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Chapter One
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Jane

I handed the bags of vintage clothes across the counter to the two young men as they talked about the eighties party they’d be attending.

“We’ll be the most authentic ones there,” the paler of the two said, his dark blond hair pulled back into a man bun. 

The other man with close-cropped dark hair grinned. “Those flares will look fucking perfect on you.” He looked into the bag I’d given him, as though checking everything was there. “The ladies will love us.”

“Enjoy your party,” I said, forcing enthusiasm into my voice.

Though I was pleased I’d made a good sale, I was equally disappointed the vintage clothes I’d sold wouldn’t be going to people who genuinely loved them.

People like me. 

Though to be fair, I was a bit more passionate than most. I spent most of my free time scouring flea markets and charity shops, not to mention all the daily online scrolling I did to find clothes worthy to hang in my shop, along with handbags, jewelry and footwear.

The men barely acknowledged me. Of course they didn’t. I was used to disappearing into the background of colorful vintage clothing.

I sighed, only half-aware of my customers leaving as I wiped the dark-oak countertop, the doorbell jingling in their wake. 

It wasn’t until my skin tingled, the hairs on my arms standing on end that I realized I wasn’t alone. I looked up and gasped as the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen approached the counter in a suit that had surely been tailored just for him. My mouth dried, and though my body was encased in a long-sleeved, ankle length peasant dress, I felt...exposed.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said in a low, thrumming voice that set off my hormones even harder.

“I’m sorry, I-I didn’t hear you come in.”

He smiled, his teeth white behind his trimmed beard, his dark eyes intelligent yet faintly cruel. I shook my head as his gaze softened and warmed. I’d imagined his coldness, surely?

“I came in as the other men left,” he explained. 

His attention seemed to stay on me, his interest making me flush. He was nothing short of masculine perfection while I was feminine mediocrity. It didn’t stop my throat from drying even further as other, much more intimate parts of me flooded.

I sighed. He was so far out of my league it was almost comical, like putting a timid brown hen into a cage beside a strutting peacock with its iridescent tail plumage fanned out.

I touched my mousy-brown hair that I’d scraped back into a bun, my lightly freckled face bare of makeup. “How can I help you?” I managed to ask.

His smile widened, revealing a single dimple in his cheek. “I heard you sold vintage gold jewelry.”

I nodded. “I do. What were you after?”

“I was thinking perhaps a woman’s gold bangle.”

I nodded, though my stomach dropped a little, a pang of envy for the lucky lady for a moment taking away my sales pitch.

He cocked a dark brow. “You do sell them?”

“I–yes, of course.”

I flushed even harder as I bent and unlocked the cabinet beneath to pull out a glass display drawer that was lined with blue velvet.  “We have some gorgeous pieces,” I announced, pushing back envy to proudly show him one of my favorites. “This piece here was rumored to have been worn by the iconic Cecilia Bell. Unfortunately, I can’t authenticate that.”

I turned to a file cabinet and pulled out another drawer, this one an information file. After riffling through it, I found the file that showed the photo of the twist gold bangle and diamond clasp. “This might persuade you though.”

“Impressive,” he murmured, glancing at the photo of the famous singer and actress with the bangle on her wrist that looked identical to the one I’d secured. He shook his head and chuckled. “My father dated her many years ago.”

I gaped. “He did?”

He nodded. “She was smart enough to leave him. That he allowed her to go still blows my mind.”

I frowned. What did he mean by that? It wasn’t as though any man could keep a woman against her will.

He glanced at the bangle again. “He might even have bought this for her.”

I leaned forward, my words rushing out. “Oh, can you ask? I’d love to know if he did!”

“Sorry,” he said flatly. “I can’t do that.”

“I understand if—“

“He’s dead.”

I clapped a hand to my mouth, then removed it and said weakly, “I had no idea. Please accept my most sincere apologies.”

He shook his head. “There is no need to apologize.” He grimaced as he handed the bangle back to me. “He was an asshole.”

My stomach fluttered along with my pulse, but there was nothing I could say in response to that. Instead I cleared my throat and said, “I have another bangle here that might interest you.”

His eyes held mine, and I forcibly didn’t look away as goose bumps raced down my spine. He spoke softly, intently. “Which one is your favorite.”

“Definitely the one I showed you.”

“Then I’ll take it,” he said.

“Oh.” I blinked. “I had this priced at twelve thousand, but I’m—“

“I’m happy to pay that for it,” he interjected. He seemed to look deep inside my eyes when he added, “I have a feeling it will be worth it.”

I shivered a little. “I’m sure she’ll be very happy with it.”

“I’m sure she will too,” he agreed. He watched me put it into a velvet bag, his hand going over mine as I went to give the tiny bag to him. “Have dinner with me tonight.”

I froze, my senses reeling. “Excuse me?”

“Have dinner with me tonight,” he repeated. 

I shook my head. “I’m not looking to be your next rebound.”

“That’s good,” he said huskily, “because I don’t do rebounds.” He cocked his head to the side. “I want to know what you’re hiding behind your disguise, little sparrow.”

My breath hissed out. “Little sparrow?” 

I might have been hurt had it come from anyone else, but from him the name was a compliment, not an insult, like he really did want to pluck away my dull brown feathers to find the sparkles beneath.

His eyes darkened. “You’re very...cryptic. And I do love solving a good mystery.”

His fingers tightened around my hand, the feeling both intimate and possessive. My heart thudded in my ears as the man—stranger—seemed too close and personal even as he seemed miles and miles away.

“I don’t even know your name,” I said in a scratchy voice.

“I’m Alessandro.”

“I’m Jane.” Plain Jane. “It’s lovely to meet you, Alessandro.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Jane.”

He released my hand and pocketed the bangle into his dark suit jacket, then said, “How does the restaurant at the marina sound for dinner?”

I blinked. “I don’t recall agreeing to going out to dinner with you.”

“But you want to, don’t you Jane? You might be a little sparrow to the outside world, but underneath I’m betting you’re a raptor.”

I almost snorted. He had to be on drugs. “I’ve always thought of myself as a pheasant.”

His bottom lip curled, his eyes glinting. “They are good eating.”

If I wasn’t already wet, I was now. The visual of him kissing his way down my body, then kissing between my thighs caused my breath to shudder out. How long had it been since I’d been with a man? 

Too long, clearly.

“So what do you say Jane? Will you go out to dinner with me?”

He was a stranger, a man I knew nothing about. 

Isn’t that the point? Having dinner in a public setting is a safe way to get to know someone. 

I swallowed hard. Even my subconscious wanted me to throw caution to the wind.

I looked Alessandro up and down. He might appear dangerous, but since he wasn’t behind bars I had to assume he wasn’t an ax murderer or worse. And no criminal I knew, though admittedly I knew none, dressed like they’d stepped straight out of the pages of Vogue. 

I finally nodded assent. I’d never been to the fancy restaurant on the marina where many of the rich and famous dined, I didn’t doubt this was my one and only chance to do so. “On one condition. I pay for my own meal and there are no strings attached after dinner.”

The latter should see him run a mile. 

He nodded, his eyes alight with amusement. “No strings, got it.” He glanced at the chunky gold watch on his wrist. How does 7.00 tonight suit you?”

“That suits,” I said faintly, already overwhelmed just thinking about what I’d wear. I’d have to resort to my vintage stock I had in storage upstairs.

“Good. Where should I pick you up?”

“From here. I-I live upstairs. Ring the doorbell on the smaller side door. It’s the shop’s storage room.”

He nodded. “Will do. I’ll see you soon,” he added in a raspy voice that sounded as much a threat as a promise.

I shivered. Tonight would be life-changing.

I mentally shook my head. I clearly needed to rein in my overactive imagination. I was going on a date, nothing more.

So why did every cell in my body suggest otherwise?
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Chapter Two
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Jane

The bare bulb in the attic gave off an otherworldly glow as I stood in front of the free-standing mirror to view the outfit I’d settled on. The knee-length, white flared skirt with red floral print and the plain red stretch top made me stand out a little more than I was used to, but the seventies vibe suited me.

Pulling the sides of my hair back, I secured it with a red scarf before pushing my feet into silver heeled sandals and spraying a light mist of my favorite lotus flower and black orchid perfume on my neck and wrists.

I exhaled slowly. I was ready.

I really did rock old world. But then I’d never really felt as though I fit in this century. I’d always felt out of place, an old soul. I only hoped Alessandro wasn’t put off by that fact or that I didn’t put on makeup.

I wasn’t confident with eyeshadow and lipstick, mascara and blush, so I left my face natural.

Doing one final spin, I left the mirror, the boxes and garment racks with their many garments hanging from them and returned to the floor below that was my home. A small kitchen, lounge and dining room, my master bedroom and guest bedroom, which had become my office space.

It wasn’t special, but I’d made the space my own, with the kitchen cupboards I’d painted a deep sea green to offset the white walls and sheer white curtains, my gray sofa with its green cushions and my white marble table with gray seats.

One day I’d change the white vinyl plank flooring—in both the shop and my home—for real timber floorboards, but until then I was more than happy with my living space. It was far more than many other people had.

I poured myself a gin and tonic, tossing in some ice cubes and sipping on it slowly to quell my sudden onset of nerves. I looked up at my sunburst wall clock. It was a couple of minutes away from 7.00 pm. 

The doorbell chimed from downstairs, my stomach compressing and my pulse accelerating. I tossed down the remainder of my drink and rinsed the glass before leaving it to dry on the sink.

Grabbing hold of my small white clutch bag, I made my way down the narrow staircase and entered the storeroom at the back of my shop. Sucking in a deep breath, I walked past the racks of hanging clothes and shelves of accessories before I swung open the door.

I almost gasped. He looked incredible. With his dark suit and even darker stare that glinted appreciatively at me, his navy tie and white dress shirt.

He whistled long and slow. “You’re stunning.”

I blinked. “I’m not too old school for you?”

“You’re perfect.”

I wanted to believe him but doubts niggled at me deep inside. I suspected the women he usually dated wore couture evening gowns and dripped in diamonds.

Whatever.

I wasn’t about to change my whole appearance for a man. He either liked me or he didn’t.

I stepped out onto the sidewalk that’d been darkened by earlier rain, much of the city’s grime now washed away. My heels clacked across the pavement as I followed Alessandro to a low-slung, dark sports car.

He opened the passenger door for me and I dropped onto a black leather seat that hugged my body before Alessandro pushed shut the door and enclosed me in what seemed like another world.

I clipped on my seatbelt and glanced at him as he took the driver’s seat, his larger-than-life body seemingly sucking away all the available space. “Do you always do things in such style?”

He shrugged, then pressed a button to start the growling engine. “This has been my way of life for as long as I can remember. To be honest, I rarely even drive anymore.”

He had his own driver? I couldn’t imagine such...luxury. But I also didn’t imagine for a second that he used public transport.

Flicking on the indicator, he drew out into the thinning stream of traffic, his confidence belying his statement about rarely driving.

He glanced at me, then conceded, “Though I do quite often take my Harley out for a spin.”

I should have known he rode motorcycles. He exuded toughness, along with inherent power. I had no doubt he’d been born into wealth. I also had no doubt he’d built on that wealth many times over. He had that look about him, that aura of authority and prestige that came with success.

I shivered. There was also something oddly disturbing about him, like he had a cloak of secrets shielding his true identity. Our close proximity only enhanced that feeling. Then he slowed for some traffic lights ahead and I shook away my alarm, my emotions settling.

I was being paranoid. No doubt the feeling was exacerbated by my non-existent dating life. My short stint with a man—seven weeks, three days—had been enough to last me a lifetime...until Alessandro and entered my life.

I turned to him, my mind going back to why he’d visited my vintage store. “Did your lady friend like the bangle?”

He smiled. “I don’t know. I haven’t given it to her yet.”

“Really?”

He pushed a hand into his pocket, his other hand resting on the steering wheel as he pulled free a velvet bag. “This is for you.”

“Wh-what? You didn’t buy it for me!” I protested.

“Not originally, but I genuinely feel this was always meant for you.”

At the next traffic lights, he reached for my hand and pushed the bangle over my fingers and hand, then onto my wrist, electricity cascading down my arm. 

“Thank you,” I said in a croaky voice.

Had a man ever given me a present? I hardly knew Alessandro and he’d already given me more than any man I knew.

“You’re welcome, little sparrow.”

I preened as I held up my wrist adorned with the gold bangle. The diamond clasp glinted under the dash lights. “I think I’m more less sparrow and pheasant and more peacock now I’m wearing gold.”

“You’ll always be my little sparrow,” he said with a smile, his teeth glinting vivid white.

“I’m not sure if I should be offended or complimented.”

“Definitely complimented. You’re one of a kind. I hope you’ll always stay that way.”

I subsided against my seat, satisfied with his answer. It wasn’t often I was noticed let alone praised, I had a style that was all my own, and right now I couldn’t have been prouder of my uniqueness.

Ten minutes later he was pulling into a reserved parking space at the marina. My eyes widened. Was he a celebrity or something? I shook my head. Maybe I just didn’t get out enough. I knew only my contacts in the vintage industry and my customers, otherwise I was pretty much alone in the world.

My throat went tight as an image of my gran flashed in my mind. She’d been more than family, she’d been my best friend and supporter, my cheerleader and my shoulder to cry on. She’d raised me when my mother, her daughter, had been taken from us both thanks to a particularly aggressive strain of ovarian cancer.

I’d been six when she’d been hospitalized, seven when I’d stood staring down at the freshly turned earth with her coffin embedded deep inside it, my nan holding my hand tightly.

My door swung open then, jerking me back to the present. “Are you all right?” he asked huskily.

I nodded. “Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”

“You had that look about you,” he said gently. “It’s one I’ve seen too many times. One of loss and deep introspection.”

I blinked at him. “Just how much loss have you seen?”

His smile was more a grimace. “Too much, clearly.” He proffered me his hand. “Enough morbid talk, let’s enjoy ourselves tonight.”

I couldn’t help but smile at him. “Let’s.”
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Chapter Three
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Alessandro

As usual, the restaurant was packed with diners, their voices muted to a dull roar as cutlery clinked and food sizzled and flamed behind an open servery. The smiling waitress led us up red-cedar stairs to an overhead level, where a private table was half-hidden in an alcove. A clay pot with shaggy greenery shielded us even more from everyone below.
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