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        Damage to the memory storage area of the brain, from traumatic brain injury. That results in being unable to remember what happened in the years prior to the injury.
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      I found that music was pivotal in connecting me to the characters as I wrote this book. Here is a list of songs that spoke to me.

      

      
        	
Because of You – Kelly Clarkson

        	
Better in Time – Leona Lewis

        	
Be Without You – Mary J. Blige

        	
Breakeven – The Script

        	
Can’t Take My Eyes Off of You – Ms. Lauryn Hill

        	
Didn’t We Almost Have It All – Whitney Houston

        	
Don’t You Remember – Adele

        	
Halo – Beyoncé

        	
Just Fine – Mary J. Blige

        	
The Living Years – Mike & The Mechanics

        	
Make You Feel My Love – Adele

        	
Nobody Knows – The Tony Rich Projects

        	
See You Again (feat. Charlie Puth) – Wiz Khalifa, Charlie Puth

        	
Stay – Rihanna, Mikky Ekko

        	
Stranger in My House – Tamia

        	
Wait for You – Elliott Yamin

        	
Wicked Game – Chris Issak

        	
Work – Rihanna, Drake

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the loveliest of tribes, because you can indeed choose your family. To the most supportive darlings of SFAM, Kim L., Tanya (Tee), Viv, and Ro.

      

      

      

      
        
        I love you all beyond reason.

        xoxo

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author & Grammatical Note

      

      

      
        
        Things to beware of in this book: contains mature situations, adult language, graphic sexual content, and pregnancy loss.

      

        

      
        🍁Side note, I am Canadian, and the story’s location is in Canada.  So, the spelling and word usage contained in the story are also Canadian. 🍁

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet the Men of the

          

          ELITE SERIES

        

      

    

    
      To the outside world, they would seem an odd mix, Nicco Carisi the Canadian-Italian heir to Tesoricina the worldwide olive oil conglomerate, Aaron Ma the British-Chinese chef that created the consortium Ma’s Kitchen, based on his talent and business acumen and Maksim Vashchenko the Russian tycoon that runs Rimma Diamonds. Nearly twenty years of friendship later, the men consider themselves brothers.

      Once a month the three friends gather for a game of Snooker.  A few treasured hours of camaraderie and escape from their busy and demanding empires.  To once again be the young men that formed an unbreakable bond over Snooker, in a less than reputable club in the back streets of London. Nicco and Maksim had been slumming, while they were on summer getaways.  Aaron was using his talent to hustle his way out from under the crushing weight of his humble beginnings.

      “So, I win. You cook me a nice Russian meal Dah?” Maksim shouted, pumping his fist in the air.

      “Do I look like your bitch Maksim? I never see you wagering diamonds. After this, we go to one of my restaurants and you pick up the tab,” said Aaron, pointing his finger at Maksim.

      “Why would I do that when I know the owner?” Maksim said, barely able to keep the laughter out of his voice.

      Nicco was ready to play. If he let them, Maksim and Aaron would go back and forth all night. They were the two most intense men he knew, with the ability to make grown men shit their pants with just a look. Yet, when they got together they reverted to their adolescence, enjoying winding the other up.

      “Can we play now?” Nicco asked exasperatedly.  “Or should I leave you two alone to hold hands and figure out the wager?”

      “Fuck you!” They replied in unison.

      Nicco began setting up the table to start the game.  The wager was always the same, ten grand, mere pocket change for each of the three men. Afterwards, Aaron would prepare a meal, Maksim would provide the Vodka, and Nicco would bring the cigars. They were creatures of habit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The price of a memory, is the memory of the sorrow it brings.”

      

      

      
        
        Pittacus Lore, I Am Number Four

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          NICCO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2018

      

      

      Nicco knew she preferred he didn’t call while driving, but the need to tell her was suddenly overwhelming.

      “Love you, Cara Bella.” He told her as soon as she answered the phone.

      “Love you too! Be safe, Baby.” Karissa responded.

      He couldn’t help but laugh as she immediately disconnected the call. His woman was overly cautious, but he had placed the call through the hands-free device. 

      His self-satisfied smile wavered briefly as the song ‘See You Again’ by Wiz Khalifa and Charlie Puth began its haunting melody. He switched the station then stopped as Rihanna’s song ‘Work’ filled the car.

      Nicco Carisi couldn’t be happier, he had everything a man could wish for and then some. It took a split second to bring his happiness to a screeching halt and literally flip his life on its side. 

      There was no time to react to the runaway truck that T-boned the driver side of Nicco’s vehicle. The shock of having his seat belt tighten in his lap, across his torso, and shoulder, trapping him to his seat, robbed him of his ability to react. Trapped and immobile, he was powerless to prevent his head from being violently snapped first to the right and then to the left onto the driver window.

      The smell of smoke filled the cockpit of the car. Fine white powder exploded from the airbag filling the space with suffocating particles after it too slammed into his side. It filtered into his nostrils and mouth as he tried to take in laboured breaths.

      Rihanna’s admonishing “Beg you something, please Baby don't you leave–” was abruptly interrupted, by a calming voice. “Mr. Carisi, this is Antoinette from Audi Connect, we have detected the vehicle has been in a collision and your side air bags have deployed. Emergency services are on the way.”

      Crunching metal, broken flying glass, and the unmistakable smell of burnt rubber filled the air. The horn of the pickup blared unceasingly as it announced the horror of the two crushed vehicles. Onlookers’ voices blended in a cacophony of shock and terror.

      “Son, I’m going to need you to stay awake.” His Father’s voice sounded like it was travelling through time, but it was no less commanding. It was perplexing because it had been years since he heard the commanding voice of his father, who had passed on years ago.

      “I can’t Dad, I’m so tired.” His voice sounded faint to his own ears. Had the words even made it past his lips?

      “Nicco, you can, and you will! I am getting you out of here.” Dominic released the seatbelt and with what seemed no effort, lifted Nicco’s large body out of the car. 

      Onlookers tried to approach the luxury vehicle that now sat crushed and mangled. The intense heat radiating from the car along with the immediate area was unbearable as was the blinding white light. The illumination was so bright, that it almost made it impossible to make out the white-haired gentleman cradling his grown son in his arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          KARISSA

        

      

    

    
      Maybe she should get down on her knees?

      Karissa remained glued to her seat, doubt plaguing her. Was that how it was done? This had to count, as everything was on the line! It had to be meaningful… She was doing this for the man she loved.

      Cry? Allow the tears she managed to keep at bay to flow.

      Beg? Lay her desperation bare, and herself exposed.

      Plead? Pour her heart out. Leave it all on the table.

      Looking over to where Nicco lay prone in the bed, Karissa knew she was out of options. Time was not on her side.

      Remaining where she sat, she folded her hands in her lap, closed her eyes, and willed the right words to come.

      It didn’t matter if this made her a hypocrite, because she needed a miracle. Karissa needed it right away

      It had been ten agonizing days since the Anesthesiologist had chemically reversed the medically induced coma. But Nicco still hadn’t awakened. The specialist had informed them it should only take twenty-four to forty-eight hours for him to come out of his unconscious state.

      As the days dragged on, the possibility Nicco would wake up and be his former healthy self slipped away.

      “God, I have repeatedly denied your existence but I really need help now. Maybe I should have come to you six weeks ago when I first received the call that changed my life.”

      Karissa did not make it a habit of answering calls from unknown numbers, but she relented and picked up after the third time they called.

      Hearing her husband Nicco had been in a car accident and was being rushed to the local hospital caused Karissa’s emotional wall to engage. On autopilot, she called for a driver. While she was en route she informed the parties that needed to be made aware of his accident.

      Calls were immediately placed to Nicco’s mother Letizia, her mother Cynthia, her best friend Stephanie, Cristiano his cousin, as well as  Nicco’s best friends, Aaron and Maksim. The calls were brief informing them of the urgency of the situation. For anyone who didn’t know Karissa, her delivery might have seemed cold, void of emotion. But those she had called recognized the sound of a woman who was heroically trying to keep it together.

      Karissa hadn’t asked what Aaron and Maksim were doing when she called, but when the driver stopped at the entrance of the Emergency Room sliding doors, they were both there to greet her.

      For the first time in her life, she was grateful for Maksim’s overbearing nature. As the three of them approached the reception desk, Maksim led the charge, and it was clear he expected immediate attention to be paid to them. Hell no, they wouldn’t wait.

      Maksim arrived at the counter and the sound of his meaty hands meeting the surface in front of him, drew attention of all behind the desk. It was no surprise within two minutes of the thunderous declaration, “No, I will not sit down and wait! I’m Maksim Vashchenko and I sit on the Board of the Jennie Smillie Health System that runs this hospital. I demand to speak to the Head of the Emergency Department immediately. You have five minutes to make it happen!”

      Not only did the Head of Emergency, Dr. Vance appear, but also in tow were the Hospital Administrator Ms. Samuels along with the Head of Patient Care Dr. Jenkins.

      Heavy handed? Yes. Effective? Most assuredly.

      Although, Maksim could make administrators appear, what he couldn’t do was change the outcome of the dire condition Nicco was in.

      Dr. Vance assured the three of them he would personally gather the status of Nicco’s condition. They were ushered into a private waiting area, where they sat silently with Karissa sandwiched between the two men.

      It was apparent from the luxurious room with plush seats, the glass fridge full of high-end beverages, and the screen that took up an entire wall playing the newest film on pay-per-view that this was not for the average guests of the hospital. They were nestled away from the crowd in the waiting room.

      Soon, Karissa received a phone call Stephanie and Letizia had arrived. The two women were ushered into the room by Aaron who had gone to retrieve them.

      “Aaron says there isn’t any word yet, do we know when we will receive an update?” Letizia inquired of Karissa, with a slight hitch to her voice.

      “Not yet, but if they aren’t back shortly, I will go get the answers we need.” Maksim answered for Karissa.

      Inwardly sighing in relief, it wasn’t like her to have others handle tough situations for her. However, she had never experienced anything like this before. Karissa’s whole world was turned on its axis.

      In the end, Maksim didn’t need to go hunt down answers, they came to him. Dr. Vance along with multiple men and women from the emergency trauma team filled the room. Dr. Vance delivered Nicco’s grave evaluation in a matter-of-fact way, that Karissa found oddly comforting.

      “Mr. Carisi’s preliminary assessment, shows his body has undergone extensive trauma. His mandible is broken, along with his ulna, and fibula. We also found factures to the clavicle, along with several cracked ribs, contusions to the face and torso.”

      With the announcement of each broken bone, Karissa worked to erect a wall around her sanity. She could not break. Karissa commanded herself to breathe. In, out. In, out. Regular breaths. Cleansing breaths. She willed herself to drown out the gasps of their family and friends, along with the soft sobbing of Letizia. Although her eyes remained open, they might as well have been closed. She refused to look at the shocked expressions of the fellow occupants in the room.

      “Most concerning…” Wait, Karissa thought as the doctor continued, as if the first set of injuries weren’t concerning enough there is more?

      “…is he has a pulmonary contusion. The bruising is at eighteen percent, we would prefer it to be much lower to avoid pneumothorax…”

      “Pneumothorax” Maksim asked interrupting Dr. Vance.

      “Collapsed lung.” Both Dr. Vance and Karissa answered simultaneously.

      “As well as hemothorax which occurs when the lung fills with blood.” Dr. Vance continued.

      “I’m afraid the worst of it is the cerebral edema, the swelling in his brain is problematic. The risk of not enough oxygen getting to his brain, is a serious threat with ramifications that are life-threatening.

      The neurosurgeon along with the head of neurology are reviewing some results so we can proceed with the best approach.”

      “Is he in pain?” Karissa asked.

      “No, he’s currently sedated. We do not want to risk him becoming conscious, the level of pain would be a shock to his system.”

      Not too much time passed before the neurologist joined them in the waiting room. Dr. Miller’s demeanour gave nothing away as he addressed the group, which now included Cristiano and his wife Sophia.

      “The situation is graver than we initially thought, the swelling in his brain is not responding to medication.

      Our best course of action is to perform a craniotomy. We will temporarily remove a small portion of the bone flap in the skull to relieve some of the pressure to the brain.

      Given his condition, that may not be enough, if we aren’t where we would like to be after, we will have to put him into a medically induced coma while we monitor his progress. Time truly is of the essence.”

      Dr. Miller talked Karissa through the decision-making process. Once her decision was made, only then did she voice the true concerns of her heart.

      “Can I see him before the surgery?”

      “I’m afraid not Mrs. Carisi.” Dr. Miller said already striding to the door to exit the room.

      The wait was excruciating, as Karissa tuned out her family and friends. She barely took notice when her mother arrived. All her energy was concentrated in willing Nicco to pull through his surgery.

      Hours later when Dr. Miller returned, he didn’t look so stoic.

      “Mr. Carisi pulled through the procedure, but he isn’t where we would like him to be. We have induced the medical coma. If things go well, we should be able to ease the paralytic drip sooner rather than later, and then stop it all together. He will be intubated during this time.”

      Things hadn’t gone well, and before they knew it, six weeks had gone by. Time was a cruel mistress, causing her to turn to a deity, that she was uncertain could or wanted to hear her plea. But for Nicco, she suspended her doubts and had poured her heart out. All Karissa desired was for Nicco to open his eyes.

      Looking over at him, he looked so much better than when she had first seen him after the accident. The bruising on his face had healed for the most part, gone were the garish purple and blue contusions. A few scars where still present, most noticeably on his jaw line and left cheek bone.

      It was still hard to get used to the absence of his jet-black wavy locks. His head was currently shaved bald.

      Of course, this didn’t take away from his looks. Nicco was a handsome man, bordering on beautiful. Normally his complexion was a robust dark olive tone, giving the appearance he bathed in the sun. Thick dark brows, a straight prominent nose, full lips with a chiselled square jaw covered in a black beard combined to give him the look of a Roman god.

      It was noticeable Nicco had lost weight in the six weeks he lay comatose in the hospital bed. Yet visibly he remained a fine specimen of physical health and strength. His body was leaner, but his six-four frame still held lean muscles.

      Karissa’s alarm buzzed on her watch, reminding her that the day would soon begin and with it would bring the regular cast of visitors.

      Standing she took in the opulence of the luxury room, that had become her new home. Where else would she be? Her life lay on the bed.

      It grieved her when she was away from this room and Nicco. Thankfully she only had to do it once a day, a thirty minute walk some member of their support system insisted she take.

      The automatic blinds were closed, shielding the room from the outside world and the cityscape of Toronto. The design was successful in pulling off the look and feel of an exclusive luxury hotel room. The varying tones of blues and greens were soothing. Meant to reassure that this place was for healing and recovering.

      The medical equipment, feeding Nicco pumping his nourishment, fluids, and medications directly into his stomach were obscured.  As were the machines monitoring Nicco’s vitals. This was all done in an effort as to not clash with the ambiance of the room.

      The one thing that could not be disguised was the antiseptic smell which hung in the air just beneath the surface of the more pleasurable fragrance they tried to disguise it with.

      Heading to the ensuite, Karissa allowed her mask to slip. This was the only time of day she allowed the weight of the pain to manifest. Allowing the water in the sink and the shower to run, she gave herself a moment to scream in frustration. Her voice wasn’t loud, but the exercise itself was cathartic. All of this was almost unbearable. She needed Nicco to come back to her.

      Without thought she got herself ready for the day. A light tinted lip gloss, a meticulous ponytail, and dress completed her ensemble. Nicco hadn’t been the only one to lose weight. Her plentiful curves, had diminished, causing the once fitted dress to appear baggy in the waist. Karissa thought briefly about changing but wanted to get back to Nicco’s side.

      Walking back into the room she used the remote to open the blinds then set the classical music to a low volume. Continuing over to the windows she looked down on the city, wishing they were anywhere but here.

      “Hey,” came a croaked voice. It was barely audible. But caused a thrill to run through Karissa’s body.

      “Nicco?” She called as she raced closer to his bedside.

      Eyes that Karissa longed to see greeted her.  Granted the sea foam green lacked its normal brilliance, they appeared dull, almost grey. But Nicco’s eyes were open.

      “Hey yourself.” She watched his eyes as they danced around not settling on anything.

      It occurred to her that she needed to get medical help but was glad for the few seconds they had together.

      “I’m so glad you’re awake. I’m going to go find someone to help and be right back.” As was her way, she tamped down the joy that was bubbling up, so she could complete the task before her.

      In the hallway she willed herself not to run to the nurse’s station.

      “He’s awake. Nicco is awake.” Karissa was proud of how steady her voice sounded when inside she was doing somersaults.

      The older nurse, Betty stood as she clapped her hands.

      “Well, that’s just what we’ve been waiting for. I’ll call the doctor and have him here in a jiffy. He’ll come right in.”

      “Is he speaking?” Betty inquired.

      “Just to say ‘Hey.’”

      “Well, it’s something. In the meantime, let’s not give him any water. Just run an ice chip on his lips if they look parched.”

      Just then the elevator opened, and her mother-in-law stepped off the elevator. Rushing over to her. Karissa pulled Letizia into a hug.

      “Ma, he’s awake.”

      “When!?” Letizia exclaimed. As there were only two patients on this floor, her outburst went unaddressed by the staff.

      “Just a moment ago, I just came out to tell the nurses.”

      “Thank God, let’s go see him.” She squeezed Karissa tighter, before releasing her. Hand in hand they walked into the room.

      Karissa hung back as Letizia rushed over to the bed and began peppering Nicco’s face with kisses.

      “I’m so glad you are back with us.” She crooned.

      “Ma.” Nicco’s voice was huskier than usual but lacked the deep tone.

      Trying to push away the niggling feeling that something just wasn’t right, Karissa took a moment to take in the scene before her. The happiness radiating from Letizia was palpable. While Nicco was her husband, he was also his mother’s only child, and their reunion was beautiful. The last several weeks had been brutal for them.

      “Are you thirsty, Baby?” Letizia inquired, already on the way to the kitchenette.

      “No water yet, just ice chips for now.” Karissa called after her.

      Maksim arrived then stopped in his tracks when he saw Nicco looking in his direction, causing Aaron to collide into him.

      “Oi jackass, why would you stop short in the doorway?”

      “Look Aaron, Sleeping Beauty’s lazy ass just woke up.” Maksim dead panned as Aaron, and he crowded the bed.

      “Shut up.” Nicco responded with a slight shake of his head.

      “About bloody time. How are you feeling, mate?” Aaron asked.

      “Like shit. I feel like I was hit by a bus.” Wincing as he tried to straighten up.

      “Pretty damn close, Nicco.” Aaron offered by way of explanation.

      It wasn’t long before Dr. Miller arrived.

      “Well, this was opportune, I just came out of surgery, and found my patient is conscious.”

      Addressing Nicco directly, “Nice to finally meet you. I’m Dr. Miller and I have been overseeing your case.” He informed Nicco.

      “I imagine this is all a bit overwhelming for you. Let’s do a preliminary examination and get the lay of the land.”

      “Yes, a little.” This time Nicco’s response appeared to be effortless.

      Dr. Miller examined Nicco’s pupils with his diagnostic flashlight, while administering a brief verbal assessment. Nicco was instructed to answer the questions to the best of his recollection.

      “State your complete name.”

      “Nicco with two ‘C’s Carisi.” Snickers erupted from his family and friends, as Nicco was known as a stickler about the spelling of his name.

      “Where are we?” Dr. Miller continued.

      “Hospital.” Nicco’s response was accompanied by an incredulous look, as if to ask ‘are you really asking me this’?

      “What year is it?”

      “2012” His response caused his mother to gasp, his friends’ eyes to round in shock, while Karissa’s expression remained indiscernible.

      “Who is the prime Minister of Canada?”

      “Stephen Harper.”

      ‘This has got to be temporary!’ Thought Karissa, mentally shaking off the feeling of dread that was taking root. Dr. Miller gave no indication that Nicco’s responses were worrisome to him. So, everything would be fine she reasoned.

      Karissa tried desperately to hold onto the mantra ‘that it would all work out’. However, it became harder to do so when none of the doctors she met with, would conclusively confirm when Nicco’s memory would return.

      It became agonizing to see her husband interact with his mother, his friends and cousin. The familiarity was haunting as was the way Nicco seemed to look through her.

      It was a foreign feeling being in a room with Nicco and not have him reaching for her. Karissa had become accustomed to her husband’s need to constantly touch her. He was so openly affectionate she’d asked him about it.

      “I just need to touch you.” Nicco told her.

      “You want to touch me.” Karissa tried to correct.

      “No, when I’m in a room with you, I need to have physical contact with you in some way.” Of course, this was punctuated with a tender kiss to her lips.

      Where was that ‘need’ now?

      Trauma, Nicco had gone through trauma and his brain was coping with it the best way he knew how. That’s the way the doctors explained it. So, Karissa tried not to take it personally that everyone else was greeted with recognition, while she was exiled as a stranger.

      Relief would briefly flood her when Nicco was whisked away out of sight to perform one of the many tests that would lead to a solid diagnosis. The respite would be short lived. The looks of concern emanating from everyone didn’t comfort her but were an acute reminder of all that was wrong. She was tired of all the inquiries of, “How are you holding up?” or “How do you feel?” Karissa desperately wanted to be alone to let the wall slip, but she couldn’t do that until she knew where they stood with the diagnosis.

      Since the medical advice was to not aid in supplying Nicco’s memory, they played a waiting game. By nightfall it was decided it would be Letizia that would stay at Nicco’s side until the morning.

      Walking off the hospital grounds for the first time in weeks, should have been a joyous occasion. Instead, the temporary loss of Nicco burdened her every step. Being flanked by her mother and her best friend helped Karissa keep it together.

      Turning her focus away from thoughts of Nicco, she concentrated on the reaction her mother was garnering.

      Cynthia Day was one of those celebrities that was known by one name. ‘Cynthia’, was a walking living brand. The phrase ‘supermodel’ was coined with a woman like her in mind. She was a beautiful phenom that graced magazine covers and pages, catwalks, and television since she was discovered at fifteen. Now she ran a modelling agency that was renowned worldwide.

      As they walked people stopped to admire Cynthia. Her mother stood at six feet tall and refused to be out in public with any less than a four-inch heel. Defying age, Karissa was aware people often mistook them for sisters. It wasn’t that far-fetched, as she was born a day after her mother’s nineteenth birthday.

      To onlookers Cynthia was a supermodel using the streets of Toronto as her personal runway, but Karissa knew better. Her mother was concerned for her daughter and held her hand tightly. Willing her to be strong through this crisis. Smiling at the contact, she relished in the fact her mother and she finally had developed a bond. Her childhood was spent at a boarding school and when the summers came Karissa was off to camps or she travelled with Stephanie. They had been inseparable since they were nine.

      Her mother had wanted Karissa by her side, but even as a child she shied away from the spotlight. She did not want to be a globetrotter with private tutors and nannies in tow.  She much rather being tucked away at boarding school, far from the public eye.

      It was a short walk to the hotel where Cynthia was staying. The moment they walked into the suite Stephanie pulled Karissa into her embrace.

      Although Karissa towered over her much shorter friend, she sagged in relief. A deep soulful sigh broke forth, communicating sentiments she wasn’t yet able to voice.

      “I’m going to run you a bath, Karissa,” Cynthia announced. She smiled at her mom who was a firm believer that aromatherapy was always the answer. Well, that and a glass of full-bodied red.

      “When you’re ready to talk Kar.” Stephanie said pulling away so she could look up into her eyes. Karissa nodded, as she didn’t have anything to add. Stephanie was so much more than a friend she was the sister of her heart and understood her better than anyone.

      Karissa’s first soak in several weeks, helped to ease some of the tension in her body. The lavender, sandalwood and Ylang ylang filled her lungs with each deep breath. She had to remain positive. After all they had been through, Nicco’s memory had to return, it just had to.

      “Momma Cyn the food is here,” Stephanie called. Just as Karissa arrived back into the living room.

      “Little girl what did I tell you about calling me Momma Cyn?”

      “You love it!” Stephanie punctuated her statement by sticking out her tongue.

      For once Karissa appreciated their banter. It continued throughout dinner, as if they both sensed that was just what she needed.

      This was her first meal not monitored by Aaron. As a chef, he’d taken it upon himself to make sure she ate. While others pestered her to share her feelings, Aaron’s mission was to ensure she was eating. She generally picked at the food, but that seemed to be enough to satisfy him.

      Soon after dinner she found herself yawning. Barely able to keep her eyes open she turned in. Her sleep was restless, as she tossed back and forth throughout the night. The morning arrived sooner than she would have liked.

      Unsure of how the whole prayer thing worked, she didn’t issue another prayer before seeing the specialist. Later, she would wish she had done another round of bargaining.

      It was now an official medical opinion, “Mr. Carisi may not get his memory back.”

      There was no way to predict if or when his memory would return. If it would be partial or full. The fact was, they had no damned idea.

      No damned idea!

      Karissa tuned out the questions that both her and Nicco’s mothers were asking. This couldn’t be happening. They had just actively started trying to grow their family. Now he had no recollection of who she was.

      Dr. Miller’s words drew her attention. “At this time, we now feel comfortable with updating Mr. Carisi on his memory loss.

      We can fill in the medical blanks and you can talk with the psychiatrist. Then you can disclose some of the more personal aspects of his life that have changed in the past six years.”

      Karissa had seen movies where they kept patients in the dark about memory loss, because they were certain they would regain lost thoughts.

      Was that something that was written into works of fiction for dramatic effect?

      Or had the doctor’s given up hope Nicco would regain those years?

      If those years were lost to Nicco, was he lost to her as well?

      No, he couldn’t be.

      They were together despite the odds. A girl who never saw an example of love while she was a child, grew up into a woman that didn’t believe in ‘falling in love’. Her relationships were based on friendships and physical satisfaction.

      “You should be a track star, the way you run from relationships,” Stephanie would tease.

      The assessment was correct though, at the hint of her partners wanting something more serious she would end things. It was a wonder her ex-boyfriend Luc and she stayed together for three years. It all came to a crashing halt when he proposed. Karissa did what she did best and ended their relationship.

      Only to meet Nicco, a couple of months later. Karissa had initially been apprehensive being seen with Nicco. It placed her in that spotlight, she had avoided her whole life.

      Their relationship had made entertainment headlines. The handsome heir to Tesoricina, who was nicknamed the ‘Dark Prince,’ was dating the daughter of Cynthia Day. The two were a striking couple and were hailed with the title of ‘Toronto’s Darlings.’

      Never in her life had Karissa experienced such a pull to anyone. It was a gravitational tug, one she couldn’t ignore. All notions of keeping her heart to herself were set aside.

      Love was transformative, smashing her walls that had been erected for as long as she could remember. It was passion. Karissa had always enjoyed sex, but never experienced a frenzied need for it. Not just the joining of bodies, but her body being joined with Nicco.

      At every turn her husband had challenged her. Asking that she give all of herself to him. Karissa had. Against her better judgement, she had fallen in love. Lost herself to Nicco.

      For what!?

      So, she could be forgotten? For them to start their beautiful relationship all over again, as if it never existed. Because for Nicco it never had.

      Was she now expected to court her own husband?

      Where had he gone?

      Why did he escape the beautiful life they had lived?

      Karissa could just imagine this all playing out in the media.

      Stop! Chastising herself she reasoned it couldn’t all be lost. They would get through this, and Nicco would remember. He had to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          NICCO

        

      

    

    
      Nicco felt like he was dropped back into his body as he came ‘awake’. Except the body he had fallen back into felt like it had been through a war. Not to mention this wasn’t where he had fallen asleep. This was not his bed, nor was it his room.

      Looking around he observed the luxury of the space. Wherever he was, it was a nice location. The soothing colours were obviously meant to be calming. Was he in a facility?

      Trying to lift his left arm was a task he struggled with, finally he was able to make out it was in a cast. From the feeling in the left leg, it too was in a cast. What the hell had happened?

      Scanning the room, he came upon a tall figure at the window. No doubt it was a woman.

      “Hey,” Nicco had called out to her. That was all he could manage. His jaw felt like lead.

      His breath caught as the woman turned. Whoever she was, she was breathtakingly beautiful. The word ‘luscious’ came to him unbidden. Her mouth and her body must have been the reason the word was created.

      The thing that floored him was after the initial shock the woman’s face lit up. That smile was trouble, it was captivating and pulled at something deep within him.

      “Hey you,”  a silvery voice finally replied.

      Who was she? She looked happy to see him. Nicco’s parents must have hired someone to look after him. He was surprised to find that his mother wasn’t here with him.

      Feeling around he encountered a tube in his side, he was uncertain what it was for, but it gave him confirmation that he was in a hospital.

      Before he could ask any questions, she was gone.

      It wasn’t long before she was back with his mother who was charging her way over to him. His mother’s warmth was always was a part of his life, and made him happy. They weren’t as close as he would have liked, but his time and energy were directed towards the company.

      Even in his mother’s emer.

      The entrance of his boisterous friends drew his attention. Of course, Maksim had to greet him with a slick comment. He supposed Aaron was on his good behaviour as his mother was in the room. For some unfathomable reason, Ma thought he was a charming ‘British boy’. These two men were more than friends, they were family. They had businesses to run, but here they were for him. That meant something.

      Nicco knew there were things that he wasn’t being told. He was well versed in being evasive. Everyone around him was equivocating. The shit was unsettling. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to ask. His inner circle consisted of straight shooters. The most direct of which was his cousin Cristiano. Which is probably why he was the one that came the closest to putting him at ease.

      “Let the doctors finish all their tests and get a diagnosis. Then I am sure all your questions will be addressed and answered. Patience,  man.” His cousin had informed him.

      The whole while, the woman whose name he came to learn was Karissa, was there. No explanation was offered as to who she was. He didn’t know why, but something prevented him from asking.

      However, every time Nicco cast a look in her direction, her honey brown eyes met his, as if she never took her eyes off him. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. That was another mystery that was developing.

      They kept piling up, but Cristiano had told him to be patient. Today was the day that those questions would be answered. His mother was conspicuously missing, as was Karissa. She had become part of the tapestry of his life in this room. His cousin and his wife Sophia had been with him for a couple hours.

      Then, like a changing of the guard, they left and were replaced by a small group of people. His mother and Karissa led the way. Specialists were introduced, and it did not go without notice that Karissa’s title was still not offered.

      Was it possible his mother had hired an assistant? It made sense, the loyalty she displayed would be the kind someone who worked closely with his mother would inspire.

      Damn, what had the doctor said? He’d been distracted by Karissa again. For once, her eyes didn’t meet his when his eyes swung in her direction. Instead, she had a far away look like she was staring above his head out the window.

       This couldn’t be possible! Nicco had extracted the pertinent information from all the jargon the doctors had just dispensed.

      The bottom line, it was no longer 2012, instead it was 2018! That was a lot to digest.

      Six years of his life were gone!

      They were six eventful years too.

      Well damn, another Trudeau was running the country. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

      Except things weren’t the same.

       Nicco was no longer in his thirties, he was forty-two.

      The last he remembered he was being groomed to take over the company from his father. Nicco’s whole life was designed with the goal of one day running the family business Tesoricina, the premium food company his grandfather Nuncio Carisi, his Nonno, had created.

      Tesoricina had started off with fresh pasta, imported olives, olive oil, cheeses, and preserved meats. Dominic had ushered in a new era for the company. Now food was not all they were known for but also appliances as well. If you didn’t want to buy Tesoricina’s fresh or dry pasta, fine make your own. Just do it with their pasta maker, boil it in their specialty pasta pots, and serve it on their line of pasta plates. If you were cooking Italian Tesoricina had to be your choice.

      The company was a household name, and all his decisions were predicated on making sure it stayed that way. Even who he dated and would one day marry. His girlfriend Theresa Bucci was a carefully crafted choice designed to win him points with the old guards on the Board. Theresa was a natural beauty, but her barbed-wire personality could only be handled in small doses.

      Which worked for them both. Outside of the bedroom they gave each other a wide berth. Each knew they served to propel the other’s ambitions.

      So, it was no surprise that she hadn’t been by his side. Truth be told he hadn’t given her much thought. Nicco had asked about Theresa, and Aaron’s response was, “Mate, let’s focus on getting you well.”

      That had been enough for him to push thoughts of her far from his mind. Another mystery but one he was happy to set aside.

      Getting caught up on how the world had changed in the last six years was a lot for Nicco to process. The world looked like a different place. His life most of all.

      The most disturbing information was that his father was gone. Nicco had looked up to his old man and felt he had so much more to learn from him. Not just personally, but especially professionally.

      Nicco had sensed something was off when he asked about his father, and no one would give him a direct answer. The elder Carisi’s absence was par for the course, the company always came first. Being the Chief Executive Officer (CEO), his father would never leave the ship unmanned. 

      Except now Dominic Carisi was no longer CEO, Nicco was. He’d accomplished his biggest goal but couldn’t remember any of it.

      Self doubt began to creep in. By all accounts the other version of himself had been doing a great job as the head of Tesoricina. What if he couldn’t live up to that? 

      The feeling of loss was taking root and he was certain its effects would be felt for a long time. Not being able to remember losing his own father, weighed heavily on him. He couldn’t remember being by his father’s side as he fought and succumbed to cancer. Nicco didn’t know how he would ever be able to come to terms with that. 

      At the very least, the other version of Nicco had been living up to his father’s legacy. He might even be rivalling it. It was imperative he get himself in the right condition, so that he could return to running Tesoricina. 

      That meant Nicco had to put in a concerted effort to get his body back into its healthiest form. His broken bones were healed, and his casts would be taken off in a couple of days. Nicco looked forward to physical therapy to begin, as he needed to get mobile. Needing help to walk the few feet to use the washroom was demoralizing. But at least they had taken out that damned catheter. Also, he was now even able to eat on his own.

      The loss of his father should have been the most dramatic change in his life but no, his mother delivered the kill shot.

      “In those six years, you met and married a wonderful young lady.” Realization dawned on him. Nicco didn’t need to ask, even without his mother taking her hand and drawing her forward. The things that had happened since he woke up began to make sense.

      “Nicco Baby, this is your wife, Karissa Carisi.”

      “Hey.” Had been the only thing he could come up with. It had caused her to smile, the same smile she had when he’d woken up.

      “Hey you.” She stepped forward then. Nicco hadn’t been certain who had let go of whose hand, but Karissa’s hands were free. Then she was placing a hand on his arm with what may have looked like a feather touch, but to Nicco felt like the heavy weight of her expectations. Hell, he’d briefly had his own. That her touch would flood his memories with their past life together. The doctor had said as much, anything could trigger his missing memories.

      What is more powerful than a wife, a life partner? That should unlock the recollections that had hidden themselves away from him.

      Somehow during the distraction of her touch, he had missed when the room had cleared out. He had been left alone with his wife. A swift tug of his arm freed him from her touch.

      Karissa stood still before him.  Her expression hopeful, as she allowed the full body assessment he was performing. Nicco couldn’t disguise what he was doing, as his eyes hungrily roamed over her from head to toe. His evaluation wasn’t motivated by lust, no, his motivation was to seek knowledge.

      Whatever answers he hoped to glean were not answered by his perusal. His frustration mounted.

      “This is a lot to take in. I just need some time to think through everything.” Nicco could hear the frost in his own voice. It was a surprise. Suddenly the tether to Karissa had snapped. Doubt about the authenticity of their relationship was settling in, causing him to withdraw.

      “Oh, alright…you don’t have any questions? Questions about us?” The plea in her eyes had almost moved him to ask Karissa, to tell him whatever she wanted him to know, but he didn’t want to talk about ‘them’ just then. Part of him wished that he never had to.

      “Karissa, I’m not sure what to ask you about us. Can I think about it and get back to you?”

      “Umm sure,” she answered hesitantly.

      Instead, Nicco chose to ask questions about another matter. He wanted answers to how he came to be in his current predicament.

      “Can you tell me more about the accident? Do you know what happened?”

      “According to the police, you were driving through an intersection. You had the right of way, when a truck ran a red light and T-boned your vehicle.”

      Nicco let go of a breath he didn’t know he was holding. Knowing that the accident wasn’t his fault was a relief.

      “What happened to the other driver? Did they say why he ran the light? Was anyone else involved?” The thought the man probably was drunk crossed his mind.

      “The police said the other driver died onsite. It appears he had a heart attack at the red light. It was a freak accident. Luckily there were no other cars involved.”

      A freak accident, so Nicco didn’t have anyone to blame for the course of his life being altered. Physically, he had gotten off easily, some scars coupled with the possibility of a limp. However, who knew how far reaching the ramifications of his memory loss would be.  He looked at Karissa, and the lack of connection there caused an aching in his chest.
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