous curves. Her most striking feature was her eyes. They were green, nearly emerald, slightly slanted in the corners with lashes so long and full they required no helping enhancements by way of mascara.
Maxine pulled the chair out from under Robin’s feet and sat down, propping her chin in her hands. “I have a date. He’s meeting me here.”
Robin glared at her sister while she contemplated actually getting back on her feet to step out the back door for a quick breath of fresh, Boston air. “You have to work tomorrow.”
Maxine glared right back. “So do you.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
Robin sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Because I’m working now. I’m not out late playing, so that I’ll drag into work tomorrow and have to come up with new ideas on too little sleep.”
Maxine sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve been telling you for a year, Robin, to let me help you, now. You don’t have to work two jobs.”
“I’m not taking your money, Maxi. You work hard for it, and you deserve to be able to have things.”
Maxine grabbed the hair on either side of her head and tugged while she groaned out loud. “Listen to yourself! You’ve done nothing but sacrifice since the day I got out of high school, and you’re talking about me deserving to have nice things! When is it your turn, Robin?”
“Sarah finishes school in two years.”
“You put me through four years of school, set me up with a contact from Benedict’s, and expect me to sit back and make twice as much money as you and not contribute?” She slapped her palm on the top of the table. “That’s nonsense.”
Robin took a pull of her coffee and set the cup down hard enough that it nearly broke. “You wouldn’t be having this conversation with me if I were your mother instead of your sister.”
“Well, you aren’t our mother. Besides, don’t bet I wouldn’t. You’re twenty-six years old. By the time Sarah finishes, you’ll be nearly thirty. That’s when you decide to start living your own life? Almost thirty-years old and never even been on a date?”
Temper surged through Robin in a white flash. She looked into her sister’s face, a face that looked nothing like her own. “I refuse to measure the quality of my life based on the number of men I’ve dated. I will not be like her, dating thirty men by the time she was thirty. Relying on a string of boyfriends for survival, then being shot to death by one of them. Whoopee! Life was one big party.”
Robin stood, put her hands flat on the table, and leaned forward until her face was close to Maxine’s. “I don’t need a man in my life like her to feel my life is complete. I’ve managed to put one of you through college, our sister halfway through, and if I accomplish nothing else, I will have done more than I had ever dreamed possible. I get great joy out of seeing you successful in advertising, as I’ll get when I see Sarah as a nurse. If it means that I sacrifice my youth, then so be it. Neither one of you will ever have to rely on any man for your livelihood, either.”
Maxine stared at her for a second, then started laughing. “Is that what this is all about?” She rose from the chair until, in her heels, she stood taller than Robin. “Sis, you can have fun with a man, go out on a date, relax, enjoy yourself, and not have to rely on him for your livelihood. You’re allowed to do that.”
Robin grabbed the cup and drained the rest of the coffee with one swallow. “I don’t need it and I don’t want it. My life is good, now.”
“Your life is work!”
“Work and you two. It’s honest. Clean. I don’t need anything else.”
“You don’t know that!”
“I’ve seen the other side, Maxi. I’m not going there.”
Maxine stepped back and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m not going to try to argue with you anymore. But, will you do one thing?”
She moved to the back door and Maxine followed. “What’s that?”
“Will you go to college when Sarah’s done? Will you let the two of us help you do that?”
It was her turn to laugh. “Yeah, right.” She laughed. “That’s a good one. Me, the high school dropout, go to college at thirty something.”
Maxine squeezed her shoulder and turned to leave. “You’re the smartest person I know, Robin, and you deserve to be happy.”
She pushed the door open with her shoulder and stepped into the cool night air. “I’m happy.”
“No. You’re just happier. There’s a big difference.”
Robin snorted. “Go do whatever it is you do on a date. But try to make it an early day. You have to sell tires or something tomorrow.”
“Ha-ha. Actually it’s peanut butter. We need to convince choosy mothers to choose a different brand.”
Robin plunked down on an overturned crate and stared at the gravel on the ground at her feet long after her sister left. She looked up at the night sky, at the stars she could see through the haze of the city lights. Finally, shaking off the dark mood that apparently came out of nowhere, she went back into the kitchen to find Casey waiting for her with a bottle of aspirin and a glass of water. She smiled as she took them from him, then swallowed two of the pills.
“That Maxi. I’ve always liked that one.” Taking the bottle and the empty glass from her, he turned away, heading back to roost. “Smart girl.”
Robin stretched her lower back. “Shut up, Casey.”
His cackle followed her out of the kitchen.
T seven-thirty that night, Antonio “Tony” Viscolli opened the door to Hank’s Place. He’d done his research. He always did his research. He knew that Thursday nights were the busiest weeknight at Hank’s, just as he knew that Tuesdays and Fridays were the busiest days for lunch, and Saturdays were the busiest nights on the weekend.
This visit was unplanned. Tony wanted to know if he would like or dislike the business without them knowing they had a potential buyer peeking under the carpets. He’d liked what he’d seen on paper. He’d liked what he’d heard on the street. He really liked what he saw when he walked into the building.
The house was packed with families. Somehow, despite the understated elegance and four-star menu, it came off as being a family place. That surprised Tony. He expected the same stuffiness found in fine dining all over the city.
“Impressive,” Barry Anderson said from well above and right beside him.
“Very,” Tony said, moving forward toward the smiling hostess, his towering companion at his side.
“I like it,” the giant offered. “I really like it.”
The hostess explained that there would be a short wait and directed them to the bar area. Tony was an even six-feet tall, with the stereotypical dark olive complexion that most every Sicilian sported, and eyes so brown they looked black, set in a lean, angular face. Still, even at six-feet, he only came up to Barry’s shoulder.
People mistook Barry’s size to mean that he was Tony’s bodyguard, and the men had shared plenty of laughter over the assumption. He stood at six-nine, weighed close to three hundred pounds of steel hard bone and muscle, with sandy blond hair and ice blue eyes. The massive Super Bowl Ring on his massive right hand sparkled in the low lighting.
Barry served as Tony’s attorney, and had done so from the very first business deal Tony had made that required a lawyer. His practice had grown, as Tony’s business had grown, until it was one of the largest law firms in the city. While Barry oversaw his own practice with due diligence, he – and he alone – only ever personally handled Viscolli business.
The bar area was busy for a restaurant bar. When a cheer rippled through the bar, Tony glanced up and saw the possible reason for the crowd. A Red Sox game played on the large flat screen television gracing the wall opposite the bar, and the boys had just pulled ahead.
Two stools became available at the end of the bar. They hadn’t been seated thirty seconds before the bartender appeared in front of them. She handed the man on the other side of Barry a fresh beer, and as she brought her hand back, she pulled the levers on the tap in front of her to fill another two glasses.
“What can I get you gentlemen?” she asked as she Frisbee tossed cardboard coasters in front of them.
The second her eyes collided with Tony’s, he felt like something sucked all of the air out of his chest. Her eyes were crystal blue seas that he was certain would drown him if he let them. Shaking his head to ward off whatever it was that had suddenly struck him, he cleared his throat and gave her his order. “Ginger ale with lemon.”
“And you, sir?” she asked, her eyes sliding over to Barry.
“Shirley Temple.”
Tony had to give her credit. Most bartenders did a double take whenever Barry ordered. She simply nodded and began to prepare their drinks.
“Hey, Robin. No way will you know this one,” the man on Tony’s left spoke.
If he hadn’t been watching her so closely, he wouldn’t have spotted the flicker of annoyance before she laughed and set his drink in front of him. “I’m telling you, Sandy, give it up.”
“No way. I got you this time.” The man laughed and pounded the bar with his fist. “Straight Law Cocktail.”
Her hands were busy while she answered. “Gin and dry sherry.” She added an orange slice and a few extra cherries to the glass and set it in front of Barry. “Stirred, not shaken.”
An elbow nudged Tony’s ribs, making him slosh his drink. “That girl. She’s the best.”
“Is she?” Tony asked rhetorically, then helped right the man before he sopped up the spill with his napkin.
Robin reached across the bar and took the rest of Sandy’s drink. “That’s it, hon’. You’re done.”
“Come on, Robin. At least let me finish my beer.”
Her eyes remained sober through her smile. “Sorry, Sandy. You’re falling off the stool as it is.”
“You can’t just cut a man off at the knees like that.”
Tony watched with interest as she handled the intoxicated man next to him. She set a mug of black coffee in front of him along with his tab, called a cab, made two more drinks, collected Tony’s money for their drinks, and all the while talked to the inebriated man, teased him, kept him happy while he waited for his cab.
Tony could have watched her work all night. The longer he watched, the more he realized that he wasn’t the only man in the building upon whom she had such an affect. Several knew her, stopped to speak with her, and more than one stared at her with the same desire Tony felt skirting at the edges of his mind. It irritated him that he could fall so easily into line with a dozen others, and he frowned into his drink while he considered it.
“Well, well. Antonio Viscolli.” He looked behind him and saw a man who could easily rival Barry in size. His head was shaved, he sported a mustache and a partial beard, and had tattoos running up both arms. “You officially checking me out Mr. Viscolli?” he asked with a laugh.
Tony grinned and held out a hand. “Hank Lamore. It’s good to see you again.”
“You should have told me you were coming out. I’d have held a table.”
“We were coming in from the airport and decided to swing by.” He gestured to his right. “Barry Anderson … Hank Lamore.”
Tony caught one more look at the bartender as she worked farther down the bar before he set his full attention to the matter at hand. “Do you have an office, Hank?”
“Sure. Come on back.”
On the way to the seller’s office, Tony pushed the blonde out of his mind and turned it fully and completely to the business at hand.
HE shrieking of the alarm clock finally penetrated the thick fog of sleep that Robin had savored for too few hours. With a groan, she rolled over and hit the button to silence the stupid thing, then forced herself into a sitting position.
She put her elbows on her knees and rested her face in her hands. Three hours of sleep would get her through the day, but just barely. Hopefully, she’d still get a chance this afternoon to take a nap before she had to be back at Hank’s.
With another groan, she rubbed her face and stood up. It was five-thirty in the morning, and she had to be dressed and at work in forty-five minutes. She stumbled through the darkened apartment, passed the closed door of the room that housed Maxine and Sarah, and into the tiny kitchen. She stopped short when she saw Sarah already at the table, nursing a cup of tea.
“Why are you up so early?” she mumbled, fumbling for a coffee cup, sloshing in the rejuvenating brew that had perked to perfection the last twenty minutes of her sleep time via the wonderful invention of a timer.
“I have a test at seven-thirty.”
Robin collapsed into one of the two remaining chairs and stared at her sister through half-open eyes. Sarah had always been petite and almost delicate, but on the verge of adulthood, she looked nearly angelic. She wore wire-rimmed glasses that subtracted nothing from her hazel eyes. Her hair fell to her shoulders, an auburn mass of curls that no amount of styling could contain, framing a small face sprinkled with freckles. She’d barely breached the five-foot mark, with such a delicate bone structure that Robin sometimes worried a strong hug could break her.
She was studying to be a nurse, and Robin wondered how she’d ever have the stamina to make it through the rigors of the education process. Whenever that particular thought materialized, Robin made herself realize that Sarah had always been tougher than she looked. They all had. Robin just had to constantly remind herself of that fact.
“Why are you up so early?” Sarah asked in return. “Seems like you just got in.”
A yawn made Robin’s jaw pop, and she had to wipe the tears from her eyes before she spoke. “There’s a Chamber of Commerce breakfast at the club this morning.”
Sarah arched an eyebrow. “Isn’t Benedict’s a little fancy for a Chamber breakfast?”
Benedict’s was a very private, very exclusive dining club, and very picky about not only the patrons, but also who worked on staff. She’d applied every two months for three years, but it was one of the most sought after restaurant jobs in the city. The summer before Maxine started college, Robin finally managed to secure a job at Benedict’s. She worked the lunch shift six days a week, and on a slow day made a hundred in tips. She’d been able to put Maxine through college on her tips alone, and managed to save enough from her hourly paycheck at Hank’s for the year that she had to pay the tuition and books for both Maxine and Sarah.
She yawned again. Two more years. Then she could rest. “There’s some member who’s sponsoring it, paying for the whole thing.” Which probably meant scrimpy tips, but it would still amount to more than she could earn bagging groceries for two hours, and that was what counted.
“Are you working lunch, too?”
“Just the first shift. I have to be at Hank’s at six, so I’m taking off at one and sleeping for the afternoon.
Sarah rose to add more water to her cup. “Oh, that reminds me. Can you get some of Benedict’s artichoke dip?”
Robin had her head on the table, quietly dreaming of being back in her bed. “Probably, why?”
“Mom is having some church something or other. I told her I’d try and get her some.”
Sarah sat back down as Robin kept her face hidden. She just felt too tired to fight her emotions, and didn’t want her all too perceptive little sister to recognize the pain that must have flashed in her eyes. It felt like a knife twisting in her heart.
Little Sarah had been the only one of the three girls who made it through the system into a real family. An older couple who’d tried for years to have children of their own had just recently applied for and been approved for foster care. Sarah had still been young enough for them to want to adopt her, and the house she’d been placed in that terrible night that it all happened was the house she still called home. They’d fallen in love with Sarah on that first night, and immediately went through the motions to make her theirs. It was understood that they could only manage one child.
They felt very protective of Sarah and, because she had no memory of anything until that very first morning in their home, they cut off all ties to her past including her half-sisters. Robin fought for visitation rights and the courts finally granted monthly visitation after Sarah turned fifteen. For one hour a month, Robin and Maxine sat in the Thomas kitchen and drank coffee while reacquainting themselves with their little sister. Every single visit, Sarah’s adopted mother hovered near the door unabashedly eavesdropping the entire time.
Because the Thomas couple couldn’t afford to send Sarah to college on what was, by that time, their retirement pay, Robin approached them. She offered to fund Sarah’s college on the condition that her youngest sister had to move in and live with Robin and Maxine. At first, the Thomas’ flatly refused. Ultimately, their concern for Sarah’s future forced them accept Robin’s terms, but they made it clear that the acceptance came grudgingly.
Robin didn’t care. Finally, all three sisters came back together again. Except no matter how she tried to bridge the gap, she had neither the bond with Sarah that she shared with Maxine, nor the closeness that should have come naturally to sisters, even half-sisters.
The emotion that besieged her whenever Sarah talked about her foster parents was nothing but jealousy, pure and simple, which in Robin’s mind was on the border of evil. She felt jealous that Sarah had found a home and knew what it was like to get a hug before bed instead of either nothing or a slap across the face. She had a family that was still intact, complete with grandparents and uncles and aunts and cousins, of which Robin and Maxine never would and never could be a part.
Robin swiftly stood and gulped her coffee down. “No problem. I’ll check with Carmine and see what I can get.”
“Thanks, Robin. You’re the best.”
NCE again, she wore her hair in a tight bun. Sometimes, she just wanted to cut the whole mass so that she wouldn’t have to deal with continually putting it up for sixteen hours a day. Except every time she started, her hands paused on the scissors and she couldn’t bring herself to do it.
Her makeup looked perfect, her lipstick crisp and even. She wore another starched white shirt, tighter and more feminine looking than the one she wore at Hank’s, and a short black skirt with dark stockings. A bow-tie hugged her neck, and she draped a trim black apron around her waist.
Working at Benedict’s required a good memory. The wait staff was not permitted to write down orders at the table. Carmine, the general manager, felt that it took away the necessity for eye contact with the customers, and created too informal of an atmosphere. It also meant that they were required to memorize any specials, details about all of the dishes (is that made with peanuts?), and the extensive wine list.
Thankfully, memory had never been a problem for Robin. It sometimes surprised her, considering the amount of drugs her mother had consumed on a regular basis, that the three sisters had been born with any brain cells at all. Pure necessity forced Robin to drop out of high school, but she’d always loved to learn. Unfortunately, she never had time to read anything but the daily specials and any book that came out that listed new drinks, and she imagined that’s why it was so easy for her to remember everything else.
“You look a little piqued this morning, Robin,” Stan Humphrey observed, fiddling with his tie at the mirror in a corner of the kitchen. Clip-on ties were not permitted, and Robin finally brushed his hands away and fixed it for him.
“Three hours of sleep will do that to you.”
He stood tall and lanky, sporting dull brown hair speckled with gray and flat green eyes on a face Robin always thought of as uninteresting. At times she liked him, and at times he gave her the creeps. She remembered enough to know the signs of habitual drug use. “You partied last night?” he asked with a grin.
No one knew of her other job. Moonlighting was frowned upon by the management, and they were under the guided assumption that she’d left her position at Hank’s to work exclusively for them. “Ughh, if I never see another rum and Coke again, it’ll be too soon.”
He leaned closer to her ear and she had to restrain the urge to flinch back. “I have a little pick-me-up, if you’re interested.”
She raised an eyebrow and kept her voice at a normal level. “You ever offer me drugs again, Stan, and I’ll probably have to break one of your fingers.”
He slouched back, holding up both hands as if to ward her off. “Okay. Sorry. You just looked like you needed something. No offense meant.”
“Well, it was taken.”
“Robin. Stan. Take your posts, please.” The maitre’ de’s voice singsonged through the kitchen. “Okay, people,” Clarence continued, “we have a buffet available, but our guests may order from the menu if they prefer.” He looked at his pocket watch as ten waiters and waitresses brushed by him and headed toward the doors that lead to the dining room. “The bar is open, and Billy is ready with pitchers of bloody marys and screwdrivers. Mimosas are available with our normal champagne list.” He clapped his hands together twice. “Serve well people.”
Robin stopped near him to grab a carafe of coffee. “How did we manage to get the early shift, Clarence?”
He winked and whispered conspiratorially. “Tell me about it. I have my lunch patrons’ whole lives memorized, but I only know half the people out there.” He looked over her head to the head table. “Boston’s royalty is here.”
Robin was too tired to even be intrigued by Clarence’s abnormal awe. “Maybe we can get Stanley a jester’s hat,” she whispered back, then pushed open the door to the dining room and forced a serious expression onto her face. The door swinging shut cut off his choking laughter.
The dining room was packed with people, seated at tables of eight. The restaurant was closed for the meeting, and it surprised her to see so many people there. But then, most of the customers weren’t members and wouldn’t get many opportunities to dine at Benedict’s, especially for free.
She was given the head table to serve, and knew some of them as regular lunch patrons. She addressed those she knew by name, and tried to discretely read the name tags of those she didn’t. Methodically, she worked her way down the long table, pausing to chat when it was required, fetching drinks as they were needed.
“Mr. Riley, it’s good to see you again. I think it’s been several weeks,” she said, speaking to the president of the Chamber.
“I’ve been on vacation, Robin. Have you ever been to Greece?”
She smiled and filled his coffee cup. “Not yet, but I want to go someday.”
“Beautiful country, dear. If you ever get the opportunity, don’t pass it up.”
“If a trip to Greece ever falls into my lap, I’ll remember your advice.” She moved to the next person while Riley continued to speak.
“Tony, if you’ve never had Robin here serve you, you’ve been missing out on the best that Benedict’s has to offer.”
“Yes. I think I’ve heard something similar about her before.”
The smooth voice seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. She took her attention from the cup and lifted her head, her eyes crashing into a pair of black eyes that seemed to look all the way inside of her, instantly learning all her secrets. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.
Tony felt deep shock when he’d seen Robin enter the dining room. He’d had time to recover as she worked her way to him, and had nearly gained back enough self control to not show any outward reaction as she leaned in from behind him to pour his coffee. He had already had his normal morning quota of two cups, but allowing her to serve it gave him a chance to have her stop at his shoulder. As she completed her task, he caught her scent, something exotic and spicy, entirely feminine. Then she met his eyes and he thought that his heart would beat itself out of his chest.
When she looked away, it broke the spell, but a tremor in his hand that he neither liked nor appreciated remained. He was better prepared when she looked directly at him again, and concentrated fully on keeping his brain functioning.
“Do I know you?” She asked, her voice soft so as not to carry.
He kept his voice as soft as hers. “Not officially.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t … ” her eyes skimmed his name tag, “I don’t recall meeting you, Mr. Viscolli.”
His teeth flashed white against his olive skin. “I unofficially met you last night.”
Panic skirted up her spine and she looked around the room. Lowering her voice even farther, she leaned closer so that he could hear her. “Please, don’t say anything. I … we can’t … I mean, another job … ”
He placed a hand on her wrist, startling her. His hand felt rough, but warm. Warm enough that it sent heat up her arm, causing her to flush. “So, what you’re saying is that your job may be in my hands.”
The flush that covered her cheeks was no longer from heat, but from the anger he saw flash in her eyes. “Release me, sir.” She bit out.
He didn’t think he could. “What would you do to keep your job, I wonder?”
She could never take him on in a game of cards. Every cruel thought in her imagination seared right through her sapphire eyes and bored into his, which he struggled to keep impassive. Still, she maintained her cool façade, something he deeply admired amidst his mirth. Tony carefully bit down on the inside of his lip to keep himself from laughing at her next words. “I don’t play those games, Mr. Viscolli. Remove your hand, or else I’ll remove it.”
He shifted his grip until his fingers encircled her wrist. They overlapped on the thin bones, and this time he did chuckle. “You think you could?”
In a panic, knowing how long she was taking with this customer, she glanced up and spotted Clarence watching her. Baring her teeth, she leaned close to this man’s ear and whispered. “I can and I have, on men bigger than you. Are you willing to test me?”
With a grin, he reluctantly let her go. It was that or drag her into his lap, and he didn’t think anyone in the room would appreciate that too much. “Perhaps another time I’ll take you up on your challenge.”
Unable to stand the thought of leaving him with the last word, she leaned forward again, barely speaking above a whisper. “If the thought of seeing you again didn’t repulse me, Mr. Viscolli, I’d almost look forward to it.”
With that she moved on down the table, ignoring his chuckle that followed her parting shot. She found it especially challenging to keep a polite smile on her face and make inane chatter with the other patrons as she continued to serve while seething inside. How dare he?
She headed back into the kitchen to get more coffee and Clarence immediately intercepted her. “Did you have a problem with that man, Robin?”
Out of earshot of the customers, she was able to slam things around, surprised that she didn’t break the glass coffee carafe. “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she said, slamming the top back on her serving container.
He gripped her elbow and kept her from reentering the room. “I know that sometimes customers might get a little – well – fresh with some of our girls, but I wouldn’t want to think that you might have – albeit unintentionally – insulted one of them.”
She bared her teeth at him. “Did he look insulted?”
“No, but you looked insulting, and I’m concerned because I’ve never seen you act that way before.”
She slammed the coffee onto a counter and stepped closer, until she could poke his bony chest with her finger. “I didn’t like the way he looked at me, I didn’t like the way he touched me, and I didn’t like what he implied when he spoke to me.” When he flinched, she realized what she was doing and stepped away from him, drawing in a deep breath to calm down. “Now, you’ve had your little ‘chat’ with me. Do you intend to speak with him?”
Clarence’s face fused with color. “Robin, do you have any idea who that is out there?”
“I don’t quite have the approbation for most of our patrons as you do, because I truly don’t care.” She grabbed the pot of coffee and pushed open the door.
He took insult at her words, as was her intent, though she regretted it the second his face fell. She paused and went back into the kitchen. As she opened her mouth to retract it, he straightened, stiff as a board, and put a regal tone in his voice. “That is Mr. Antonio Viscolli. He is one of the stockholders of this club, and is hosting this morning’s breakfast. If you would like to lodge a formal, written complaint, I will entertain reviewing it, but in the meantime, you are here to serve, so I suggest you return to your post.” He looked her up and down, his expression hinting that he didn’t much care for what he saw. “Unless, of course, you’d like me to have someone else wait the head table. I’m sure that any server out there would be happy to trade places with you.”
Oh, what a tempting notion. She considered it, very seriously, for several breaths. Ultimately, she decided that trading tables would most certainly give Viscolli a great deal of satisfaction, a game point. No, she’d serve him, and do a heck of a good job at it. “That won’t be necessary, sir. I’m fully capable of performing all of my duties.”
His face softened, momentarily. “I know. Now, get back to work.”
Not wanting to leave things tense with someone she considered a friend, she paused to make one of her normal parting remarks. “Purple and green,” she said. At his confused look, she continued, “with bells. For Stan’s hat.”
His mouth twitched as he fought the smile and waved her away.
ARRY gripped the side of the golf cart to keep Tony from tossing him out as he took a sharp turn, and asked, “Have I ever told you how much I loathe this game?”
“It’s a necessary evil. I doubt very seriously that much business could get done in a football huddle.” Tony skidded to a stop at the next tee.
“How long have we known each other?” Barry asked superfluously as Tony leapt from the cart and snatched the number two driver out of the bag strapped to the back of the cart.
Tony chuckled and took a practice swing. “Too long for you to ask that question.”
“In all that time, you’ve never – I repeat – never, done business on a golf course.”
“Sure I have. I’ve formed relationships, negotiated deals, worked out problems – ”
Barry cut him off by laughing. “You could get as much done over a lunch or dinner in half the time. You just want the excuse to be outdoors.”
“Maybe,” he said with a smile. Tony lifted his face to the sun and breathed deep. “But look at this sunny day! You look like you could use some fresh air anyway, buddy.”
In a few short weeks, the skies would loom dark and overcast, sending flurries of snow that would hamper driving, keep people indoors, and dampen spirits. The thought brought memories of shivering in the doorway of an abandoned building at age seventeen, two weeks after his mother’s death. He’d survived, thrived even, but he hated winter. His home in the Florida Keys was his normal retreat during those cold months. Recently, however, and all too often, business interfered and forced him to stay weeks at a time in the chill climate of the North.
For now, it was unseasonably warm in Bean Town. The bright blue sky and crisp air gave him extra energy, and he wanted to take advantage of it one last time. He’d met with Barry immediately after the Chamber breakfast, not even going to his office first. The way the day was shaping up, and with the air growing warmer by the minute, he had no intention of going in at all.
He stood back as Barry teed off. The ball landed perfectly in the middle of the fairway, just off the green. “I don’t know why you hate this game so much. You’ve just about mastered it.”
Barry threw his driver into his golf bag and watched Tony hit a near identical shot. “There’s no challenge.” He grinned and climbed back into the cart. “And very little blood.”
“Ahh. Honesty.” He followed the cart path until they reached the green. “So, Barry, I’ve been thinking. I want Hank’s.”
The two men climbed out of the cart and chose their clubs. “Tony, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
Tony looked at the club in his hand. “You think the pitching wedge instead of the nine iron?”
“Ha, ha.” Barry offered drily. “Seriously, Hank is who keeps it alive. He has that touch. Without him, I think it’s going to lose whatever it has that makes it so special and become just another restaurant.”
“He’s going to sell it, anyway.” He watched as Barry lightly hit the ball, smiled as it rolled to about two feet past the hole.
“Good. Let someone else take the loss.”
A scowling face with a pair of bright, deep blue eyes hovered in front of Tony’s vision. Then he remembered her body, her grace, her grin.
“No. Give him his asking price but give him some earnest money up front. Ten percent, maybe. That’s in addition to the asking price if he stays on as manager.”
“His asking price? He’s cushioned that by at least twenty percent.”
Tony’s ball landed on the green and slowly rolled toward the hole, teetered on the edge, then fell into the cup. He turned his body and looked directly at Barry, his face hard, his eyes serious. “Barry, I have accountants. I need you to be my lawyer. Think you can get the papers drawn up today?”
Barry shrugged before he putted. “It’s your money.” His ball rattled into the hole. “What about the bar?”
Tony retrieved his ball from the cup. “You know I don’t like it. None of my other restaurants have a bar. I’ll have to think on it and pray on it, but I’m already ninety percent sure we’ll lose the bar.”
“With Hank wanting to keep his staff, we’ll need to make sure something that extreme is in the contract.”
“Whatever you need to do.” Tony watched as Barry retrieved his ball and they both replaced their putters and climbed back into the cart. “See, Barry? You’re wrong again.”
“Again? About what?”
“I just conducted business on a golf course.”
“True. But it would have been more satisfying if I could have tackled you to the ground with my bare hands instead of whacking some stupid little ball with a stick.”
Tony chuckled for the sake of the gentle giant’s sense of humor. He always laughed at Barry’s jokes. The men understood each other on many unspoken levels. They approached the eighteenth hole. “As soon as we’re done here, I’ll buy you lunch,” Tony offered.
Barry sighed, understanding that lunch would likely be the special at Hank’s Place. He pulled his telephone out of his pocket and dialed his office number. “I’ll have the papers waiting on us. We’ll need to stop by my office on the way.”
HE three men sat in Hank’s office in the back of the restaurant, sandwiches at their elbows. Hank had reading glasses perched on his nose and slowly read over the contract one more time. “What’s the deal, here? Did someone find uranium under the patio tiles? Am I sitting on top of an unknown oil well or gold mine?”
Tony drained his glass, uncommonly relaxed. “Yeah,” he drawled, “your restaurant. This place is its own gold mine.”
Hank looked at him over the rim of his glasses. “Don’t play games with me, Viscolli. You have a reputation that well precedes you and I’m not as dumb as I look. How come you’re giving me my asking price without even trying to negotiate?”
Tony returned his stare. “I want to buy this place. You want to sell it.”
“What’s this offer of earnest money above the asking price? This ties me in for five more years if I accept it.”
Tony shrugged. “It’s pretty black and white. Why the questions?”
“Because, suddenly, I don’t trust this deal.”
“You contacted me, Lamore. I’ve done my due diligence and this is the only way the place remains profitable.”
“What does a small time restaurant outside the city limits have that draws the direct attention of the infamous Antonio Viscolli?” He tossed the contract on the desk in front of him and leaned back in his chair. “I sign nothing until I figure that out.”
Barry spoke. “You sell nothing if we get up and walk out, too.”
Hank shrugged. “Maybe not to you, but I will to someone, and probably inside of five years.”
Tony surged out of his chair and paced to a picture hanging on the wall. He stared at a picture of a younger Hank, looking very different in a crisp white uniform, his arm draped across the shoulders of a woman, presumably his wife, standing in front of their restaurant. A banner across the front of the building read “Grand Opening.”
He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I want to buy this place for the reason that I buy anything – because it’s a moneymaking venture. I’m choosing to offer you your asking price for two reasons. First, it is actually a very reasonable asking price, and you could have asked for more. You should have consulted with more people before locking in. Secondly, I like you. I rarely allow emotions to affect business deals, but I do like you, and I figure my offer just might make your retirement sweeter.” He crossed the room and stood near his chair, but didn’t sit. “But I’m not going to play cat and mouse games with anyone. You decide, now or in your own time, but you decide without the games.”
Hank drew his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. “I have a condition that I absolutely will not back away from.”
Barry uncapped his pen. “What’s that?”
“You keep my employees, without pay cuts and with similar benefits.”
“That’s a standard clause. If you’ll see article fifteen of the – ”
“I don’t need to read it. I’ll take your word.” His eyes cut to Tony but addressed Barry. “Because I’m guessing your word is as good as his.”
“The bar will be removed. The bartenders will have to be assigned new jobs, and if they choose to quit instead, that will be their choice and not affect the contract.”
Hank raised an eyebrow. “No bar?”
Barry answered, thumbing through the stapled contract and marking places requiring his personal touch. “No Viscolli restaurant has a bar. We’re also closed on Sundays in observance of the Sabbath.”
Hank looked from Barry to Tony. “No kidding?”
Tony gave a slight nod of his head. Hank continued. “Okay. That’s intriguing.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll sign these papers in two weeks. It will give my lawyer time to go over them, and give my wife time to make sure that it’s what we want to do.”
Tony held his hand out. “Then we’ll be in touch in two weeks.”
T was rare for Antonio Viscolli to have an entire afternoon off, alone. It seemed wherever he went, whatever he was doing, business followed, and when business followed, it meant dealing with people: asking, demanding, meeting, negotiating. If it wasn’t a lawyer, it was a secretary. If it wasn’t a secretary, it was a reporter. On and on, constant demands. It wasn’t something he disliked or resented. It was simply his life.
He woke early to pray and meditate on God, to read his Bible, and to have conversations with his heavenly Father. The opportunity to get away in the daytime, during business hours, was a rare treat.
After working almost nonstop for months, Tony was exhausted. It was rare for his energy to be so diminished, but when he thought back, it had been more than two years since he’d truly taken any time for himself. The golf game relaxed him a bit, but he needed more. He needed to pour some energy into something, let his body slow down with his mind.
He needed to sweat.
He’d taken up rowing because it was something kids with his background didn’t do. It was a sport in which the blue bloods of the country competed, kids in Ivy League schools and their recent graduates. It was one more step away from his childhood, one more step to discard his past. It was also a sport that required no interaction with another human being. His solitude was something that he treasured.
He let his mind wander as the muscles in his arms worked the oars. Smoothly and cleanly he cut across the water, letting the sun beat down on his head, warming his neck and shoulders. The breeze blew warm, heated by the late summer the state presently enjoyed, and he lifted his face, letting the stress and pressures bleed out of him with each stroke.
In just two short weeks, he would celebrate his thirty-second birthday. All he had striven to achieve in life had been accomplished and then some. He was very nearly bored. Perhaps it was time he set his sites on something new. Something that didn’t require contracts or negotiations. The water reflected back at him, as blue as a pair of eyes that hadn’t left his mind in nearly twenty-four hours.
Pushing the thought away, he tried to plan for the coming month. He’d spent almost too much time in Los Angeles, but it had been necessary. It had taken him some time to establish himself in the business, to make sure those he left in charge knew that he, ultimately, was the boss. It hadn’t been easy, but he had friends who helped him out, helped him sort through the lingo and nuances unique to Hollywood. With their continued help his company would provide good, quality, Christian films and television shows, and it would soar.
Because they all did, all the enterprises he owned. Tony Viscolli insisted on it.
A bird flew by overhead, hunting fish that were foolish enough to swim close to the surface. He heard it cry out, watched it circle back, then dive down and come up clutching its dinner in its beak. Across the river, he passed a small boat with a father and son fishing. The oars occupied his hands, so he nodded to return their polite wave, glad no words needed exchanging. If envy twisted in his gut at the sight of such a simple father and son outing, he ignored it and pushed the feeling away, focused on something else.
Women had always thrown themselves at him. He knew he was physically attractive and actually used his looks to his advantage as he scrambled up the ladder of success.
When it had become necessary, he’d hired consultants and learned how to dress immaculately for whatever the occasion demanded. Learned how to speak without his street accent coming through. Learned what fork to use when, learned how to have polite dinner conversation. He had transformed himself, but his Savior had transformed him even more completely before Tony ever began that process, and Tony admitted that fact and felt humbled by it.
In the process of his transformation, he met women who, five years before, would have turned their noses up at his offer to clean their toilets. None knew he’d been a street rat, as he’d been called on several occasions. They never saw past the charm, the polish. They never saw the kid who had eaten out of garbage dumpsters when he’d been hungry enough. They saw Antonio Viscolli, a man with money, power, connections, and a bit of danger lurking in the background behind those dark brown eyes.
Tony enjoyed women, enjoyed being with them, enjoyed entertaining them. He had scores of women across the country he could call on at any time if he wanted a date or a hostess. It was something that was just part of his life, something he never gave much thought. Most didn’t even mind the platonic boundaries of their relationships, always hopeful that he might fall in love and propose, giving away the coveted title of Mrs. Antonio Viscolli.
This one was different. He didn’t have a finger on it yet. Something about her, something in her, made her different. His attraction to her had been instant and absolute. Was he listening to God’s whispered voice in his ear, or his own human weaknesses? He didn’t know. All he knew was that he must see her again. He felt led to get to know her.
Pushing all thoughts out of his mind, he concentrated solely on the rhythm of his strokes. Flexing his arms, he cut the oars through the water, sending the boat sleekly across the surface as a trickle of sweat rolled down his back between his shoulder blades.
HAT insufferable, miserable–. Robin’s hand slapped the side of the wall, cutting off the next words in her mind.
Robin stood under the weak spray of the shower, wishing that the wall she slapped with her open palm could be him. His face. No, she changed her mind. She wouldn’t give him a full slap on the face. No, she’d curl her hands until her nails would rake some of the handsome off, until they drew blood and left scars.
The nerve of the man.
She slopped shampoo into her palm and started the long process of washing her hair. How dare he? Leaving her a tip under his plate that nearly matched to the penny the tip put on his account that she and ten others split. Who did he think she was? What did he think she was? It seemed like he made it clear what he thought she was, asking what she’d do to keep her job at Hank’s a secret from Benedict’s.
Oh, and the way that he just smiled that irritatingly polite smile at her through the rest of breakfast. And then there was that stupid trick of the way he held her eyes, giving her the feeling that he wanted to be alone with her in a candlelit room, and the whole time giving some stupid speech about the economic development of Boston. He never even tripped on his words, not when she glared at him, nor when she turned her back on him.
She scrubbed her scalp until it hurt, then finally took mercy on her poor roots, knowing that the strands were going to have to be bound tightly in a bun for another grueling eight hours.
She would just put the bills into a little envelope and mail the money right back to him. She didn’t need him or his money.
She closed her eyes and rested her cheek against the tile wall. What she needed was a vacation. “Two more years,” she said out loud, then ducked her head back under the spray to finish washing the suds away.
Feeling better after pounding the shower wall some more, she sat at her kitchen table, a tuna sandwich and a cup of coffee at her elbow, and figured out her budget. She’d had a good summer, considering the way business declined at Hank’s during the school’s off season. That was a good thing about working two jobs. Without fail, Benedict’s always had a great summer.
While she had very little money for herself, very little extras, she was able to pay all of the bills without a hitch. She finished balancing her checkbook and found the money that Maxine deposited into her account. She made a note to call the bank and have it transferred. She’d made a vow to do this alone, and she intended to see it through to the end.
Maxine had tried giving her checks, but eventually quit when Robin kept handing them back to her torn up. She had tried cash, but it kept ending up on her bed. Now she’d resorted to directly depositing the money. Robin simply opened her sister a savings account and had the money transferred as soon as she discovered it.
It bothered her that she hadn’t been grocery shopping in months, and that was because Maxine beat her to it. If she could take the food back, she would. Of course she couldn’t, so she simply added what she guessed Maxine was spending on the food to the amount that got transferred into the savings account.
Robin popped a peppermint onto her tongue and looked at the balance in the account. There wasn’t a whole lot left but she would have enough from tonight’s tips to fill her car up with gas. Then she wouldn’t have to worry about anything for another week.
Just as she finished putting everything away, she heard the apartment door open and close, and watched Sarah come around the corner of the kitchen. She wore a baggy T-shirt that advertised Hank’s and a pair of baggy jeans. She stopped short when she saw Robin sitting at the table.
“Hey. I expected you to be sleeping.”
Robin shrugged and sucked on her peppermint. “I guess I’m not used to napping.” She stared at Sarah while the young woman rummaged in the refrigerator and pulled out salad makings. “How did your test go?”
Sarah groaned as she tore off lettuce leaves and dropped them into a bowl. “Microbiology.” She popped a cherry tomato into her mouth and grinned around the fruit. “But, I think I aced it. Whether or not I’ll remember anything remains to be seen, but at least I got through the exam.”
“That’s great.” Robin reached across the table and snagged a slice of cucumber from the bowl. “Your dip’s in the fridge.”
“Thanks, Robin. I appreciate that.”
The front door opened and shut again. Seconds later, Maxine footed into the kitchen looking as if she were dashing toward an unseen finish line. She wore a plum colored skirt and a white silk blouse, and somehow had all of that hair contained in a stylish twist on the back of her head. Robin thought that the contrast between her two sisters was almost comical.
“Hi honey, I’m home. What’s for lunch?” she grinned, looking over Sarah’s shoulder. She snagged a slice of carrot from the bowl.
“If you two want some of this, I can make a bigger salad,” Sarah frowned.
Robin winked at Maxine and snuck a tomato. “Don’t be silly. We can just eat off of yours.”
Maxine kicked her heels off, pulled out a chair, and sat down. “You have any meat to go with that?”
Sarah shuddered. “Do you know the types of hormones and other toxins they pump farm animals full of? How can you eat that?”
Maxine grinned and snatched a peppermint out of Robin’s tin. “Luckily, I studied mundane things like art and drafting, and have no need for that kind knowledge. And after my double cheeseburger on my way home just now, I must say that ignorance is bliss.” She turned her head and looked at her older sister. “You look tired.”
“Don’t I always look tired?” She stood and stretched, then threw the checkbook and calculator into a drawer. “I need to get ready to go to Hank’s.” She lifted her hair and let it fall. It was nearly dry. “What are you two doing tonight?”
Sarah carefully added extra virgin olive oil and a dash of vinegar to her salad. “I have to take that dip out to my parents’. I’ll probably just spend the night there.”
Maxine propped her feet on the chair Robin had just vacated and grinned. “I am taking the rest of the day off and treating myself to a mini-spa day. I have a hot date.”
“You always have a hot date.” Sarah grabbed a fork and sat down. “I don’t see how you ever made it through college.”
“It was definitely a juggling act.” She stood and grabbed a glass out of the drainer on the side of the sink, flicking the faucet handle up, letting cool water fill the glass. “I had to work for this one, though. This guy ignored signals for months. I thought I was going to have to get a neon sign.” She took a long pull of water as she sat back down.
Robin laughed on her way out of the room. “What? You don’t have one?”
Maxine leaned the chair back and stuck her head through the doorway. “You’re lucky I already took my shoes off, or I’d be throwing one at you.”
The sound of Robin’s laughter was muffled as she shut her door. Maxine sighed and looked at Sarah. “I’m getting worried about her.”
Sarah reached behind her, opened the refrigerator door from her seat, and pulled out a bottle of water. “I don’t think you have to worry about her. She’s strong. Stronger than I could ever hope to be.”
Maxine frowned. “I don’t know. Every month that passes, she’s losing something.”
“What are you talking about?”
She shrugged, not really knowing how to word it. She thought about her conversation with Robin the night before. “Her spark for life, maybe.”
Sarah stared at her while she chewed. She finally swallowed and slowly licked her lips. “Did she ever have one?”
Maxine looked at a spot above Sarah’s shoulder and slowly nodded. “Yeah. It used to be there. It only showed when she wasn’t paying attention, but it was definitely there.”
“I think she just works too hard. I wish she’d let me take out a student loan or get a job or something. Anything that would help her out.”
Maxine snorted. “Good luck trying. But, I think it’s more than that. I can’t quite put my finger on it. When I do, I’ll figure out what to do.”
Sarah pushed her bowl away and leaned forward. “Can I ask you something?”
Maxine shrugged. “Sure.”
“Do you remember that night?”
A chill skirted up her spine, and the memory assaulted her. Suddenly, she was back in the dark closet, listening to the footsteps of the man coming closer. She shook it off and focused back on Sarah’s face. “Yeah. Why?”
She looked behind her, then back at Maxine. “I don’t remember any of it. Not even her. Sometimes, I get little flashes. Why is that? I was nine years old. How can I forget it?”
Memories crammed into the front of Maxine’s mind. Normally, she kept them pushed so far back that she could go for days without remembering any of it. But like a slide show, they popped in front of her vision, one at a time. The dingy apartments, the smell of burning drugs, the rotten food, the odorous men. Ugh! So many men constantly coming and going.
She pushed it all away and realized that her hands had started to shake. “Trust me, honey, you don’t want to remember.”
OBIN entered the lobby of Hotel Viscolli Boston. Green marble, elegant brass, high ceilings, starched uniforms, overstated elegance – it all formed together to one impression in her mind. Wealthy power. She swallowed hard, knowing that her black pants and white shirt, her old ugly clunky shoes and her worn canvas backpack made her look like a waif compared to the coifed, tucked, heeled women gracing the lobby. Steeling her shoulders against the aura of intimidation, she crossed the expanse of the marble foyer and found a smiling, uniformed brunette behind the counter.
“May I help you?” She singsonged.
On the wall above her head, scrolling brass read: Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men. Colossians 3:23
Robin kept from fidgeting. “I’d like to see Mr. Antonio Viscolli, please.”
The woman gestured with her hand. “Mr. Viscolli’s offices are on the twentieth floor. The elevators are right around that corner there.”
Robin looked to where she pointed, saw the elevator sign, and looked back to her and said, “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome,” she said with an impossibly large smile. “Have a wonderful day.”
Robin lost a little of the confidence she’d stored up to step into the lobby during the elevator ride up. She had almost changed her mind about it when the doors opened. Because a receptionist sitting behind a large half-mooned desk saw her and smiled, Robin felt obligated to step off of the elevator and into the lobby of the office floor. Her feet sank into the lush carpet and her eyes skimmed the leather furniture and black granite tables. While the lobby screamed wealth and power, this floor seemed to radiate it like an actual energy source. Robin’s stomach clenched.
“Good afternoon. May I help you?” The receptionist asked.
“Yes.” It came out a little hoarse, so Robin cleared her dry throat. Her eyes caught the scrolling brass on the wall behind the desk that said: He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. Micah 6:8. What was this place? A church or something?
“I’d like to see Mr. Viscolli, please.”
“I’m sorry, but Mr. Viscolli is not in right now.” She pulled a pink pad close to her and picked up a pen. “May I take your name?”
What was she going to do now? “Never mind. I’ll –”
The woman looked over Robin’s shoulder. “Mr. Viscolli!” She said, her voice a surprised gasp.
“Maggie.” Robin felt her shoulders tense so tightly that it hurt. She would have recognized that rich, baritone voice without the receptionist’s confirmation. “I stopped in the lobby and grabbed a smoothie, so I decided to take the front elevator.” Robin turned. He wore shorts and a golf shirt, his tanned legs and muscled arms somehow not looking out of place in the elegant business reception area. “Please hold any –” As their eyes met, his sentence faltered. His forward motion ceased so quickly that some of the drink in his hand threatened to slosh over the side of his cup. He stared at her and his mouth opened and closed once. “I –”
Not waiting for him to demand a reason for her presence there or, worse yet, not recognize her at all, Robin pulled the envelope full of money out of her pocket and slapped it against his chest. “I can’t stay. I just wanted to return this.”
She let go of it and the envelope fell to the carpet. He still hadn’t moved. She ignored it and rushed past him to the elevators, frantically pushing the button and hoping that the car was still on this floor.
“I’m not what you think I am,” she said. She looked back at him. He had moved enough to turn and continue staring at her, but the money still lay at his feet. “I never have been and I never will be.” Wanting to cry with relief as the door slid open immediately, she stepped into the car and hit the button to take her to the lobby. As the doors closed on his astounded expression, she said, “Never.”
While the elevator glided its downward decent, Robin leaned against the mahogany walls and put her hands against her chest. Her heart pounded in her ears. Goodness, but he was a handsome man. Infuriating, but handsome. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, willing her heart to resume its normal rhythm so that she could catch her breath.
OBIN cornered Hank in the dry storage room. “What is this?” she asked, waving the schedule for next week in one hand. The corners were torn from where she ripped it off of the bulletin board.
He looked up from his inventory clipboard and peered at the paper. “It would appear to be the schedule for the week beginning tomorrow.” He dipped his head down and looked at her over his half-eyes. “Why do you have it all balled up in your hand?”
“Because, once again, I’m not bartending. Last week, you had me waitress, food prep, hostess. This week I’m doing food ordering and hostessing? I need the tips from bartending, Hank. You know that. What’s going on?”
Hank rubbed the back of his neck. “I, ah…” He cleared his throat. “Listen. I need an assistant manager. Marjorie is wanting to be down in Florida more and more, with the kids. The work here, our work here, is really getting in her way of enjoying her grandchildren.”
Robin smiled at the thought of Hank’s wife, doting on her ‘grandbabies’ as she called them. “I bet.”
He took off his reading glasses and slipped them into his front pocket. “I thought I’d schedule you around the restaurant, give you a feel of all of the other jobs, then offer it to you.”
“Offer what to me?”
“The position.”
For a moment, she had nothing to say. “Me?”
Hank inhaled deeply then huffed out the air. “I don’t really know how to tell you this. Okay. I’ll just spit it out.” He moved quickly, put a large hand on her small shoulder. “I love you like one of my own, Robin. You and your sisters. Helping you out, making sure you got custody of Maxi was one of the things I know I did good in my life. You’re one of the reasons this restaurant has flourished the way it has, one of the reasons that I can retire and know I made a success out of two careers.”
She licked her lips and fought panic. “Retire?”
He nodded. “Retire. We’re selling out, heading south to be with the kids.”
“Selling out?” Her hand trembled in his, so she pulled it away. “You’re leaving me?”
He sighed and sat down on a pallet of flour. “The new owner, he’s going to close down the bar. I wanted to get you into the assistant manager position before the transition was final so that you’d be locked in.”
Robin paced the small room. “What will happen to us? All of us? We just get dumped?”
Color was coming back to her face, so he relaxed and shook his head. “No. It’s a condition of the contract. You all stay, benefits and everything.”
She whirled around. “Contract? You’ve already done this?”
“Yesterday.”
“Yesterday, as in Friday?” The hurt in her voice was like a tangible thing. She could hear it dripping over every word. She hated showing that weakness. “You didn’t even think to tell me?” Robin quickly turned her back and buried her face in her hands. As surreptitiously as possible, dug her fists into her burning eyes. She felt so tired, so very tired. She turned and stared at him. “Sorry. I have to go.”
He was off of his perch and in front of the door before she had even turned all the way around. “We’ll finish this.”
“You’ve already finished it. You’re leaving. You’re abandoning me.” Her voice trembled.
He put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. “No, Robin, I’m not. You’re almost done. Two more years, right? You have this job guaranteed for at least that long.” He gave her a small shake. “I didn’t think you could do it. I never told you that. You’ve held out though, and you’ve made me proud. As proud as a dad can be for his daughter. But, this is something me and the wife need to do. And I’m leaving you in good hands.”
Weary now that the short burst of adrenaline left her, she rested her face on his chest and let his strong arms envelop her. “I’ll miss you so much.”
He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. “I’ll just be waiting for you to take a vacation, come down and visit once Sarah’s done.”
Her words were muffled against his flannel shirt. “Deal.”
UNDAY was her day off. It was always her day off, and everyone knew it. She knew she had to have at least one day to completely recoup.
She rarely got in from Hank’s before one in the morning, and she would fall onto her bed and sleep until at least noon. Eventually she would make it out of bed, drink a cup of coffee, eat a really big breakfast that Maxine usually prepared, then fall back asleep for a few hours.
Sunday nights she reserved for lounging on the couch, watching television or reading a book. Sometimes, her sisters persuaded her to go with them to see a movie, but those times were few and far between. It was the one day she was able to be home, and she rarely liked to leave.
She woke up this Sunday with a horrible headache. It didn’t surprise her, considering the fact that sleep evaded her that morning. The last time she’d looked at the clock, the blurry numbers of 6:27 stared back at her. When she rolled back over, 11:13 signaled the end of trying to sleep. Sadness overwhelmed her. Loss of an important part of her life threatened what tiny bit of security she’d managed to build around her over the last seven years.
Hank had never been just her employer. He’d hired her just days after his youngest daughter moved from home, and Robin had easily slid right into her place. Hank’s wife, Marjorie, suffering under some severe empty nest syndrome took her under her wing in her own gentle way.
Hank found her in the back alley the day that she received the rejection on her petition to be Maxine’s guardian. An eighteen-year-old bartender wasn’t a viable candidate for guardianship of an impressionable young fifteen-year-old. That was what the case worker had said. Of course, Robin had retorted back on the phone to her that the foster father who’d raped her couldn’t be considered better, but the case worker had turned deaf ears on her pleas, and had given her a flat no.
He’d found her with the letter crumpled in her fist, shaking with rage in the back alley. No tears fell from her eyes, but it was a struggle to contain them when he’d pulled her into his arms and listened to her story. She told him the whole sordid tale. For the first time, she laid her entire life out. It sounded tragic to her own ears, and after he silently listened to every word, his large hands curled into fists and a muscle ticked in his jaw where he clenched his teeth.
So Hank had pulled strings. Retiring so high up in the chain of command in the Navy gave him high strings to pull. He wrote letters to the social services, ensuring that Robin would only work shifts that correlated with school hours as long as Maxine was a minor, and ensured that his own wife would watch over her in the summer months. He made telephone calls, took people to lunch, and – Robin was sure – issued a few veiled threats, until the day Maxine sat in her apartment, finally in a safe, permanent home.
Hank made it happen. Without him, Robin didn’t know where her fragile family would be. She loved him only second to her sisters, and knew that she would lose a part of herself when he left.
She’d never really cried in her adult life, couldn’t remember the last time a genuine tear had fallen from her eyes. So much had happened in her life that she feared if she started crying about it all, she would never stop. Still, the back of her throat ached as she lay in her bed and stared at the ceiling.
Silence hung over the apartment like a cloak. Sarah was likely at church and Maxine must be off somewhere. She didn’t even have anyone to complain to or whine to, and that seemed to make it worse.
She groaned and rolled out of bed. Hank’s didn’t open until four on Sundays, but he would be there. That was his quiet time, to catch up on paperwork and do whatever he needed to do. Maybe she could talk him into making her lunch, let them have an afternoon like they used to have before she started putting sisters through college.
If the chill last night was any indication, the Indian summer was over and Fall was definitely in the air, so she dressed to suit the weather. She noticed as she buttoned her jeans that she’d lost some more weight, but simply shrugged it off and secured the pants with a leather belt. She added a white T-shirt, a green and blue flannel shirt, and a pair of hiking boots, and was out of the apartment within fifteen minutes.
She lived close enough to Hank’s to walk it. The early afternoon air crisply stung her cheeks, but her eyes watered against the bright sun shining against the deep blue sky. As she inhaled the cool air and slipped a pair of sunglasses on her nose, she decided that just being outside in the daylight without deadlines or appointments was enough to lift her spirits.
There were a few cars in the parking lot, one of which was Hank’s, but she didn’t pay attention to the others. They could have belonged to patrons who’d been too intoxicated to make their way home the night before. They could have belonged to people from the city who had headed to their little corner for antique shopping. Either way, she was unprepared for anyone else to be in the building when she walked inside.
She stepped through the entrance and stood just inside, slipping off her sunglasses so that her eyes could pan the room. She stood near the hostess stand, and looked around. Marjorie had done an amazing job decorating the interior of Hank’s. The Spanish tile floor created a stunning terra cotta and beige pattern through the rooms. Black tablecloths covered square tables, and charcoal drawings of turn-of-the-century Boston covered the beige walls. Off to her right and through double frosted glass doors was her former territory. The bar acted as its own entity and was only opened up to the main restaurant when the wait for a table was long enough to justify sending patrons to the bar for a drink. The doors stood closed now, and Robin went in that direction, wanting to take a long look before the new owners took it away.
Twenty black leather barstools surrounded the large circular bar. Ten small circular tables were placed around the rest of the room, providing a place for two or three people to perch on high chairs or stand while waiting for a table. Two large flat screen televisions adorned the small room, one always turned to a sports station and the other always on a 24 hour news station but on mute with closed captioning enabled. The opposite side of the room had access to the patio area, and on warm summer days, half of the wall would slide out and a tiki-bar could be set up to serve drinks and appetizers.
Never again would a warm summer breeze blow on her while she made frozen drinks and laughed with college students enjoying the relaxed summer schedule. Never again would another football season crowd so thick force her waitresses to access her through the kitchen door. Seven years of seasons coming and going suddenly ended. What now?
Tony Viscolli came through the kitchen door and saw her, staring at the patio doors with a mournful expression on her face. He took the opportunity to silently observe her, knowing she would tense up as soon as she saw him.
She’d worn her hair down today. He had never seen it down, had no idea how long it actually was. It shined around her head, a glowing, cascading mass that fell halfway down her back. He almost chuckled aloud at the romantic description, but anything else seemed too tame. He wanted to feel it entwine itself around his fingers.
He was losing his mind.
He’d seen her several times over the past two weeks, at Benedict’s and at the bar, and while he made it a point to ensure she did not serve him, he also made it a point to be where he could watch her.
She’d given him his tip money back, every dime. With his confused receptionist watching, he’d observed the elevator doors close on Robin then laughed out loud. If he wasn’t already intrigued to the point of obsession, that would certainly have been the trigger.
While he’d contemplated the notion of having her researched several times over the last two weeks, he decided against it. He definitely had the resources, but he decided that he would learn what made her tick the old fashioned way.
When she walked farther into the room, far enough away from the door to prohibit a quick exit, he finally decided it was time to make his presence known. He stepped forward and pretended to cough.
She turned toward the sound, and he watched her face the very second recognition dawned in those blue, blue eyes. Sapphires. She needed a band of sapphires around her neck, encased in platinum.
“You!” As their eyes clashed, her face hardened and she froze. “What are you doing here?”
His eyebrow quirked upward. His lips barely twisted into a sardonic grin. “I could ask you the same question.”
“That’s none of your business.”
“Oh,” he said, opening the small refrigerator under the bar and pulling out a tonic water. “I disagree.”
She surged forward and slapped her palm on the top of the bar. “You can’t be back there.” She watched as he reached above his head and pulled down two glasses. “What are you doing? Get away from there.”
He poured half of the bottle into one glass and half in the other. “Here. Have one.”
He stayed behind the bar. It was better to keep something immobile between them. It kept her from scratching his eyes out, and it kept him from touching her.
She was furious.
And magnificent.
“Don’t make me call the police, Mr. Viscolli.”
He chuckled. It made her seethe. “And what would you say the charges should be, Robin?”
“Trespassing, theft. I’m sure there’s more. Did you break in?”
He took a long swallow of his drink, a diamond winking on his little finger. “Sorry. None of those charges would stick.”
She moved behind the bar and snatched the glass from his hand. She dumped both glasses out in the sink and turned the water on. “I wouldn’t be so sure,” she snapped.
“Oh, I am. You can’t trespass on your own property.”
The glasses clattered into the sink, forgotten. She turned and stared at him with wide, almost panicked eyes. “Your property?”
He stepped forward and reached behind her. She took a quick step back, then felt color flood her face when he simply turned off the water at the sink. He stood close enough now that she could smell his cologne. “Signed and sealed. They might haul you away for trespassing, of course.”
“No,” she said. Her eyes darted to the left and right. “Where’s Hank?”
He inclined his head toward the kitchen, and she turned and ran without a backward glance.
Robin slammed the kitchen doors open and immediately spotted Hank at the stove. “Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”
He turned at the sound of her voice and grinned the second he saw her. “Robin! Come in, come in.” He had a spatula in his hand, and waved it toward the stainless steel counter. “Barry Anderson, Robin Bartlett.” He smiled at her and turned back to the stove. “You’re in time to eat one of my burgers.”
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