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to make my writing dream a reality.

Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!

Nothing is impossible to a determined woman. 

—Louise May Alcott
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January 1982
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THE STOMACH CANCER detected during the routine check-up seven months ago had metastasized. It was a word Isabella didn’t fully understand its implications but sensed it wasn’t an outcome her father deserved.

Six weeks from the diagnosis, with his wife, Maria, and daughter, Isabella, by his side, Angelo Farfalla drew his last breath. He was forty-one. As painful as it was to watch her father die, seeing him at peace and pain-free was soberly gratifying. 

On a February winter day, under a dark sky with a cold, howling wind seeping deep into your bones, Angelo was laid to rest. Isabella and Maria flanked by Angelo’s brother Gianni, his wife Nina, and their daughter Michaela filled the front row as Father Lenny recited prayers. Looking solemn and respectful, friends and neighbours gathered around the family. 

Angelo Farfalla was a loving husband, father, good brother, and caring friend. He and Isabella made so many plans. They were going to visit the major fashion houses in Italy, Paris, and New York. They planned to attend every major fashion show, and when the time came, they’d work together to turn the modest tailor shop that bore Angelo’s name into a renowned fashion house. 

Growing up watching her father work in his small tailor shop gave Isabella a taste of tailoring. With a strong taste in her system, Isabella knew what she wanted for herself at a young age. 

A mixture of love and pride illuminated Angelo’s face when she told him she wanted to follow in his footsteps and learn all she could from him. From that moment, her father centred his dreams and hopes on Isabella, but she didn’t mind. She wanted to take over the business and carry his legacy as much as he wanted her to. 

Isabella was nine when she became his apprentice. Every day after school, she rushed to her father’s tailor shop and, like a sponge, soaked every detail of what he taught her. She hung onto every word he uttered. Isabella couldn’t have asked for a better teacher or mentor, and he couldn’t have asked for a better student. 

Angelo taught Isabella about textiles, fabric grains, and bias. He tutored her on running, basting, buttonhole, and every type of stitch there was. Angelo taught Isabella everything he knew about the craft of tailoring. Intently, she watched her father trace the lines onto the fabric with the tailor’s beeswax, which turned into the patterns he’d assemble into the custom-made suits he proudly tagged with a FARFALLA TAILORS label. 

“Sewing is one of the most ancient of the textile arts,” Angelo told Isabella. “Beautiful things can come from a bolt of fabric. Let your imagination flow, Isabella.” 

Those words set Isabella’s mind rolling. She didn’t just want to make beautiful clothes. Isabella wanted to create garments that made women feel feminine, extraordinary. To design clothes, women sought out and bragged about wearing. Isabella wanted to become a household name. 

“And one day, you will, Isabella. You’re very talented,” Angelo assured. 

“When will that be, Daddy?”

“I’ll let you know, princess. Until then, everything that’s in me will be yours. You will be bigger and better than I could ever be because you’re smarter than I am. You’ve inherited the entrepreneurial gene and an aptitude for business from your old man.”

They had so many plans, but as fate would have it, at the age of twenty-two, Isabella watched her father’s casket lowered into a darkness he’d never come back from. 

After the funeral, people filed to pay their last respects. Many commented on how beautiful the service was and offered words of sympathy and unconditional support.

Until that moment, Isabella hadn’t felt more alone.
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FROM THE SHELTER OF TREES A pair of eyes fixated on Isabella. Firing up a cigarette, they watched her every move, studied her, and surveyed her face. It had been months since they’d come upon her, but she looked as beautiful as always. 

Eyes the colour of aged bourbon were sad and solemn today. Her mouth was wide and full. Her long dark hair tumbled in waves around an unpainted face as delicate as silk. She wasn’t one to flaunt her striking beauty, but she didn’t have to, he thought approvingly.

A warmth came over him when he watched Isabella gnaw that lovely lower lip in the way she tended to do when she was nervous or deep in thought. She’d done that since he could remember.

For a moment, he thought Isabella flicked wary eyes in his direction, but with a tug of relief, dismissed the notion when her cousin Michaela reached for her hand and walked her to the car. 

He pitched the cigarette at the grass and hid from view. Isabella never saw or sensed the eyes that remained on her until she left for home.
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ISABELLA’S EYES ROLLED over the stack of overdue bills, then flicked to the bankbook balance. The $59.25 wasn’t going to cut it, and she pushed the bankbook and bills aside when the sense of helplessness overtook her. 

As much as Isabella wanted to save the shop, she couldn’t hold on to it much longer. The mounting bills and debt collectors were more than she could deal with. She had no option but to close the doors to her father’s tailor shop and give up her dream. Struggling against twin urges of defeat and failure, every bone in her body felt weighted by the most dreadful fatigue.

Isabella looked around the small shop, borne out of her father’s sweat and sacrifice. Stacked on the wood shelves bought at the Goodwill were dozens of neatly folded bolts of fabric ready to be shaped into beautiful garments. The second-hand sewing machine sat idle and tape measures, scissors, rulers, and iron, cluttered the workbench. Linoleum grayed from use matched the wall colour. It wasn’t much, but it was her father’s life work, and she hoped it would be his legacy.

Angelo had worked hard, sacrificed, and given so much of himself to his business, hoping one day it would fulfill Isabella’s long-sought dream of becoming the next Versace or Chanel. After years of sweat and sacrifice, it came down to one option, shutting the shop and her dream down. 

It wasn’t fair. 

Life wasn’t fair. 

Isabella lay her head down on crossed arms and let the tears of despair flow. 

“What have I told you about crying?” 

Isabella knuckled tears from her eyes to clear her vision. “Daddy?” She closed her eyes, opened them. There he was. “Jesus, I need to get some sleep.”

“You do, princess. You’re looking tired and thin. I want you to take care of yourself. You’re all your mother has. Promise me you will, Isabella.” Smoke flowed from the cigarette in Angelo’s mouth upward in a lazy curl. 

Isabella stared at her father. He looked real and healthy. His eyes were the sapphire-blue she remembered from his healthy days and full of life. 

“It’s me, princess.” Angelo walked toward Isabella, bringing with him the smell of Old Spice and cigarette smoke. “Promise me, Isabella, you’ll look after yourself. You’re mother needs you.” 

“That’s rich coming from you. You know those things killed you. How many times did we beg you to stop smoking?” Isabella tossed back with the bottled-up anger she’d carried since burying him.

“I deserve that.”

“It’s too late for that now,” she said when he moved to crush out the cigarette. “I don’t think they can kill you again.”

Angelo let out a booming laugh. “I always did appreciate your sense of humour.”

“I miss you, Daddy.”

“I miss you too, princess. I’m sorry for leaving you and your mother. I should have taken better care of myself.” 

“Yes, you should have.”

“You want to take the shop over and make it your own as we planned.” 

“I do, but...” Isabella let the sentence hang. She couldn’t tell him the shop he’d worked so hard to establish was on the verge of bankruptcy. Isabella wouldn’t tell him the mounds of bills made it so most days she felt like a salmon swimming upstream through a current of despair. 

“No excuses. Don’t be afraid to reach for the stars, princess. You have your dream to fulfill. One we planned for since you were a little girl.” Angelo held up a cigarette. When Isabella shrugged her shoulders, he lit it with the Bic lighter he dug from his pants pocket.

“But, Daddy...”

“Reach for the stars, princess. Fulfill your vision, but do it for yourself, not me.”

Isabella rolled teary eyes to her father. “I can’t do this for you or me.” 

“Of course you can, and you will make a name for yourself, not for me.” Gazing into Isabella’s eyes, Angelo plugged the cigarette into his mouth, inhaled. “What is it?”

“We’re broke, Daddy,” Isabella reluctantly admitted. 

“Princess, we’ve always been broke.” Angelo exhaled a long plume of white smoke, watched it curl upward until it faded. “You’re too young to be taking on so much responsibility, but you’re way more clever and capable than I was. You have brains and talent, Isabella. You can do this. Believe in yourself, and everything will fall in place.” 

“Hello.” The man’s voice brought Isabella out of her slumber. 

“Can’t you see the closed sign on the door?” Isabella groggily shot out with a mixture of irritation and annoyance.

“I’m sorry to bother you.”

“Well, you are, and I said we’re closed,” Isabella barked before her angry tone waned.

His eyes were the colour of the sea and sky with long, thick lashes. His hair, peppered with snowflakes, was a mane of jet-black waves that framed a compelling face with a wide mouth curved into a warm smile. A fashionable stubble added a sexy touch, and aside from the slightly crooked nose, he was perfect. 

“My name is Antonio Sabatini. I’m your landlord.”

His allure faded. “If you’re looking for money, take a number, Mr. Saba-whatever.” Isabella’s rasping tone netted a raised brow.

The irritated eyes that stared at him were hazel, flecked with specks of orange. Sexy, he thought. “Antonio works. May I speak to Mrs. Farfalla?”

“No. Talk to me.” Isabella snarled, unable to control the bitter edge to her tone.

She was a cranky one, but easy on the eyes, Antonio thought. Hair, the colour of mink, was smoothly pulled back to accent a delicate face devoid of make-up—as he liked his women. Her mouth was full and pink. She was five or six inches shorter than his six-foot frame, and although she wore a baggy sweatshirt and sweat pants, he figured the body beneath it was lean and curvy. He wondered how she’d escaped his attention until then.

“I wanted to talk to you about...”

“I know what you want to talk to me about. We owe you back rent. And like I said, take a number.” Isabella’s voice punched like a fist. Whether he heard it or not, he took no notice. The anger lighting the large, hazel eyes had him entranced. 

“Not having a good day?” Antonio’s dimples flashed with charm.

“Pfft, a day I can handle. I’m not having a good life,” Isabella said with a sarcastic half-laugh as he sized the full bottom lip and determined it was perfect for nibbling. “Stop staring at me,” she snapped. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” Antonio said when he saw her nervous hand move closer to the iron, which he didn’t doubt she wouldn’t hesitate to lob at him. Fire and beauty, with an indefinable hint of sensuality in a woman, were admirable qualities in his book. “And I’m sorry about not having a good life, but I promise you it does get better.”

The kind-hearted flow of his words pulled at Isabella. “It’s me who’s sorry. Mrs. Farfalla is my mom. I’m Isabella.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Isabella.” Antonio took the offered hand to pump and held it for longer than he should when his heart bumped and hammered hard at her touch. 

“How can I help you?” Isabella said, prying her hand free.

“I did want to talk to you about the rent.”

The knot in Isabella’s stomach knit tight. “I don’t have your money right now.”

“I’m not here to collect.” Isabella kept puzzled eyes levelled on the spellbinding blue ones. “I know you’re going through a difficult time, and I stopped in to tell you not to worry about the rent. You can take all the time you need.” Antonio watched her raise a quizzical brow. “I’ve been in your shoes, and I know right now, you don’t need the additional pressure of making rent.”

Something powerful and raw in his tone, in the eyes so compassionately gazing at her, made it difficult for Isabella to hold her composure. To his utter terror, she let the tears flow.

“I’m sorry. I ... didn’t mean to... Oh, jeez. I didn’t mean to upset you. Honestly,” Antonio stammered with the panicked feeling that consumes a man at the sight of a crying woman. Her heart-wrenching tears pulled at his heartstrings, and he wound his way around the table to wrap arms around her. “Please, please don’t cry.” 

“I’m sorry.” Isabella pulled loose from his hold. 

“Do you feel better?” Antonio’s fingers skimmed over her cheeks to dry tears. “My mom always said a good cry made her feel better.” 

“Yes, thank you.” Feeling conscious of their closeness, Isabella took a few steps back. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“If anyone should be embarrassed, it’s me. My charismatic personality is supposed to appeal to your female sensibilities, not have you in tears.”

Isabella smiled at that. “Your charismatic personality doesn’t need fine-tuning. It’s that out of everyone who’s offered a helping hand, you’re the only one who’s meant it.” 

Her vulnerability, her softness, the teary eyes tugged at Antonio. He slid his fingers under her chin, lifted her face to meet his. “And I mean it. You take as long as you need.”

The gesture spoke volumes, and the hopelessness and misery that filled Isabella for months faded. The stranger she’d just met with a simple act of kindness, restored her faith in humanity. “Thank you.” 

“Your father was a good man. He was always kind to me, and I’d like to repay the favour. If you or your mother needs anything, you come to see me. Day or night, you can find me at The Café.” 

“Thank you, and I’ll have your money to you as soon as possible.”

“I know you will. In case you don’t, I know where you live.” Antonio’s comment netted him a brittle smile. “That’s better. I guess it’s been a rough few months for you.” She nodded, tucking the errant strand of hair behind her ear, and as hard as Antonio tried not to stare, he found he couldn’t take his eyes off her. “It’ll get better.” 

When? Isabella wondered, giving him a faint smile and a nod. 

Antonio scanned his watch. “I’m sorry, but I need to get back to the cafe. Here’s where you can reach me.” He penned his number on a piece of paper. “And, Isabella, keep smiling. You look great when you do.”
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IN HER FIFTH floor office of the Hart Designs building, Isabella studied her charcoaled sketch one last time. Deciding the fitted plaid jacket’s fluid lines and complementing gray, low-rise pants were perfect, she set her pencil down and turned her focus out the wide, square window. 

To the east, old and new buildings of architectural beauty populating the downtown core stretched high to the sky. Straight ahead, Lake Ontario spread to the horizon under a staggering blue sky. The hustle and bustle of people with rushed lives packed sidewalks and bumper-to-bumper traffic crawled along Lake Shore Boulevard. Isabella loved the view she’d earned during the past three years at Hart Designs. 

Graduating top of her class, Mr. Hart was relentless in his pursuit to bring Isabella on board as a junior designer. Isabella accepted Mr. Hart’s offer after her father convinced her the experience she’d gain at the reputable fashion house would be invaluable. 

Now, Isabella wondered if she’d ever put the knowledge she’d learned to use. Launching her fashion house would take effort and energy. That she had lots of, but starting your own business took money, which she didn’t have. 

But she was her father’s daughter, and like him, had the entrepreneurial itch to satisfy. How she’d do it five years ahead of schedule, without her father or a penny to her name, was a detail she had to work out? Very soon.

“It’s a great view.” The voice drifted in from the doorway, and Isabella swivelled her chair to face the tall, willowy Gail Williams. 

“I haven’t seen much of you lately,” Isabella said, studying her exotic looking friend who always looked as if cut from the pages of Vogue.

Today she wore a coral flare-sleeved jacket over a cream silk shirt. Her russet skirt rode shorter than it should for an office setting, but Gail’s mission was flaunting toned legs. The waterfall of brown hair fell in layers of tight curls around a heart-shaped face with large saucer-round eyes. Her skin was the colour of midnight and as smooth as an opal.

“The move is keeping me busy. I have to start saying no to that man. That old coot has this crazy notion I’m at his beck and call to do with me as he wishes.” Gail ranted of Mr. Hart. “I’m his assistant, not his office manager or babysitter or personal shopper or...” 

“Breathe, Gail.” Isabella prompted. “Remember your blood pressure.” 

Gail held up a hand, palm out, to silence Isabella. “I’m not done, and I sure as hell shouldn’t have to deal with the relocation of our design division from Toronto to New York. So many personalities, so much attitude. You want to see grown men and women turn into children? Have them move. It’s taken all my strength not to bang their heads together to knock sense into them.”

“Is that coffee for me?” Isabella said when Gail stopped for breath. 

“It is.” Gail jiggled the cup off the tray and handed it to Isabella. 

Folding the tab and locking it in place, Isabella took a long, satisfying sip. “You’re officially my best friend.”

Gail flashed Isabella a dimpled smile. “How are you doing, honey?”

“I’m getting there. I’m just happy Mr. Hart spared me from making the move to New York and allowed me to stay put. With just having buried my dad, I couldn’t leave my mother.”

“I know, honey.” Sipping coffee, Gail slid a look over the sketches on the drafting table. “Next winter’s line?” 

“Yep, just finished the last sketch. I managed to come up with ten designs in two weeks.” Gail set her cup down, flipped through the sketches. “They’re rough drafts. Mr. Hart and Fizz rushed me to get them done,” Isabella told Gail when she cocked a thin, dark brow.

There was such artistry, such ingenuity and imagination in the sketches, Gail thought. Having no artistic talent herself, she appreciated the artistry in Isabella’s designs. Isabella’s eye for fashion was one that couldn’t be taught, Gail thought. You were either born with the creative gene or not, and Isabella was.

“Mr. Hart and Fizz will select six from the ten if not all. They should net the company five million dollars in sales.” Isabella drained more coffee from her cup.

“Both you and I know it will be Mr. Hart doing the selecting because Fizz, simply put, is the useless, untalented daughter latching on to daddy until he’s six feet under. The girl wouldn’t know fashion if it hit her in that lipo-sucked ass of hers.” 

There was anger in Gail’s tone and fire in her eyes, but Isabella couldn’t help but snort a giggle. “You shouldn’t hold back, Gail.”

“I only tells the truth, honey, and speaking of, these are amazing, Isabella.”

“You think so? I still have a lot to learn.” Isabella watched Gail slide her lean frame into the guest chairs.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit. I’ve been here for ten years. I’ve seen designers come and go, and I’ll tell you, Isabella, you have a special talent.” Gail crossed a long, toned leg over another.

“That means a lot to me, Gail.” Isabella’s eyes flicked out the window and followed the flock of Harlequin ducks sweeping across the sky, then seamlessly glide on calm water.

“Have Mr. Hart and Fizz seen the sketches yet?”

“No. We’re supposed to meet this Friday when they get back from their New York trip to go over them.”

There was a stretch of silence, as Gail considered. “I’m going to tell you something, Isabella, and it has to remain between us,” Gail said, deciding to break confidentiality she swore to uphold as Mr. Hart’s assistant.

“It will.” Isabella turned the key on a pursed mouth. 

“The reason Mr. Hart and Fizz rushed you to complete the sketches is that they wanted them before they....” Gail hesitated.

The clicking from the photocopy machine spitting copies when Amy, receptionist, and gossip extraordinaire, pressed START, filled the silence in Isabella’s office. 

“To what, Gail?” Isabella watched Gail walk to the door and slam it on Amy’s snooping ears.

“Fire you.” 

A cold chill shot up Isabella’s spine. “What are you talking about? You’re mistaken. They promised me a bonus and a promotion with a salary increase. It’s why I’m in this office.”

“I’m sorry to be setting this minefield off, especially now, but none of that is going to happen.”

Shoulders slumped, Isabella sunk to the depths of her chair. “I never got the impression they wanted me gone. Mr. Hart and Fizz have repeatedly told me how pleased they are with my work. They were good to me when I asked them if I could stay behind with the Canadian division after my father’s death.” Isabella’s mind worked quickly now.

“Mr. Hart is very pleased with your work, but Fizz, well, you know she has him wrapped around her finger. Before their New York trip, I overheard a conversation between them. Fizz talked Mr. Hart into making her the Vice-President of Design, and you know you’re bound to upstage her. She won’t let that happen.” 

Isabella’s throat constricted without warning. “I need this job. Now more than ever, and they know it. I was planning to play catch-up with the shop’s bills with my next paycheque and bonus,” she said, the quiver of distress in her words. 

Isabella begged, degraded herself, worked her fingers to the bone, and she hadn’t cared as long as she remained on the payroll. 

“I know, honey. I’m so sorry.” Gail’s eyes followed Amy as she walked past Isabella’s office, heading back to her desk.

“Are you sure, Gail? You’re sure what you heard?” 

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“How can they do this to me now?” Isabella nervously paced her office. “Jesus, the time I’ve dedicated, the money my designs have generated for them, my loyalty to this company. Doesn’t any of that mean anything to them?” Isabella lifted her hands to her temples, massaged in a circular motion. “I’m broke now as is. Without this job, I’ll be this close to becoming destitute.”

“I’m sorry I’ve upset you, honey, but I thought you should know what’s coming because I don’t think you should let them have these designs. They sure as hell don’t deserve them.” 

“Oh, God, what am I going to do?” The sick ball at the pit of Isabella’s stomach twined tightly as her mind raced.

How was she going to keep up with the shop’s bills that never stopped coming? She owed back rent, and utilities were on the third past-due notice. They could survive without a telephone. How were she and her mother to survive without heat through the winter months? How were they going to survive, period?

“Calm down, Isabella. I know this comes as a shock, but you can find a job anywhere. You’re extremely talented, and our competitors are bound to snap you up as soon as they find out you’re looking. I can put some feelers out with my contacts.” 

Nerves bouncing, Isabella paced. “Yeah, so they can pull the same stunt after draining me of my energy and dignity.” Isabella let raw temper carry her into an oath-laced rant with the sharp stab of anger and resentment racing over her. 

“You let it out, girl,” Gail said, impressed by her prim friend’s extensive knowledge of the vulgar language.

“I gave that sonofabitch twelve-hour days, weekends, holidays, all without pay because I love what I do. Because I thought they would follow through with the bonus, advancement. And this is how they repay me?”

“I’m sorry, honey.” Gail’s eyes flashed sympathy.

“They have to be taught a lesson.” 

Brows drew together to form that vertical crease between them, Gail called her intellectual line. “What are you going to do, Isabella? Don’t do anything you’ll regret.” 

Isabella lifted a brow. “That ship’s sailed. I’m so regretting everything I’ve done for this company, for Mr. Hart.”

“You can make your point, even be vengeful in a sophisticated way.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Isabella set her mind to think mode.

Gail’s dark chocolate eyes went baleful when she recognized the scheming look in Isabella’s eyes. “Isabella, what are you planning to do?”

“A pinch of mystery always adds lustre to an artist’s aura,” Isabella said, thinking it best Gail remained in the dark.

“All right. Just promise me you won’t do anything crazy.” 

“I promise.” The distressed look had left Isabella’s face, and settling in at her drafting table, with great positiveness, added, “Thank you for telling me. One day I’ll return the favour. Now, I gotta get to work.” Isabella tied her hair back with a clip and picked up the four-B graphite pencil.
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ISABELLA LOWERED THE toothbrush and stared at herself in the mirror. She was about to take a significant step, and she hoped it paid off. She had a lot to do this morning, and she was ready for it. Rinsing her mouth, Isabella walked back to her room and picked up the telephone. 

“Hi, Gail... Yeah, I know the meeting is about to start... Yes, I figured you’ve been trying to find me. I’m not in the office... No. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I just wanted you to tell Mr. Hart I won’t be making it in for the meeting... Everything’s fine, but I do need a favour.” Isabella swung the closet door open, selected a white cotton shirt, shrugged into it.

“Anything you need, honey. I’m your girl.” Gail’s sympathetic voice flowed over the telephone.

“In my office, you’ll find the sketches and my letter of resignation.” Isabella searched for the least worn pair of jeans. She would have preferred to shrug herself into a black Chanel suit against a rose, silk blouse, but a polyester shirt tucked into jeans would have to do. “I want you to turn both over to Fizz. Not Mr. Hart, Gail, Fizz.” 

Gail’s gasped breath followed with a brief moment of silence. “I didn’t mean for you to take such drastic measures. Are you sure about this, honey?”

Isabella cradled the telephone on her shoulder as she slipped faded jeans over her hips. “I desperately need the money, but I’ve never been more sure about anything. Leaving Hart’s is the right decision. The best one I’ve made in a long time.” It was the first time Isabella voiced the thought aloud, and the tight ball in her belly loosened, and the butterflies flew free.

“But maybe I was wrong. Maybe there’s more to what I overheard. Maybe you could have talked them out of asking for your resignation if it did come to that.” Gail whispered voice came over the telephone line.

“What you heard was right. I’ve sensed I was on my way out since the day Fizz set foot in the company. You just put it into perspective for me. I could probably talk them into keeping me on, but I don’t want to work for someone who puts me in a situation where I need to beg for my job. I’ve contributed enough to Mr. Hart and his company’s bottom line to expect better. I’m not giving them any more of my time or energy, my loyalty, the long hours to an ungrateful employer so his undeserving spawn can profit.” 

“I hear you, and I’m in complete agreement, but why are you,” Gail’s voice shifted to a dull whisper, “giving them the sketches?”

“Fair is fair. They’ve paid me for that work.” Tucking her shirt into her jeans, Isabella slanted a look at herself in the dresser mirror and pinched her cheeks for colour. “Trust me on this, Gail.” 

“But...”

“You’ve been an absolute doll.” Isabella cut Gail off. “And, Gail, I meant it when I say I’ll return the favour.” 

“Don’t worry about that, honey. I want you to be okay.”

The smile Isabella gave her reflection was full of sureness. “I will be. This is what I need to do.” Isabella finger-combed her hair and slid her feet into flats. “It’s time to flesh out the idea that has been brewing in my head for years but that I haven’t dared pursue. I needed that kick in the butt, and I’m grateful to you for giving it. Now, remember, turn resignation letter and sketches over to Fizz, and don’t mention anything about them to Mr. Hart. Talk to you soon,” Isabella said, hanging up and crossing CALL GAIL off a long To-Do list that ended with OWN HART DESIGNS.
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ARCHED IN THE doorway, Isabella scanned The Café crowded with the lunch crowd. Chatty diners and couples, their heads closed together in intimate conversation, filled every table. Stools at the bar were full, and a long line of caffeine-craving customers waited to be served. The aroma of ground beans and brewed coffee drifting in the air was nothing short of heavenly.

The Café was four the size of her father’s store with a European flair. Framed cafe related images hung on tan washed walls. There was a  giant dancing coffee bean sporting a sombrero on his head. Next to it, a steaming coffee cup, the words ESPRESSO emblazoned below its thick rim. There was a cartoonish looking barista serving coffee to smiling customers. Two industrial-size coffee machines hummed behind the bar as they poured steaming espressos and steamed milk for cappuccinos. 

Isabella’s eyes landed on Antonio behind the counter. He was in his element, engaging customers in casual banter. She watched him pour cup after coffee cup. Her mouth bowed when he burst into joyful laughter along with the heavyset man whose cigarette bobbed from the corner of his mouth in sync with his enormous jelly-like belly. 

Isabella felt an extraordinary liquid warmth spread when she saw Antonio’s face brighten the moment he saw her. 

“Hi,” Antonio mouthed, waving her in.

“I’m sorry to bother you. Can you spare me a few minutes?” Isabella called out over the din. 

“I can. Marco take over for me,” Antonio called out. 

When Marco flashed a raised thumb, Antonio tossed the dishtowel draped on his shoulder and the black barista apron around his waist onto the counter. Stepping out from behind the bar, he led her to the table vacated by the young couple. 

“I was about to grab some lunch. Will you join me?” Antonio pulled the out chair for Isabella. 

“Just coffee for me.” 

“I don’t think so. You’re going to eat a meal.” Antonio’s voice was more firm than he meant it to be, but Isabella looked too thin to be passing the offer of food. 

Isabella opened her mouth to apprise him that she wasn’t a helpless little girl and could think for herself but closed it when she remembered why she was there. Control Isabella, she told herself, inhaling the good and exhaling the bad. On her exhaled breath, she opened her eyes to Levi’s on a tight butt when Antonio spun around to wave Marco over. Her eyes fixed on the tight butt you could bounce a quarter and see it spring back, her temper petered out.

“Now, I’m all yours.” Antonio slid into the chair across her. “What did you want to speak to me about?” 

“I, that is my mother, and I would like to know if you’re okay with us moving out of the upstairs apartment and downstairs to the back of the store.”

“To live?”

Misunderstanding his reaction as derision, Isabella lunged into defence mode. “We can’t afford to pay rent on the store and the upstairs apartment. I realize it’s short notice, and it’s a lot to ask since the store is not zoned for residential use, but it will be a great help in reducing my expenses.”

“But there’s no shower downstairs or a decent bathroom, not to mention the lack of a kitchen or bedroom.”

“With your permission, I can make the necessary plumbing adjustment, at my expense, of course. We’ll improvise a kitchen and sleeping quarters at the back of the store.” Begging was a humbling experience.

“What does your mother think about this arrangement?” When she remained silent, Antonio said, “She doesn’t know about these plans.”

“Not yet, but...” 

“I’m going to say no.” 

Her mouth tightened into a harsh, bitter line. “What do you mean, you’re saying no?” 

The disappointment at his empty offer for help sparked a flash of anger in Isabella. She believed, trusted him enough to come to him on bended knees asking for help, but he was like everyone else, offering platitudes. She didn’t need platitudes. She had enough of that from everyone around her. 

“You told me I could come to you for help. ‘You’ve only to call me. You can turn to me for help anytime,’” she mimicked. “Now that I come to you for a simple favour, which won’t cost you anything, and this is what I get.” Her voice ice over steel, Isabella lobbed angry words from between gritted teeth.

A firecracker, Antonio thought, staring at the brown eyes going deeper in colour. Deciding it best to let her get her pent up anger out of her system, Antonio leaned back in his chair and watched the blazing eyes, the flailing hands, and the flash of temper as she snapped at him like a German Shepard. From time to time, he’d toss the random nod, the “I understand,” or “I’m sorry” to keep his end of the conversation.  

Women were unpredictable creatures at the best of times, and he’d learned long ago a compassionate expression accompanied by an “I understand”—although men rarely did—went a long way when dealing with an angry woman. 

“Don’t patronize me with that understanding nod because you don’t. Otherwise, you’d be more helpful. Thanks for nothing.” Isabella bolted to her feet. 

Antonio loved fire in a woman, and on her, it looked great. “That’s not going to happen because I’m not going to have you and your mother living under substandard conditions. You’re staying put in the apartment,” Antonio said, as she was about to storm away.

Isabella’s angry expression withered into a sheepish one. “But we can’t afford it.”

“I told you you don’t have to worry about the rent,” Antonio assured, waving a hand to silence her when she opened her mouth. “No arguments. I’m standing firm. “Now, please sit back down.” Resting his hand on hers, a flash of heat shot down to his loin and stayed long after she plopped down in her chair and yanked her hand free. 

“You know I won’t be able to pay the rent for a few months. I need the money to...” Isabella went silent when Marco appeared with coffees and pressed paninis with a side order of salad. 

“You have plans,” Antonio said when Marco moved on to the next table. “I’m a good listener.” Antonio took a generous bite of panino, never leaving the tawny eyes lost in the dark liquid of her coffee cup as she debated whether to tell him.

“I want to take over the tailor shop.” Isabella absently picked at her sandwich. “Open it under a new name, a new concept.” 

“I see.” Antonio chased panino with coffee.

“I’ve given this a lot of thought, and it’s what I want to do.” There was an odd pleasure at saying the words aloud with such confidence. Moving forward with her life, without regret or a backward glance, was the right decision.

Isabella told Antonio of the plans she’d made with her father to take over the business as her own. She told Antonio that although Mr. Hart and Fizz’s plan to oust her drove her to her decision to do it now, it was her dream all along. Isabella told Antonio things she hadn’t told her mother. She wasn’t sure why she had, but it felt great.

“It’s a huge undertaking. Running your own business is not as glamourous as it sounds. It’s long hours, stressful days. It’s worries of where your next dollar to pay the bills comes from.”

“How’s that different from my everyday life.”

His lips stretched out in a soft smile. “You feel up to the challenge?” 

“I do. I really do.” There was something solid and reassuring about feeling confident for the first time in a long while. “The store is there now, and my father has an existing clientele I can tap into. There are inventory and equipment I can use.” In her momentary silence, the din of conversation, customers placing orders, the ding of the cash registers, and the brewing coffee machines became voluble.

“I think it’s a great idea.” 

The words of encouragement she needed made her eyes glint with confidence. “I have the contacts and the necessary connections, which I’ve forged over the three years at Hart Designs. I know they will support me.” Isabella held back, telling him she got busy penning contact, customer, and supplier information from Hart Designs’ files since her talk with Gail.

“Sounds as if you have it all worked out.” Antonio chased the last bite of his sandwich with the remnants of his coffee. “Have you thought about how you’re going to finance your venture?”

“I have a few thoughts.” She shared them.

Entranced with her, he listened, biting back the urge to offer her financial help. Isabella Farfalla was her own woman, and he was sure she wouldn’t accept the handout. He offered the next best thing once she went silent. “I’ll help you put a financial plan together. You know for Mrs. Johnstone, the bank manager at the Imperial Bank. You are planning to talk to her into financing your venture.”

Isabella’s enthusiasm waned. “I was, but I need a financial plan?” 

Antonio nodded. “You need to present your financial objective and the long-term goals for your business. Mrs. Johnstone’s a stickler for details. She’ll want to see an overview of projected earnings, cost runs, dollar outlay, and your expected future returns when you ask for the financing you require to set your plan in motion.”

Isabella’s thin shoulders hunched over. “I, ah, don’t know anything about what you said.” Numbers were her kryptonite. 

“No worries. I’ll help you put together a professional proposal to present.” 

“I don’t want to impose.”

“No imposition. Round up invoices, bank statements, all the paperwork you can get your hands on, and meet me back here in three hours.” Antonio reached for her hand when she started to rise from the table. “Not before you eat up. I have no interest in having my temperamental chef grill me on why the pretty woman having lunch with me left a masterpiece like that on her plate.” 

Antonio considered it a small victory when she gave him a dimpled smile and reached for the panino.
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DRAWING THE BLINDS to his apartment window open, Isabella saw the moon cresting on the horizon. Buildings and trees were caped in white. Burning streetlamps pooled light over snow-covered sidewalks, and rush hour traffic-clogged the streets. 

“I didn’t realize how late it was. I’m sorry I’ve taken so much of your time.” Isabella gathered her paperwork off the kitchen table.

“It’s only five-thirty, and stop apologizing and thanking me. It may sound odd to someone who thinks numbers are the spawn of the devil, but I enjoy working with them. I am a chartered accountant.” Antonio poked his head in the refrigerator, chose the bottle of Zinfandel he thought she’d like, and held it up for her assessment. “Will you join me?” When she nodded, he peeled the seal and uncorked it. 

“You have no idea how foreign that sounds. I’ve always hated numbers, can’t seem to make heads or tails of them, especially not when you’re putting them into a financial plan as you’ve done. That takes talent.” Isabella sank her tired body into the soft leather of his living room couch, and for the first time, noticed how stylish his apartment was.

Italian sofas, upholstered in a creamy leather, dark wood, and glass-filled the loft-style apartment. A second story bedroom accessed by a winding wrought-iron staircase looked out over the living room, which crossed into the kitchen. Polished oak floors and large picture windows brightened the open space. Abstract paintings blotted with vibrant greens, reds, and orange hung on olive-green walls. It was a man’s apartment with a touch of modern sophistication.

“Then, I’ll have to take on the role of your accountant.” Antonio waved down the oncoming argument. “No, buts.”

“I can’t afford to pay you. Not right now, anyway.”

Antonio handed her the glass of wine before sinking his tall frame next to her. “You will eventually. I, like your father, believe you’re destined for great things.” His comment elicited a surprised look. “He told me your entrepreneurial talent exceeded his. After this afternoon, I can see what he meant.”

Isabella felt her chest constrict. “When did he say this to you?” 

“Often enough. He sensed you’re destined for greatness. Ask anyone in the cafe.”

“He talked to you, to people, about me?”

“He did. He was proud of you.” 

“Thank you for telling me. It means a lot.”

“You’re very welcome. Will you stay for dinner?”

“I’d love to, but after this glass of wine, I really should get going. My mother is probably wondering where I’ve gotten to. Rain cheque?”

“Of course,” he said, surprised at the disappointment that squeezed at him. 

“I’ll go to see Mrs. Johnstone tomorrow.” 

Antonio watched Isabella take the last of her wine. “Stick to the script we discussed, and you’ll do fine.” 

“Got it right here.” Isabella patted the file folder where she’d stored the notes of questions Antonio thought she should ask to appear business minded.

“I’d say good luck, but I’m sure that once she sees the brilliant business plan your accountant’s put together, you’re a shoo-in.” 

Isabella’s lips stretched out in a smile. “I don’t need luck. What I need is a miracle.”

“I feel a miracle coming on,” Antonio said, making a mental note to call Mrs. Johnstone first thing in the morning.
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FROM THE SHADOWS, A POOL OF crushed out cigarettes on the ground, eyes gazed up at Antonio’s apartment window, wondering what he and Isabella were doing for over three hours. 

Sighing in cigarette smoke, pleasure filled The Eyes when Isabella stepped out of Antonio’s apartment and saw no affectionate exchange. There wasn’t a peck on the cheek or a friendly embrace. The pleased smile on The Eyes’ face quickly evaporated when Antonio leaned against the doorjamb and set tender eyes to Isabella walk away. 

Seeing the emotion flowing from Antonio’s eyes, a tight, angry fist lodged in The Eyes’ chest. Hot rage on top of cold fury had The Eyes’ mind raced to plot its revenge.
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WALKING THROUGH THE doors of the Imperial Bank, Isabella’s stomach muscles knotted. Telephones shrilled, and calculators clicked. Customers lined the long counter while others queued for their turn. 

Isabella hoped she didn’t look as tired as she felt. She’d stayed up all night, perfecting her pitch, going over the notes to ensure she had everything Antonio laid out memorized. She had one chance at this and needed to do it right. Her mother’s and her life depended on it. 

Drawing in a breath, Isabella walked up to the receptionist. “I’m here to see Mrs. Johnstone.”

The young girl with the waterfall of honey-blonde hair behind the desk looked up with angelic blue-eyes. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but I need to see her.” Isabella’s tone was flat and final as Antonio told her it should be. “Please, I need to see her.”

Scrutinizing blue eyes held, a moment, two. “All right, I’ll see if she’s available.” Blue Eyes rose and disappeared into the corner office. Moments later, she returned and said, “Mrs. Johnstone will see you, Miss...” 
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