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Prologue
 

The private jet had been descending for several minutes. Bella shuffled the papers she’d been holding and put them away in her briefcase. Trying to study the reports had been a waste of time...a futile attempt to divert her thoughts. She looked across the low table and into the eyes of the man who had been her partner for the past fifteen years. Sometimes it angered her that he could read her so well whereas she rarely knew what he was thinking. Those dark eyes studied her now, and she thought she caught a hint of sadness behind the sweeping black lashes.

The cabin attendant paused between their chairs. “The captain has asked me to inform you that we’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

Bella glanced up at the young woman. “Would you ask the captain if he could circle Willow Bend before we land? I’d like to see it from the air.” The flight would land at a nearby airport, the Willow Bend facility having been closed long since.

“Certainly, Miss Thompson.” The attendant nodded and went forward.

Bella looked out the window. “I’ve never seen Willow Bend from the air,” she murmured. “I wonder if I’ll be able to see any changes since the last time I was here.”

Rafael watched her closely but he remained silent; she hadn’t really expected him to answer.

The aircraft made a slight change of course, then dropped one wing and commenced a slow circle around the town. Sun glinted off the river and an invisible hand tightened around Bella’s heart. She forced herself to continue looking and spotted the high school with its adjoining football field and bleachers. A few blocks beyond that was the section of town where she’d grown up but she couldn’t spot the house among the jumble of roofs. On the gentle rise across the river the homes were statelier; here and there swimming pools flashed brilliant blue in the late afternoon sun.

And there it was. The old Lambert textile mill. Silent these past ten years. She didn’t know what she’d expected to feel when she saw it. After all, her father had worked there most of his life and had lost his job along with hundreds of others in the town. She looked more closely. The heavy wire fence that had once encircled the mill was gone. In its place, strategically placed trees and shrubs lifted their leaves to the sunshine. A few cars and several pickup trucks were parked in the newly paved lot. For the first time since leaving California earlier today Bella experienced a surge of excitement. Excitement mixed with apprehension.

“You’re sure we’re doing the right thing?” she asked, uncharacteristically nervous. “It’s such a big step, opening a new production facility.”

“Bella.” She loved the way he said her name. “We’ve been over this many times.” He looked at her and his gaze softened for a moment. “You’re going to give this town a chance to get back on its feet.” He didn’t need to look down at the mill; he’d been here half a dozen times already. “Besides, it’s too late now.”






  

Chapter One
 

Twenty years earlier.

It was overcast the day Bella found out she was pregnant. Madonna was singing Papa Don’t Preach on her bedside radio and she gave a strangled laugh as the words filtered into her consciousness. She held the stick in her hand, backed up unsteadily and sat down on the edge of her bed.

The test confirmed what she already knew. The signs had been there for weeks now, but she’d clung to hope the way a man clings to a life raft in stormy seas. And her life was about to get stormy, she knew that for a fact. With one hand on her stomach she rocked back and forth, slowly accepting the reality of her situation.

She wondered what Jeffrey was doing right now. They didn’t see each other every day, but today was Friday, and they usually grabbed cold drinks and went to “their place” by the river; a quiet, sheltered spot carpeted with pine needles. They jokingly referred to it as their love nest, but it was in fact a place where they dared to dream of a future together. It wouldn’t be easy, they knew that. Bella’s mother was a skilled dressmaker who worked at home, and her father worked at Lambert Textiles, whereas Jeffrey was the son of Edward and Judith Lambert, owners of Lambert Textiles and Willow Bend’s largest employer.

She and Jeffrey had been together since the spring, when he’d broken up with Angela Sterling. At first she couldn’t believe that Jeffrey was interested in her; she didn’t consider herself beautiful like many of the other girls, or sophisticated, like Angela. She smiled to herself, recalling how she’d been so nervous around him at first. But as the days got warmer and she began to know him better she relaxed and accepted the fact that he was interested in her...in what she thought and had to say. The sex had been a natural extension of their growing affection for one another. Bella thought of it as “making love” even though Jeffrey had never used the same term. Come to think of it, he’d never called it anything. She glanced at her watch. He’d be getting out of school and wondering where she was. She’d made an excuse for missing school this afternoon, saying she had a Doctor’s appointment. She’d never lied to him before, but he’d forgive her for this when she told him the news.

Another nervous spasm gripped her stomach. She’d better go find him and get it over with...the longer she waited, the harder it would be. What would she say and how would he respond? Oddly enough, she didn’t have the faintest idea.

She shoved all evidence of the pregnancy kit in her bag, checked her appearance in the mirror and crept downstairs. A murmur of voices reached her from the dining room...or it used to be the dining room before her mother converted it to her workshop and consultation room. When Mom had mentioned a bridal fitting this afternoon Bella had sighed with relief. It was the perfect opportunity to sneak in the back door, go upstairs, and do the test.

The back door closed quietly after her and she went through the gate at the back of the yard and down the lane that ran along the back of the properties on this side of town. Clouds were scudding across the sky and she shivered, even though it was the warmest part of the day. Within minutes she was approaching the river, and her steps quickened.

Jeffrey’s car was parked in the usual spot, partly hidden behind some bushes a quarter of a mile from where they usually met. Her pulse quickened as she pictured him there, sitting on the blanket he always brought, waiting for her.

He wasn’t there, and the blanket wasn’t spread out under the pines. She opened her mouth to call, and then spotted a flash of color down by the river. He’d been wearing her favorite shirt this morning; pale blue denim. She took a few more silent steps on the pine needles and paused for a moment to drink in the sight of him. Dark brown hair curled at the back of his neck, and what she could see of his skin was bronzed with an early summer tan. He bent and picked up a handful of stones, sorted through them and started to skip them on the tranquil waters of the slowly-moving river. Watching him she frowned; his movements were jerky and un-coordinated. Something was bothering him. Maybe his father had been on his case again; asserting himself was a constant battle for Jeffrey. His father expected him to take over the business, but Jeffrey wanted to be a veterinarian. Bella had a feeling his father would win that battle.

She took a few steps closer and he seemed to sense her presence. He turned slowly and she could see at once that he was troubled. Dark smudges of color under his eyes gave him a haunted look and as his gaze met hers the ground shifted beneath her feet. Did he know? Her fingers unconsciously clutched at her bag.

“Jeffrey?” she said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

He looked at her for a long moment, then shook his head. “No,” he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. He closed the gap between them and took her hand. “Come on, let’s go sit on those big rocks” he said, drawing her along the bank of the river. “We have to talk.”

She followed him, heart pounding in her chest. This wasn’t the way this conversation was supposed to go. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He was definitely stressed. As a matter of fact, he didn’t look anything like the Jeffrey she knew.

He settled her on a flat rock and sat down across from her. When he finally raised his eyes he looked at her as though he was trying to memorize her face. Prickles of apprehension crept up Bella’s spine.

The silence lengthened until she could no longer stand it. “What is it?” she asked, knowing instinctively that the answer would change her life. Even more than it had already been changed today.

“There’s no easy way to tell you this, Bella.” His gaze met hers for an instant, and then shifted away. “I’m getting married.”

Bella must have heard wrong, because she thought he said he was getting married. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Her voice was surprisingly calm, but her heart was thundering in her chest.

His eyes closed for a moment. “I’m going to marry Angela.”

Bella couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Angela Sterling?”

“Yes.”

“But why?” She could hear the plaintive tone in her voice, but she didn’t care. It was a fair question, and she deserved an answer.

He lowered his head into both hands. “She’s pregnant,” he mumbled. “I found out last night when she came over to the house with her parents.”

This wasn’t happening! Bella leafed through a calendar in her mind. “But how can that be?” she cried. “You broke up with her months ago. How come you’re just finding out now?”

He sat up, his gaze darting around before landing on her face. “She asked me to drive her home after football practice one day last month and we...I...” The words started to tumble out. “She wanted to get back together; she was begging me and I was saying no, but she...” He blushed. “She got me at a weak moment, and we had sex.”

The silence was broken only by the sound of a bumblebee and the river lapping against the shore. “You had sex,” Bella repeated slowly. “While you were supposed to be with me. And now she’s pregnant.”

He nodded.

“And you’re going to marry her.” She had to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

She stared at him and it was as if she were looking at a stranger. How could he do this to her? Strangely enough, she could actually picture him marrying Angela. “And how does Angela feel about all this?”

“I don’t know.” He raked his fingers though his hair. “No, that’s not true. Actually, she seems quite happy about it.”

Bella could imagine the triumphant look on Angela’s face.  

“I’m sorry, Bella.”

“I’ll just bet you are.” Where had that come from? Within the space of a few moments she’d found a backbone she didn’t know she had. She stood up and grabbed the bag that held the confirmation of the life growing within her. “You know something, Jeffrey Lambert?” She stuck her face inches away from his. “You’re not only a cheat but you’re a spineless asshole.” She climbed the bank until she stood over him. “You may think you’re sorry now, but that’s nothing compared to how you’re going to feel when I get through with you.”

“What do you mean?” He looked genuinely concerned.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to divulge our little secret. But some day I’m going to make you pay for this. I don’t know how or when, but trust me, you’ll pay.”

He looked at her as though she’d grown horns. And maybe she had. She gave him one last look then turned and walked away. It wasn’t until she got closer to home that she started to shake. How could she have gone from loving him to hating him in the space of seconds? It had been surprisingly easy, and she had the feeling that she’d need every ounce of anger she could dredge up to help her though the next few weeks.






  

Chapter Two
 

“You told him you’re going to make him pay?” Her friend Carla made a face. “What kind of stupid threat is that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Carla. I was just so disgusted by his admission that he’d had sex with her.” Bella had changed her mind about going home and was sitting with her best friend in Carla’s back yard.

“What did you expect? He’s a guy.”

“What about you and Ethan? You wouldn’t say that about him.”

“That’s different.” Carla paused. “We’re different. I mean, who’d ever think an Italian American and an Irish American could get along for this long without any major battles?”

“It’s been known to happen. Besides, we live in a small town in the south. Things are supposed to be different here. Family values and all that. It might be a different story if we lived in New York or something.”

“Speaking of which, Ethan wants to go to New York.” Carla picked up her lemonade and studied the condensation rolling down the sides of the glass.

Bella was glad of the change of subject. “Whatever for?” She had never considered leaving Georgia.

“Two reasons.” Carla put down the glass and looked steadily at her friend. “First one is that he’s got the acting bug and he knows he has to go to New York if he’s going to pursue it seriously. The second is that he doesn’t have confidence in the future of the textile mill.”

“Really?” Bella considered her friend’s words. “What makes him think that?”

“He works in shipping, remember? He sees how much raw material comes in and how much finished product is being shipped.” She paused, watching her friend carefully. “He doesn’t think the mill has more than a few years left. He says this town is going to be hit hard when it finally closes.”

Bella spoke her thoughts. “My Dad’s always said that having only one major industry in a town is a dangerous thing.” She glanced at her friend. “It’s like that study we did in Economics this year, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. This town of a perfect example of what can happen when you have all your eggs in one basket.  Our family bakery will be affected, but it will survive; people still need to buy bread. It’s families like yours that will really suffer. Your dad works for the Lamberts and your Mom’s business depends on people with money.” Carla took a large swallow of lemonade. “Speaking of your Mom, does she know about this?” She gestured to Bella’s stomach.

“No, and I don’t know how I’m going to tell her.”

“Ha!” Carla gave a short, disbelieving laugh. “She knows.”

“No she doesn’t.”

“Bella Thompson. Listen to yourself. Your Mom may have had only one child, but she knows what it means when she hears you puking your guts out every morning. Trust me, she knows.”

Bella placed a hand protectively over her stomach. “Do you think so?”

“Oh, yeah,”

Bella looked at her friend thoughtfully. “Assuming you’re right, it will make it easier to tell her.”

“Look, kiddo. I know you’ve only had a couple of hours to think about this, but do you know what you’re going to do?”

Bella had thought about little else. “First of all, I’m going to go to Doc Farnham and get it confirmed.”

“No, no, no.” Carla shook her head emphatically. “Definitely the wrong move.”

“What do you mean?”

Carla scooted forward on her seat. “Listen to me, Bella. We live in a small town in the south. It may be the nineteen nineties, but this is a conservative town where people gossip for a living. Your Dad works for the mill and your Mom takes in sewing.” She sat back and waited for her words to sink in. “I agree that you have to go to a doctor for a check-up, but not here. Not in this town.”

Bella looked at her friend. “How do you know all this?”

Carla shrugged. “My cousin Maria.”

“Oh.” Bella vaguely remembered the abrupt departure of her friend’s cousin.

Carla put a gentle hand on her friend’s arm. “Go home now, Bella. Tell your Mom before your Dad gets home. It’ll make you feel a lot better.”

Bella gave her friend a lopsided smile. “When did you get so wise?”

Carla shook her head. “I just wish I could be of more help.” She squeezed Bella’s arm and let it go. “Call me if you need me, okay?”

* * *

“Bella, could you come in here please?” Her mother called her as soon as she stepped through the back door.

“Hi, Mom.” Bella stood in the open French doors that separated her mother’s workspace from the rest of the downstairs. “How was your day?”

Her mother waved a hand impatiently. “Sit down, dear.” She pushed her chair back from the sewing machine. “Are you pregnant?” Her gaze moved to Bella’s stomach. “I want you to tell me the truth.”

“Yes, I am. How did you know?” It was a stupid thing to say, but she hadn’t expected such a frontal assault and needed time to think.

“I’ve heard you in the mornings.” Her mother looked away, out the window. “Have you confirmed it?”

“I did a pregnancy test today.”

Her mother looked startled. “Where did you buy the test? Not at our CVS, I hope.”

Carla had been right; it was starting already. “No, Mom. I bought it last weekend when I went to the mall near Atlanta with Carla.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes...she’s my best friend. I told her I was going to go to Doc Farnham and she warned me against it.”

“Yes, she would,” her mother said vaguely. “After that business with her cousin Maria.”

“You knew about that?”

“Bella, this is a small town.” Her mother paused, took a deep breath. “A very small town. People talk.” She looked up. “It’s Jeffrey, I suppose.”

Bella nodded. It was evident her mother had been thinking about this.

“Have you told him?” Her mother’s eyes narrowed.

“No.” It was Bella’s turn to look away. She spoke dispassionately. “I went to meet him after I took the test. I’d planned to tell him, but he had some news of his own.”

Her mother waited.

“He’s going to marry Angela.”

“Angela Sterling?” Her mother had made several items for Angela’s mother, wife of the town’s leading attorney. “I got the impression that they broke that off a while ago.”

Bella continued, dry-eyed. “They did, but according to Jeffrey, they had some sort of an encounter last month and now she’s pregnant.”

“What a mess.” Her mother pressed the fingers of one hand into her forehead. “Don’t these young people have any restraint?”

“Was it so different in your day?” Bella surprised herself, but held her ground.

Anger flared in her mother’s eyes, but soon subsided. “No, I suppose not.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, each lost in her thoughts. Finally her mother spoke. “There’s a church in Atlanta that has a home for unwed mothers. I think you should go there.”

Bella studied her mother. She couldn’t blame her, really. Willow Bend was a small town, and a pregnant daughter reflected badly on any mother. “Is that what you want?”

“It’s what I would prefer, yes.” Her mother couldn’t meet her eyes.

“What happens when I get there?” Bella was fairly sure she wouldn’t like the answer.

“You’ll go there before you start to show, and live there. You’ll get medical care, and have your child in the hospital adjoining the facility.” Her mother twisted a piece of fabric nervously. “And after the child is born, it will be given up for adoption.”

Bella nodded. “And then I come back here, like nothing happened?”

Her mother looked up, startled. She obviously hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said no. I’m not giving my child up for adoption.” Her voice started to rise, but she made no effort to lower it. “How could you suggest such a thing?”

“Lower your voice.” Her mother looked nervously out the front window. “People will hear you.”

“That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Bella leaned toward her mother, her voice low and steely. “It’s about making sure people don’t find out. What about me?”

Her mother lifted her head. “You lost your rights when you had sex with that boy.” She stood up and walked toward a side window. “Your father and I have talked it over and he’s left all the decisions up to me.” She turned back to Bella. “You either agree to this, or you’re on your own.”

“Just like that?” Somewhere in the back of her mind, Bella admired her mother’s determination.

“Yes, Bella. Just like that.” Her mother braced herself against the back of the chair, and Bella noticed that her hand trembled slightly. “There isn’t any other way.”

“All right.”

Her mother took a step forward. “You’ll go to the home?”

“No, I’ll go out on my own.” Bella tried to speak calmly. “But I won’t wait. I’ll go within a couple of weeks.”

Tires crunched on the gravel at the side of the house. “Your father’s home. I’d like to talk to him alone, if you don’t mind. Dinner will be on the table in half an hour.”

* * *

Carla sat on her bed, legs crossed in the lotus position. “So where are you going to go?” Bella had gone to Carla’s place after dinner, relieved that Ethan was in rehearsals for a play.

“I’m not sure yet, but Mom suggested Florida. She seems to think that I’ll need fewer clothes if I go somewhere warm. Plus, I think she wants to be close by when her grandchild is born.”

“Those are good reasons.”

Bella shrugged. “I suppose so.” She was quiet for a few moments. “I’ve never lived on my own before, but for some reason I’m not afraid. I figure if I leave soon, I can get a job for a few months. You know, get settled.”

“What are you going to do for money?” Carla had a good head for money; she’d been paying the bills and doing the banking for the bakery for the past several years.

“Mom’s going to pay my bus fare and give me two thousand dollars.” She looked at her friend. “Is that very much?”

Carla raised both eyebrows. “Not really. You’ll have to pay a month’s rent in advance, and some places want another month as a security deposit. You’ll have to find a job right away.”

“I’ll find something. I’m not worried about that. I’ve even been thinking about getting two jobs, so I can put some aside for when I have the baby.”

Her friend’s eyes filled with tears. “You’ll let me know if you need help, won’t you?”

It was a struggle, but Bella didn’t give in to the tears that burned right behind her eyes. “You know I will.” She checked her watch. “I’d better get going. Ethan will be here any moment to pick you up.”

Carla walked her to the door. “Remember, I’m driving you to the bus station in Atlanta.”

Bella gave her friend a quick hug. “I remember. Thanks for everything.”






  

Chapter Three
 

“I can’t believe you’re actually leaving.” Carla looked around the bus terminal. “Look at all these people!” She brought her attention back to her friend. “I want to remember you here, Bella, so I’m not going to walk you out to the bus.”

Bella tried not to show her relief. “I was hoping you’d say that. Let’s say goodbye and get it over with.” She had a tight hold on her ticket, but her stoicism was starting to slip away. “I’ll contact you as soon as I’m settled, I promise. And as for you, I want to know right away if you and Ethan go to New York. Okay?”

Carla nodded, unable to speak. She pulled her friend into a fierce hug and then turned and walked away. At the outside doors she paused and turned. Tears streaked her face, but she smiled, waved a hand and then disappeared into the brilliant sunshine.

Bella gave a sigh of relief. One more hurdle crossed. She looked up at the departures board, even though the ticket seller had told her which bay to look for. Then she looked down at the ticket in her hand. Los Angeles. Not telling Carla where she was going had been difficult, but the change of plan was something she had to do on her own...an act of defiance, perhaps. She’d write to both her mother and Carla as soon as she found somewhere to live.

* * *

Exhausted from the past ten days she slept much of the way to Dallas, where she switched buses. She washed up in the restroom, and then ordered breakfast in the restaurant, covertly watching the other passengers. Singles, couples, mothers with children; each had a different story, and she realized that hers was just one among many.

She was surprisingly content to let the hours and the countryside roll by. New Mexico, with its unique landscape was oddly appealing and before she knew it they had crossed into California. Here the names were more familiar and she sat up straighter, fascinated by the golden light that streamed through the windows of the bus. More passengers started to board, and at Indio her luck ran out; an older woman took the seat beside her. Smelling faintly of lavender, she clutched her bag in her lap with both hands.

“How far are you going, my dear?”

Bella was startled. It was the first time anyone had spoken to her other than food vendors or bus drivers since she left home. “Ah...I’m going to Los Angeles.”

“Terrible place.” The woman gave a small, almost imperceptible shudder.

“Why is that?” Bella didn’t really want to engage the woman in conversation, but she might as well hear what she had to say.

“It’s so spread out. You have to have a car to get anywhere.”

“Oh.” Bella hadn’t considered that when she’d impulsively bought her bus ticket, but it was too late now.

“But there are lots of lovely towns up and down the coast.” She fussed with her bag. “I live in Van Nuys. My son is coming to get me.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” Bella turned part way in her seat. “I mean for me...small towns?”

The older woman thought for a moment. “Santa Monica is nice; it’s not too far from Los Angeles if you’re thinking of trying to get into the movie business.”

“Heavens no, not me.”

The woman tilted her head, gave her an appraising look. “I don’t know why not. You’re quite attractive, you know.”

“I am?” Bella pulled back. No one had ever called her attractive before. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s for me.”

“Good for you. Got your feet planted firmly on the ground, then.”

“I hope so.”

The woman fell silent and Bella realized she’d nodded off to sleep. As the bus drew closer to Los Angeles, the reality of her situation started to sink in. It would be shortly after noon when she arrived, and she had no place to stay. She made another snap decision. If there was a connecting bus headed for Santa Monica, she’d take it.

* * *

The Los Angeles terminal was overwhelming, but she finally found a helpful ticket seller who gave her instructions on how to make the final connection. When she stepped off the bus in Santa Monica she gave silent thanks to the older woman who’d suggested that she come here. Dizzy with fatigue, she studied the ads in the bus terminal, and checked into an inexpensive motel a few blocks away. She didn’t even shower before falling into bed.

* * *

Bella slept for twelve hours and awoke feeling rested and confident. A different clerk was on the desk and she approached him with a smile. “If you were looking for a furnished apartment to rent, how would you go about it?” she asked.

He gave her a quick once-over. “I’d probably check the ads in our local newspaper first. Rental agencies can be expensive.” He handed her a map. “Here, you’ll need this.”

Bella sat in a sunny corner of a fast food restaurant and studied the newspaper. Several studios were advertised, but they were too far from the center of town, and she wanted to save every penny she could by walking. She was about to give up when a small ad caught her eye. With trembling hands, she put a coin in the payphone and waited for a response. Ten minutes later she stood before a small single story home on a shaded side street. A wide veranda faced toward the street, fronted by flowerbeds blooming with riotous color. She opened the gate and walked tentatively up the steps. Before she could knock, the door was flung open and a small, dark-skinned woman greeted her warmly. She looked to be about five months pregnant.

“You must be Bella,” she said, holding the door open. “I am Sofia. Sofia Alvarez.” Dark eyes looked her over carefully. “You are looking for a rental?”

“Yes, I am.” Bella said, taking in the impeccably clean house. “You said it was over the garage.”

Something moved behind the woman’s eyes. “Yes, it used to be my husband’s hobby room. Come, I show you.”

Sofia stood back proudly and gestured for Bella to enter.

“This is lovely!” Bella couldn’t believe her eyes as she explored the small space. “Everything looks new.”

“You would be the first tenant,” said Sofia proudly. “The construction was finished last month, and I’ve been furnishing it slowly.”

“And you’re sure you only want four hundred a month?”

Sofia nodded. “From the right person, yes.”

“Well, I’d love to have it. When could I move in?”

“It’s ready now. Why should you pay for a motel room any longer than necessary? Come, I’ll get your details and give you the key.”

* * *

The small apartment had been well thought out. The kitchen opened to a small living area, but it was perfect for her needs. The bedroom was at the rear, and a small balcony overlooked the back yard. Bella couldn’t believe her good fortune. She dragged her suitcases up the stairs and unpacked quickly, eager to take possession.

After unpacking, she explored the kitchen. It contained a set of dishes for four, as well as basic utensils and a new set of pots and pans. She closed the cupboard doors, leaned back against the counter and started a mental shopping list.

“There’s a grocery store three blocks that way,” said Sofia, pointing the way. “You can probably get everything you need there.” She hesitated, hand over her stomach. “You are welcome to join me for dinner tonight. I was going to make quesadillas, and it’s no trouble to make for two.”

Bella wasn’t sure how to respond. “That’s really kind of you, but...”

“Please come. It’s your first night, and I’d like to welcome you.”

“Okay, then. I’d enjoy that.”

“Good, see you around six.”

* * *

Bella walked slowly to the grocery store. She would be careful about how much she spent, but she had the added cushion of the money her father had given her before she left home.

“I want you to have this,” he’d said, catching her outside one day. It appeared that he was fighting back tears. Bella was stunned; she’d never seen her father get emotional before. He’d clutched clumsily at her hand, passing over some folded bills. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”

“I’ll be fine, Dad. Really.” She’d given him a quick kiss on the cheek and tucked the money into her pocket. “And thank you. I’ll come back one day and make you proud.”

He pulled her into a quick, fierce embrace. “I know you will, Girlie. I know you will.” And then he’d turned away, headed for his workshop in the garage.

Bella had counted the money later that night. He’d given her twelve hundred dollars. It was a lot of money for a family that didn’t have much to spare, and she vowed silently that one day she would pay him back.

* * *

“Wow!” That was great.” Bella stood up from the table and began to clear the dishes. “I’ve had quesadillas in restaurants at home, but they were never this good.”

Sofia beamed with pleasure at the compliment. “You don’t have to do that,” she said, struggling to rise. “You’re supposed to be my guest.”

Bella glanced pointedly at the other woman’s stomach. “It’s the least I can do. When are you due?”

“December.” Sofia made it to her feet. “Shall we sit out on the porch and have some iced tea?”

Bella gave her a stern look. “You just tell me where it is, and I’ll bring it out.” The two women had chatted about inconsequential things during dinner, but a bond had been formed, much to Bella’s delight.

“I guess you’re wondering about my husband.” They’d settled at the end of the porch where they were more likely to catch the evening breeze.

“I did wonder, yes.”

Sofia looked up at the rustling palms. “He was a policeman. We came up to Los Angeles from Juarez, where he was in the drug squad.” She paused for a moment, lost in thought. “He was part of a combined task force with the Los Angeles police. They were closing in on one of the big drug importers, but somebody must have tipped them off. There was a shootout, and my husband and two other officers were killed.”

“I’m so sorry.” Bella didn’t know what else to say. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”

“No.” Sofia was silent for a moment. “I still look up sometimes, thinking that I hear him in the house. Even now it doesn’t seem real.”

“Do you think about going home?”

The other woman looked startled. “No. I can’t go back there. His cover was that he was transferred to Guadalajara. You know, to protect his family. But I wouldn’t want to go back even if I could.” She looked at Bella and smiled. “This is my home now. I like it here and I have a good widow’s pension. It’s not a lot, but the house is paid for.” She gave a shy smile. “The other officers on the squad took care of hiring the workers to renovate your apartment and the department paid for that.”

Bella shook her head. “And I thought I had it bad.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

“You are alone, yes?” Bella noticed how Sofia’s language slipped once in a while when she was unsure of herself. It was charming.

“Yup. I came as far as I could without leaving the lower forty-eight.”

Sofia took a drink of iced tea. “Someday you will tell me about yourself. But I think not tonight.”

Bella was grateful for the other woman’s understanding. “Not tonight.”

They sat in the gathering darkness, comfortable with each other.

After a few minutes, Sophia spoke. “I suppose you’ll look for a job.”

Bella gave her a faint smile. “I was just thinking about that. I don’t really have many skills, but I’m confident I’ll find something.”

And she did. Within a week, she was working full time at a fabric store, with an evening shift at a fast food outlet. Sophia waited up for her every night and they shared a glass of iced tea while Bella told stories about the day’s customers. As the months slipped by, they formed an unbreakable bond of friendship. And then one night she came home to a strange car in the driveway. Every light in the house was on, and she ran up the front steps.

She opened her mouth to ask what was happening but was forestalled when she heard the cry of a baby from the back bedroom. Sofia’s friend Consuela bustled out from the bedroom. “Is a girl,” she announced, a broad smile on her face.

“And Sofia?” asked Bella. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. She say for you to come in when you get home.”

Bella paused at the door to the bedroom. Soft light from the bedside lamp fell on her friend. Sofia held her new daughter, eyes luminous with unshed tears. “Come, look,” she said quietly. “She’s beautiful, no?”

“Hello Valeria.” Bella knelt down beside the bed and looked up. Sofia nodded; she’d finally settled on the name just a week ago. She reached out and stroked the tiny hand with its perfect fingernails. “She’s beautiful,” she murmured.

Sofia’s eyes remained focused on her daughter. “She has her father’s nose,” she said softly. Her eyelids started to droop and she shook herself awake. “I’m getting tired,” she said apologetically. “It’s been a long day.”

“How was it?” The women had speculated about what childbirth might be like.

“Not too bad.” Her eyes softened. “You’ll see.”

Bella pulled back. “You know?”

Sofia reached out a hand and stroked Bella’s cheek. “Si, I know. We can talk about it later.”

* * *

“Our children will grow up together.” The women were sitting on the front porch a few weeks later, the cradle between them. It seemed to Bella that Valeria grew every day while she was away at work. “That is if you stay here.”  The last was said hopefully.

Bella brushed a fly away from the baby. “That’s something I haven’t allowed myself to think about too much,” she said. “I mean, I’ve thought about it, but I haven’t tried to make any decisions.”

“Do you want to go back to your town in Georgia?”

“No, not really.” Bella picked up her iced tea and pressed the cool glass against her forehead. “How would I explain coming home with a baby? That’s the reason I left in the first place, so nobody would know I’m pregnant.” She placed a hand over her stomach; it was becoming a familiar gesture.

“Does it make you sad to think that you can’t go back?”

“I thought it would, but it doesn’t.” Bella stopped to consider her reply. “My parents love me, but we’re not what you’d call a close family.” She looked across at her friend to see if she understood. “You know what I mean? “My mother never told me I looked nice, or anything like that, and my Dad was kind of distant. I think I miss my friend Carla more than anything, but she’s moved to New York with her boyfriend. So I guess California is my new home.”

“Have you been to a doctor yet?”

“Yes. I went to the clinic last week. She said I’m disgustingly healthy.” Bella tapped her fingernails against the side of her glass. “I’m a bit concerned about the cost of going into the hospital for the birth, though. What made you decide to do it at home?”

Sofia shrugged. “My mother was what you call a midwife. I never considered any other way, even though I have medical coverage through Eduardo’s pension.”

“Do you think I should try it?”

“You’d have to make up your own mind about that, but Consuela is wonderful, and if she thought anything was wrong, she would call for an ambulance.”

Bella cringed. “That’s not going to happen, is it?”

“No, of course not.”

* * *

Sofia was right. The birth of Bella’s daughter took only a few hours, surprising even the experienced midwife.

Bella held her daughter to her chest. “I love you,” she said fiercely, kissing the tiny face, hands and feet. “And I will make sure you know that every day of your life.”

Sofia watched her indulgently. “Everyone says we should enjoy them now, before they start to talk.” Her gaze went to Valeria, who was lying on a quilt on the floor.

“Not me.” Bella shook her head. “I can hardly wait ‘til she starts talking.”






  

Chapter Four
 

 “Mommy, I don’t want to wear this dress.”

“But Sweetie, your Aunty Carla sent it especially for your birthday.”  Bella gazed in wonder at her daughter. “I can’t believe you’re five years old already.”

Melissa squirmed uncomfortably. “It’s scratchy, Mom.” She stuck a hand down the neck of the dress and rubbed her fingers against the seams around the arm.

Bella checked her watch. “Your friends will be arriving any minute and I don’t really have anything else.” She squatted down in front of her daughter. “Do you think you can manage for this afternoon? I’ll fix it later, I promise, even if I have to rip it apart.” She looked up as a car pulled into the driveway, and one of Melissa’s friends got out. “How about it, birthday girl, can you manage for just a couple of hours?”

“Okay.” The child fidgeted one last time, then ran to meet her friends.

* * *

Bella and Sofia waved as the last parent drove off. “It’s a good thing our girls have their birthdays a few months apart,” said Sofia with her ever-present smile. “I’m completely worn out; either they’re getting more energetic or I’m getting older.” She eyed the chairs on the porch. “Shall we sit for a moment?”

“Go ahead. I’ll bring us some iced tea.” Bella was as comfortable in her friend’s home as she was in her own little apartment. She couldn’t count the times over the past five years that she’d given silent thanks for the day she found Sofia Alvarez. She poured two glasses of tea, went back to the porch and sank gratefully into one of the chairs. “Where’s Valeria?” she asked, handing a glass to Sofia.

The other woman waved a hand over her shoulder. “She’s at your place with the birthday girl. Melissa couldn’t wait to take that dress off. Too bad, because it’s such a lovely style.”

Bella nodded. “I thought so, too, but she was complaining about it being scratchy, or something.”

Sofia put her feet up on a small hassock and sighed. “It would be nice if your friend Carla could come to visit. I feel that I know her by now.”

Bella raised both eyebrows. “Yeah, it would be nice. A few years ago she talked about it a few times; I’d get excited, but then nothing could come of it.” She brightened. “Of course Ethan is doing well, and that’s what’s important. Imagine! Being on Broadway already.”
 “Maybe he’ll move out here and become a famous movie star.” Sofia chuckled to herself. “We can always dream, no?”

The conversation was interrupted by the sound of two little girls thundering down the outside stairs that led to Bella’s apartment. They were an odd pair; Valeria dark and exotic, still in her party dress, and Melissa, tanned and tawny, hair bleached by the sun, in a tube top and shorts.

They ran up the steps and Melissa stopped indignantly in front of her mother. “See?” she said, raising her arm. “I told you it was scratchy.” She handed her mother the party dress.

The skin under her daughter’s arm was rubbed almost raw. Bella eyed it critically. “We’ll put some ointment on it later, or do you think we should go to the Emergency Room?”

Melissa rolled her eyes. “Oh, Mom, you’re so silly.” She followed Valeria into the house.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” Bella said, turning the dress inside out and running her fingers over the seam. “No wonder she said it felt scratchy.” She turned the dress right side out and pointed to a piece of stiff lace that had been inset into the bodice. “This fabric is much too abrasive to be left raw at the seam like that.” She was almost talking to herself. “I said earlier that I’d take it apart if necessary, but I didn’t really think it would come to that.” She handed the garment to Sofia.

“You could put binding on the seam.” Sofia shook out the dress and held it up. “It’s a lovely style, isn’t it?”

Bella eyed it critically. “I know Carla meant well when she chose it, but I’d prefer it in a softer color.” Her eyes narrowed. “When I was young Carla and I used to watch my mother make patterns from garments she’d taken apart. Of course that was mainly because Carla was interested. She was fascinated by the process. And imagine! Now she’s working in the garment district in New York, training to be a pattern maker.” Sofia set the dress aside and Bella picked it up, examining the seams carefully. “I think I will try to take it apart. It’s for sure Melissa isn’t going to want to wear it again anyway.

“While you’re at it” said Sofia, “I bought a little sundress for Valeria a month or so ago, but it just doesn’t fit properly. Maybe we should work on them both at the same time.”

Bella thought for a few moments. “It’s been a while since I did any sewing, but I do know how. I don’t know why I haven’t been making Melissa’s clothes.”

“Maybe because you’re been working two jobs ever since you moved here? Or because patterns cost the earth?”

Bella laughed. “Or because I don’t have a sewing machine.”

“I have a sewing machine.” Sofia spoke slowly. “When I met Eduardo I was making sportswear at a clothing factory just over the border.”

“I didn’t know that about you,” said Bella. “That’s interesting.” She rattled the ice cubes in the bottom of her glass. “Could I borrow the sewing machine?”

“Of course, but you should probably do your sewing here. It’s a heavy machine to haul up those stairs, plus you have so little room in your place.”

“This is going to be fun.” Bella did a mental inventory of the fabric in the store where she still worked. “I think I know precisely which fabric I’m going to choose.”

* * *

The two women worked companionably, heads bent over the work table as they took the dresses apart. They’d had a “fashion show” earlier; Melissa in her party dress and Valeria in her sundress. The girls hadn’t been shy to point out what they deemed to be deficiencies.

“You know, Mom,” said Melissa in her forthright manner. “What I’d really like is a wrap-around skirt like that one you have, only short.”

“Hmm,” Bella continued working. “What would you wear underneath?”

“You’d make me some matching shorts. It would be so cool.”

She looked up at her daughter. “How old are you? Five going on fifteen?”

Melissa gave her an impatient look. “I know what I like, Mom.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Bella murmured. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

The girls ran outside and Sofia watched them with a smile. “They’re growing up so fast,” she said softly. “I would give anything if Eduardo could see her just once.” She was quiet for several moments.

“Bella.” Bella’s head came up. She knew that tone of voice by now. Sofia was about to say something important. “Melissa will be going to school this fall, no?”

“Yes, she’s really eager to go.” Bella wondered where this conversation was headed.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to say when she starts to ask about her father?” Bella had long since confided in her friend.

Over the past five years Bella had prided herself on facing challenges head on, but this was one area she had been avoiding. “I can’t believe she hasn’t asked me already.”

Sofia nodded, her dark eyes sombre. “Around here, it’s been two little girls with their mothers. Neither of them grew up with a father, so it must have seemed normal, but when she gets to school, everything will change.” She glanced out to the front yard, where the girls had settled on the grass under a tree. “She’s strong-willed, that one.”

Bella sighed. “Don’t I know it.” Her gaze rested for a moment on the two girls. “I’ve been thinking about telling her that her father is dead.” She looked defiantly at her friend. “After all, he’s as good as dead to me.”

“Because he went with someone else?” Sofia spoke gently. “Is that a reason to deprive him of knowing his daughter?”

“He has his son.” Bella spoke harshly, and then regretted it instantly. “I saw it in the paper.” A subscription to the weekly Willow Bend News had been her one indulgence.

Sofia smiled, but it was a sad smile. “I hate to see you like this.”

Bella’s shoulders fell. “I may sound cold about it now but believe me, I’ve spent literally hours thinking about it…wondering if I’m doing the right thing. It tears me apart some times, but what’s worse? Telling her that her father is dead, or telling her that he’s on the other side of the country, but she can’t go to see him?” She looked at her friend through tortured eyes. “You understand, don’t you?”

Sofia nodded. “Yes, unfortunately, I do.” She held up the pieces of Valeria’s sundress. “We’ll be ready to sew by tomorrow.”

* * *

“Here, let me do that.” Sofia couldn’t stand it any longer; she urged Bella up from the seat. “I can have that sewn in no time.”

Bella watched in amazement as Sofia zipped through the pieces, assembling the wrap-around skirt in less than ten minutes. Even though it was a prototype, Bella has used the “real” fabric, eager to see how it moved on Melissa. The girls were outside, already wearing their new shorts. Bella had taken apart a pair of Melissa’s old shorts and drawn patterns to fit each girl. The result was better than anything they could have purchased at the store.

“Let’s see how this looks,” she called through the screen door. “Sofia has finished the wrap-around skirt.”

Melissa loved it. She preened in front of the full length mirror on the back of the door, turning one way and then the other. The skirt swirled around her, showing glimpses of the contrasting lining.

“You don’t think it’s too old for her?” Sofia murmured, watching Melissa.

Bella considered her friend’s words. “I don’t think so, no. Anything to get them in a skirt for a while is good, in my opinion.”

Sofia nodded. “It would be great for the beach. They could go into the water in those shorts.” She seemed to make up her mind. “Let’s make one for Valeria as well.”

* * *

“Mommy, can I go on the carousel?” Melissa tugged at Bella’s hand. “Please?”

Bella smiled indulgently at her daughter. “You just want to show off your new skirt.”

The child twirled. “I love it, and Val loves hers, too.” “Please, Mommy. Can we go to the carousel?”

“Oh, all right.” The excursion had been planned for a few days, and the youngsters were keen to get started. “Let’s go over and collect Valeria and her mom.”

The pier was crowded with weekend visitors. Bella had quickly learned to tell the tourists from the locals, and she and Sofia walked at a leisurely pace behind the girls, people watching.

Suddenly tense, Sofia clutched at Bella’s arm. “Look” she said, “someone’s talking to the girls.”

They quickened their pace, but by the time they caught up to the girls, the woman had moved off. They saw her moving through the crowd, holding the hand of a girl similar in age to Melissa and Valeria.

“What did that lady want?” Bella asked, trying not to alarm the girls.

They both beamed. “She liked our skirts,” said Valeria proudly. “She wanted to know where she could buy one.”

Bella and Sofia exchanged glances. “That’s nice,” said Sofia. “Now, how about that carousel ride?”

As they stood outside the railing watching their girls enjoy the ride, a woman and her husband came to stand beside them.

“There they are,” the woman said. Bella and Valeria were coming around again. “Don’t they look adorable in their matching skirts?”

Bella’s heart swelled. “Those are our daughters” she said, indicating herself and Sofia.

“Really?” The woman waved to a young girl as she came around, then turned back. “Do you mind telling me where you got those skirts? I’d love to get some for my daughter and her friend.”

“Sorry, but we made them.”

The woman’s face fell. “Too bad. You just don’t see anything like that in the store. Thanks anyway.”

During the course of the afternoon, Sofia and Bella noticed several women looking at the girls’ skirts. “You know” said Sofia thoughtfully, “I’ll bet those skirts would sell like hotcakes at the Venice Beach market.”

Bella was startled. “I was just thinking the same thing. But we’d need more than just the one item, don’t you think?”

Sofia nodded. “And several sizes in each item.”

The girls had run ahead to an ice cream vendor. “We could do the sun dress,” murmured Sofia. “They both like that one.” They’d already made it in two strikingly different colors. “But what else would we make?”

Bella watched as the girls paid for their ice cream, then settled side by side on a low bench. “I’ve got an idea,” she said, nodding her head with growing conviction. “Why don’t we take them to a department store and let them tell us what they like. They’ve always had a pretty clear cut idea of what they like.” She started to speak faster, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “Once we see what styles they want, we could take them to the fabric store and let them choose.” She looked to her friend for confirmation. “What do you think?”

Sofia looked doubtful. “They’d get confused, no?”

Bella had considered that. “I’ll pre-select some suitable easy-care fabrics and ask them to choose from the ones we show them. That way they won’t be overwhelmed.”

Sofia’s eyes lit up. “That could work,” she said. “I’m always surprised at how definite they are in their choices.” She looked at the two girls, each with a different flavor of ice cream. “They don’t just follow along with each other’s likes or dislikes, either.”

* * *

And so it started. True to Sofia’s predictions, the girls knew precisely which styles they liked. When a suitable pattern wasn’t available, Bella would buy the item in the store, carefully cut the garment apart and create a pattern, often improving it with subtle changes as directed by the two girls.

“I’ve been thinking,” Bella said to Sofia after a successful trip to the fabric store. “I’m going to give up my second job at the restaurant.” She’d moved on from the fast food place several years ago, and worked an evening shift in a family restaurant. “When Melissa starts school in the fall, she’ll need me at home in the evenings.”

“You’re a good mother,” said Sofia with a sideways glance at her friend. “But you’re right; she’ll need you at home, plus you’ve been working hard for a lot of years.”

“It’s hard to imagine that it’s been almost six years since I moved here.” Bella shifted the large bag of fabric to her other hand. “And now we’re starting on something new.” She thought of what lay ahead. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take care of the license and the permit?”

Sofia shook her head. “If I can survive the Immigration process, I can do this. Don’t worry.”

* * *

They set up a table in their assigned spot three weeks later and by mid-afternoon they were completely sold out, with orders for the following weekend.

“I can’t believe it!” said Bella, collapsing on one of the chairs on the front porch. “Did you see the way they went after our stuff?” She accepted a glass of iced tea from Sofia. “When we left this morning I was telling myself not to be too disappointed if we didn’t sell anything.” She gave her head a shake. “But this...I can’t believe it.” She turned to Sofia, who had just sat down. “Are we charging enough?”

“Si.” Her friend was remarkably calm. “For now, I think our prices are just right, but we do have a problem.”

Bella frowned. “What’s that?”

“We need help.” She gestured back into the house. “We only have one machine, and there are only so many hours in the day. Would you trust me to farm out some pieces? It’s the only way we can make enough for next weekend.” She took a drink of tea, dark eyes thoughtful. “Did you make notes on what people asked for that we didn’t have?”

“Up here.” Bella tapped her head. “Can we add some more styles if I get started on the designs and the patterns?”

“In a few weeks, yes. Right now, we need more fabric.” Sofia grinned. “Lots more fabric.”

By the end of the summer season, five of Sofia’s friends were working full time producing clothing. Instead of slowing down, their sales increased every week. Their success was confirmed when other vendors vied to be near them, to take advantage of the crowds that formed around their display every week. Bella’s dreams of success were beginning to look like more than just dreams.

* * *

“We need to make an investment,” said Sofia, counting their money late one Sunday evening and entering figures into the spiral binder in which she meticulously kept track of their costs, as well as their sales.

“What’s that?” said Bella, her feet up on a stool. She was exhausted after working her regular shift in the fabric store all week, plus a hectic weekend selling clothes. At times like this she wondered if her almost fanatical drive to succeed was healthy. But she only had to look at Melissa and she was rejuvenated. 

“We need some properly printed tags, and a label.”

Bella was quiet for several moments.

Sofia looked up, wondering why her friend was hesitating. “Don’t you agree?”

“I do,” she replied, “but summer will be over in a few weeks, and from what we’ve been told the crowds thin out a lot when the weather cools down.”

“Labels and tags aren’t that expensive. I’ve already looked into it.” Sofia got up, went into the house and came back with a file containing two quotes. “We can always use them next year, if sales slow down.” She handed the file to Bella. “Do you know how much money we’ve made so far this year?” She did a quick calculation in the spiral binder. “Just over fourteen thousand.”

Bella looked up sharply. “Profit?” She knew things had been going well, but not this well.

Sofia nodded. “Net profit, before taxes. Neither of us has taken a salary, but even so, that’s pretty good, no?”

“I wish I had the energy to celebrate. I’d say that’s outstanding for a couple of single moms.”

“So what will we put on the label?”

Bella held her glass of iced tea against her temple. She was getting a headache. “I don’t know. Have you got any ideas?”

“Si. I think we should call it Bella. It’s simple, it describes our product, it fits on the label, and it’s your name.”

“But Sofia. We’re in this together.”

“Of course we are, but you and I know that. That’s all that matters.” She paused. “Bella. In a nice, bold script.” She picked up the file which Bella hadn’t even bothered to open. “Shall I order them, then?”

“Sure.” Bella gave a half-hearted laugh. “I’ve been so busy trying to make a success out of our business that I didn’t give much thought to how much money we were making.” From the beginning of their partnership, the division of work had come naturally. Bella made the final decisions on styles and fabrics while Sofia took care of production. Bella took charge of patterns and cutting while Sofia functioned as the bookkeeper and banker. 

“That reminds me.” Sofia sat down across from her friend. “It’s time we started to buy our fabric by the bolt. Then we could afford to pay a bit more to our seamstresses. I’m already looking around for more help.”






  

Chapter Five
 

Rafael Vargas stood on his balcony and looked down on Los Angeles. A light rain had fallen overnight, and the trees shone in the morning sun. He’d only been in California a few weeks, but already he was feeling like a different person. As his gaze drifted over the rooftops below, he recalled how he’d arrived at this point in his life.

His family had been shocked when he announced his decision to leave Lima. As the eldest son, it was expected that he would eventually take over the family textile business. Both he and his younger brother Miguel had worked in the mill every year since he could remember, learning from the ground up what it took to run the family empire. Now that he had broken free, he could admit to himself that he’d never enjoyed the work. Starting at the very bottom hadn’t bothered him; it was tradition, and the workers in his father’s factories respected the family even more for it. What bothered him was that the business was already built, and that his father, entrenched in his ways, was not open to new ideas. The challenge had been met many years ago, when his father had been young. When Rafael took over he would be little more than a caretaker, and where was the satisfaction in that?

But traditions run deep in the Vargas family, and ever the dutiful son, he’d tamped down his frustrations. That is, until he was presented with the young woman he was expected to marry. Suddenly his life had stretched endlessly out before him; a succession of choices made by others.

Maria’s parents were long time friends of the Vargas family. She was a beauty, there was no denying it, but he scarcely knew her. Much to the delight of both families, he invited her out to dinner which lasted several hours. It was evident to him from the beginning that her affections lay in another direction, and eventually she admitted that she and his brother Miguel had been seeing each other in secret for several months.

What’s more, Miguel loved the family business. Marketing was his main interest, and he was good at it. With Maria by his side, Rafael had no doubt that the company would be in excellent hands when his father eventually retired.

But where to go? He raised his head and looked toward the ocean. California had been the ideal solution. He had a deeply rooted need to be near the ocean, and once here, he’d driven part way up the PCH almost every day. He particularly loved the days when breakers rolled in, hurling a fine spray into the air. Sun shining through the mist bathed the coastline in an ethereal, unworldly glow. He didn’t think he’d ever tire of it.

Following his usual pattern, he drove slowly north, top down in the brilliant morning sunshine, but somehow the scenery wasn’t doing it for him today. He picked up coffee at a drive-through kiosk and continued, eventually parking in an almost deserted lot beside a broad expanse of sand. Later today the beach would be crowded, but this morning it was an ideal spot for reflection.

He had to admit it...he was getting bored. He sipped the coffee thoughtfully, and for the first time since leaving Peru he wondered if he’d made a mistake to come here without a plan. He had plenty of money thanks to his maternal grandmother. He smiled now at the thought of her. His abuela had been crafty and far ahead of her time, amassing a varied portfolio of stocks that would have impressed any successful Wall Street investor. And when she died, she’d split her estate between Rafa and Miguel.

If only he could talk to her now. It had been to her that he’d turned when frustrated with his father’s pedantic approach to business. She’d grasped new concepts instantly, particularly his desire to branch out into fashion. But his father wouldn’t listen, claiming that such a move would alienate their current customers, who bought fabric from them for that very purpose. “We would be competing with our own customers,” he’d roared, refusing to discuss Rafael’s ideas further.

His grandmother may have understood his frustrations, and agreed with his ideas, but she was not in a position to influence his father. “You will find your way,” she’d said, looking at him with those piercing black eyes. “Be patient.”

He tossed out the remains of the coffee and got out to stretch his legs. Two young women on roller blades eyed him as he walked along, unaware of their interest. Tall and athletically built, his skin was naturally bronzed by the sun, his hair full and black. Rafael Vargas was a rare exception here in southern California...a handsome man who wasn’t obsessed about how he looked.

* * *

It was going to be another busy day and Bella was angry at herself. She and Sofia had spent last evening attaching tags to the garments for today’s market before packing everything into the large plastic totes they used to transport the finished product. The seamstresses had been sewing the labels into the garments for a couple of weeks now, giving them a professional look, and the tags completed the effect. In the aftermath of this effort, she’d forgotten to set her alarm. Melissa and Valeria had slept at Sofia’s and were spending the day with Consuela. This morning Sofia had called her several times, and had finally resorted to pounding on her door to wake her up.

She’d left home with minimal makeup, wet hair tied in the back with the first thing she could find...a scrunchy made from some left-over fabric. Bright and colorful, it lifted her mood, and they were soon on their way to Venice.

“Is it worth it, mi amiga?” Sofia stole a glance at her friend as they drove the short distance to the market. “You’re wearing yourself out.”

Bella knew what her friend was talking about. She’d confided in Sofia almost from the beginning, struggling to put into words the burning desire she felt to go back home some day, a success. More than anything, she wanted to keep her promise to her father, and make him proud. With the phenomenal growth of their clothing, she dared to imagine that she might do it, but she knew that her friend was right...the strain was beginning to tell.

“Tell you what,” she said, buoyed by a sudden thought. “Let’s take a month off this winter. Sales are bound to slow down when tourism dies off, and things will be a lot easier around here.” She was on a roll. “We both need a bit of a rest. Then, if things pick up again in the spring, I’ll quit my job at the fabric store and devote full time to the business. What do you say?”

Sofia beamed. “I say that’s the best idea you’ve had all summer.” She paused. “I’ve been talking to the production seamstresses, reminding them that work will slow down in the winter. They’ve all accepted that, and I think most of them have budgeted accordingly.”

About ninety percent of their home workers were immigrants from Mexico and South America. Sofia identified with them, and treated them with respect, which was repaid with excellent, on-time work.

“One of the ladies suggested that we might do some new styles for Christmas.” They’d just pulled into the parking lot and she turned to Bella. “What do you think?”

Bella thought for a moment. “Today might not be the best time for me to answer that, but I don’t think so. At least not this year. I think we should firmly establish ourselves with the summer styles before we branch out.”

“I think so too, but I wanted to hear you say it.” Sofia grinned and started to unload the car, piling the bins on a dolly they’d bought to move their goods. It was amazing how she and Bella saw eye to eye on most business decisions. A couple of months ago, when their business looked like it might go somewhere, they’d sat down and talked about their goals. As part of the discussion, they decided that if they disagreed on a business decision, the overriding factor would always be what was good for the business. It was a simple, sound concept, and although they hadn’t needed to put it into action the decision was there, keeping them focused on the future.

Bella assembled their tent and racks. While Sofia started to unload, Bella went back with the dolly for the table, greeting her fellow vendors along the way. “Save me a muffin Randy,” she called to a food vendor. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

They worked quickly and efficiently, having developed a routine for the set-up process. They preferred not to sit while working, deciding that a standing salesperson was more professional. For the first time since they’d started coming to the market, Bella wished they could relax their standards, but she had no chair. “I need a coffee,” she said, surveying their stand with a critical eye. Everything looked perfect, as usual. “Randy’s holding a muffin for me. Want anything?”

Sofia looked around. Customers were starting to wander the boardwalk already. “No thanks, but it looks like a slow start this morning. Why don’t you sit for a while?” The food vendor was fairly close by. “You’ll be able to see if we get busy.”

“Thanks, Sofia. As usual, you’ve read my mind.” She picked up the coffee and muffin and sank gratefully onto one of the few chairs positioned on the small slice of beach beside Randy’s stand.

The forecast had been for sun this morning, with possible overcast and showers this afternoon. Bella hoped that the expected surge of customers wouldn’t materialize until she’d at least finished her coffee.

“You guys seem to be doing well.” Randy had come out to adjust his awning.

“Yeah, we’re quite surprised.” Bella broke a piece off the muffin, which was delicious.

Randy shrugged. “People know quality when they see it. My wife bought a little skirt for her niece the other week, and she says it’s really well made.

“Oh, I wish I’d known.” Bella frowned. “I would have given her the discount.” It was customary for the vendors to give each other a courtesy discount.

“Nah. She said it was super reasonable. The kid loved it, by the way.”

“Thanks, Randy. I’ll be sure to mention that to Sofia.”

He shuffled off again and she sat staring in the direction of their stall, turning over his words. Considering the speed at which their items sold, she’d wondered if they were charging enough, but she hadn’t had time to look into it. Another thing to consider when they took a break this winter...

People were beginning to stream onto the boardwalk and she watched Sofia put an outfit and two skirts into a bag and hand the customer her change. Perhaps they should look into printed bags. She wondered idly if there was somewhere they could place a small order, or if a huge minimum was required for a custom bag. Sofia was good at ferreting out that sort of information; she could check it out during the week.

Lost in thought, she didn’t notice him at first. Then two young women walked past, murmuring under their breath and looking back towards the stand.

A man stood there, studying their display. For a moment Bella forgot to breathe; he was quite possibly the most handsome man she had ever seen. Tall and lithe, he was unlike the muscle men that populated Venice Beach, but instinct told her he possessed an underlying strength. Chiselled cheekbones and a generous mouth drew her eye but then he raised a hand to touch the fabric of a hanging dress and she saw his fingers. Long and sensitive, they were deeply tanned like the rest of him. He exchanged a few words with Sofia and broke into a broad smile. A sharp jab of jealously caught her unaware, and she pulled back, wondering where that had come from. She hadn’t looked twice at a man since coming here, and now she was jealous because a stranger was being pleasant to her partner? She really had to get a grip.

He stepped back to allow some customers closer access to the stand, head cocked to one side. He seemed to be listening to the conversation between the customers and Sofia. Bella recognized the two women; they had visited the stand a few weeks previously, buying several items each. It was the kind of sale she didn’t forget, and she noted that Sofia greeted them warmly.

The man looked briefly in her direction, checking out the other stands. Up at this end of the boardwalk they were mostly jewellery and kitschy objects. Even though she couldn’t see his eyes behind wrap-around sunglasses, she could tell that he wasn’t interested in visiting them. He smiled and nodded at Sofia, then went back the way he had come. Bella crammed the remains of the muffin into her mouth, grabbed the coffee cup and hurried back to the stand.

The women were gushing over the new, simple pull-over shift that Melissa had insisted would be popular with girls her age. She’d also been adamant about the colors, and had chosen solid pastels with two rows of simple white trim at the hemline. To Bella’s eye they looked washed out beside the other vibrant colors, but as usual Melissa had been right; they were almost all gone already. Thank goodness there were two free days until the next market. It was great to sell out, but she hated the idea of putting too much pressure on Sofia’s workers to come up with more product. At least Wednesday was a traditionally slow day.

The women finally left. One of them had purchased a pastel dress and the other had purchased one of almost everything.

“What did that man want?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “The one with the sunglasses.”

Sofia looked up sharply from re-arranging the table. They knew each other too well by now; Bella’s interest was obvious. “He was handsome, no?” Her eyes danced.

“Was he?” Bella made a pathetic attempt at nonchalance, then gave up. “Okay, he was gorgeous, but what did he want?”

Sofia turned aside to help another customer. She was enjoying drawing out the moment. When the woman left with her purchases, she turned back to Bella, a crease between her brows. “I don’t know, actually. He seemed awfully interested in our ‘line’ as he called it. I mean, most men run for cover when their wives stop here. But he was different. He wanted to know who did the designing and I said my partner. Then he wanted to know where we got our fabric. I didn’t give him much of an answer, but I told him that your daughter makes a lot of the choices.” She paused and grinned, remembering the conversation. “He thought that was a great idea.”

Bella’s protective instincts leaped to the fore. “Maybe he’s heard about us and wants to cash in on our success.”

Sofia shrugged. “Anybody could do that. The other clothing vendors are always checking us out.”

“Yes but they get their stuff from Taiwan. They’re only resellers.”

“True enough. I’m just saying that we can’t copyright a dress.” She nudged her friend. “Look on the bright side. Melissa’s new pull-over shift is an instant hit.”

The crowds started to build, and they spent the rest of the day serving their customers. By the time it started to rain, they had less than a dozen items left.

“Will we have enough stock by Wednesday?” asked Bella, folding up the table.

“Yes, I already have several people working on it.” As usual, Sophia had the production end of the business under control. “You’re sure you’re okay doing it alone? We don’t have to put up the stand at all if you don’t want to.” Sophia was taking the girls to register for school.

“I don’t mind. Besides, I think it’s important to be here every market day.”

* * *

Rafael Vargas lifted the wine bottle from the cooler, surprised to see that it was almost empty. He’d been relieved to find his preferred Chilean Chardonnay at the local wine shop. He poured the remainder into his glass and leaned back in the lounge chair. Somewhere out there, the sun was sliding into the sea behind a curtain of cloud. After a week of steady sun, the cooler temperatures were welcome.

He’d been sitting here most of the afternoon, ever since returning from his shortened drive. Venice Beach had been a revelation. He’d been told what to expect of course, but even so the wild outfits and dazzling energy of the place had left him with an amused smile on his face. But amusement had changed to keen interest when he spotted a stand selling children’s clothing. No, he told himself, not children’s clothing...clothing specifically for young girls. The narrow scope of the offerings fascinated him, as did the original styles on offer. He’d been drawn to the stand like a fish securely hooked on a line, but he hadn’t been fighting. Every instinct he possessed told him that this vendor was different.

He’d watched with interest as the woman behind the table greeted two women like old friends. They’d evidently purchased there previously, and their conversation made it clear that they’d been so satisfied that they’d returned for more. One had gone on at length about “Kristy” and he’d had a fleeting impression that she was a housekeeper, or a nanny...he couldn’t tell. The confidence of the woman in charge of the stand had impressed him; small and attractive, she’d surprised him by introducing herself and telling him that she was one of the partners of the business.

And why not? he thought now. This was America, after all. Land of the Free, etc.  Rafael had finished off his education with a three-year business course at Harvard, and having learned the way Americans feel about business, nothing surprised him any more. To top it all off, his keen business sense told him that the little clothing business was poised to explode if handled properly. The woman had said that her partner’s daughter had a big part in choosing the styles and fabrics. The woman’s name was Sofia, but what had she said her partner’s name was? He tapped the wine glass with his fingernails. “Bella!” That was it. The name sounded more Italian than Spanish, but that was immaterial. Before driving out of the parking lot, he’d already decided to go back on Wednesday. There was something compelling about two immigrants creating such a successful business and he wanted another look. Wednesday couldn’t come soon enough.






  

Chapter Six
 

“Here, take this with you.” Sofia handed a sign to Bella. Beautifully executed, it hung on two chains. “See these hooks? You attach them to the frame of the tent, and it hangs down just the right distance to be visible beneath the fringe.”

The sign was simple, yet effective. Approximately two feet wide, it held one word: ‘Bella’, in the same script that Sofia had chosen for the garment tags.

Bella gave her friend a quick hug. “You think of everything,” she said. “I’ll hang it up today.”

The market on Wednesdays was always more relaxed. Bella hated to miss out on taking the girls for school registration, but she’d consoled herself that she would be there on the day that really mattered...the first day of school. And Melissa couldn’t be in better hands.

The car practically drove itself to the beach, and she allowed her thoughts to wander. Never once had she regretted her decision to move out here on her own. Watching her daughter grow up had been the most fulfilling thing she’d ever done. After Melissa’s birth, Bella had been prepared to put her dreams on hold while she raised her daughter. For the first five years she’d done just that, and been perfectly content. And then almost overnight her daughter had morphed from a child into a young lady. She still got goose bumps when she thought about it. Far from holding her back, Melissa had become a factor in the growth of her small business. Just this morning, she’d had another brilliant idea.

“Mommy,” she’d said, watching Bella manipulate the scrunchy onto her hair. “Where did that scrunchy come from? It’s made from the same fabric as my sundress.”

Bella hid a smile; it was odd to hear a five-year-old use the term ‘fabric’.

“That’s right,” she said, reaching for her purse. “Sofia ran it up for me one day when I was complaining about holding my hair back.”

Melissa gave her a questioning look. “Why don’t we make them and sell them with the dresses?” she asked. “Or we could give them away with the dresses.”

Bella stopped. Why hadn’t she thought about that? Virtually every young girl in California had long hair these days.

“What a fabulous idea. Remind me again tonight, will you sweetie?” She had no doubt whatsoever that her daughter would do just that. 

* * *

“Happy Wednesday.” Randy had waited until her display was set up, and then wandered over with a cup of coffee. “I see you’re alone today,” he said, handing it to her. He stood back and admired the sign. “That’s cool. You guys are looking more like pros every week.”

“Do you think so?” Bella didn’t feel very professional today. As usual, there wasn’t enough time between getting up and leaving for the market. “Thanks.”

She stood back and admired the way the sign swung gently in the off-shore breeze. “That was Sofia’s idea. Kind of makes us look like we belong, doesn’t it?”

Randy nodded. “Trouble is, things won’t be the same when you guys are gone.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. “What do you mean?” she said, rounding on him. “We’re not going anywhere.” She searched his face for a clue as to what he was talking about. “What have you heard?”

He backed up, palms out. “Nothing, nothing.” His face was kind. “It’s just that I’ve been here going on twenty years now, and I’ve seen ‘em come and go. You guys have taken this place by storm, and I don’t see you sticking around much longer. You’re going to make it big.”

Bella sucked in a deep breath, willing her pulse back to normal. “Do you think so?”

“Oh yeah...trust me.” He took another look at the sign then looked beyond her, distracted by the arrival of the first customers of the day. “Have a good one,” he said with a good-natured grin.

* * *

The clothes were almost flying off the stand today, but Bella didn’t have time to think about why. She glanced up between customers to check the other stands, but the crowd was mostly clustered in front of her.

“Coming through.” A pushy woman was literally elbowing people out of the way as she forced her way to the front. “How do you feel about being the favorite designer for Kate Brannon’s young daughter?”

Bella looked up, angered. She always tried to give each customer her undivided attention, and she intended to ask this woman to wait her turn. Then she noticed the microphone in the woman’s hand. Around the base of the microphone, the familiar logo of a local entertainment channel showed clearly. A cameraman stood off to the side and she looked in his direction, blinking in the bright lights.

“Excuse me” she said, reining in her temper, “but I’m helping a customer here.”

The television interviewer was either deaf, or incredibly rude. Bella suspected the latter. “But you’re famous,” the reporter insisted, shoving the microphone forward again. “It’s in the new issue of People this week. Pictures of Kate Brannon and her daughter Kristy.” The young daughter of the famous television star was considered a fashion diva in her own right. “Kristy says she won’t wear anything but your clothes.”

Bella smiled apologetically at the customer, but the woman didn’t seem to mind a bit. As a matter of fact, she’d wormed her way forward to be in the shot. Only in Los Angeles. The cameraman panned slowly over the stand, pausing on the sign before bringing the lens back to the interviewer.

“You look surprised,” she said, seemingly pleased to have been the one to bring Bella the news. “I guess that means Kristy and her Mom didn’t come here on their own?”

Bella regained her composure. “Not that I’m aware of, no. But I’m delighted that she’s pleased with what we have to offer.” She smiled warmly at the interviewer. No sense making an enemy of the woman. “You said the magazine came out today?”

The interviewer nodded.

She smiled into the camera. “Then I guess that’s why we’re so busy.” She gestured to the crowd around her stand and tried to make eye contact with as many as possible. “I’m sorry to make you wait, but I’ll help each and every one of you just as soon as I can.”

“There you have it folks, direct from the market at Venice Beach.” The interviewer looked earnestly into the camera. “Your first look at the exciting offerings of Bella, favorite new designer of Kristy Brannon.”

* * *

Rafael was uncharacteristically nervous as he strolled from the parking area to the boardwalk. He wasn’t sure exactly what he was going to say. These were two women who’d obviously worked hard to get this far; they may view his interest suspiciously. He’d have to judge that as he went along.

He shook his head but gave a friendly smile to a couple of vendors who tried to interest him in their wares. Business was slower today, so the crowd around the clothing stand was even more noticeable. There seemed to be some jostling going on and he stepped forward quickly, his protective instincts already coming to the fore. He had a personal interest in these women.

He spotted the television camera before he saw the woman holding the microphone.

He skirted the crowd and backed up, trying to get a better view.

“Quite a little circus over there,” said a voice behind him. He turned to see a large man wearing a cap and a navy blue t-shirt with “Randy’s” silk screened in white across the front. A large white apron tied around his waist completed the outfit.

“I wonder what’s going on,” Rafael murmured.

“Bella was some angry, I can tell you that much.” There was a touch of pride in the large man’s voice. “I heard her tell the broad with the microphone to back off, she was serving her customers.”

It was then that Rafael noticed the sign. “I see they have a new sign.” He tried to spot Bella through the crowds, but to no avail. Besides, he didn’t know what she looked like.

“Yeah. I was just telling Bella I’d be sorry to see them go.”

Rafael’s head snapped around. “They’re leaving?”

Randy looked at him suspiciously. “And who might you be?”

Rafael thought quickly. “I met Sofia last week and I thought I’d stop by for another visit.” This was one time when his Spanish heritage worked to his benefit. “But I don’t see her.”

The big man seemed to accept Rafael’s explanation. “She’s not here today. Bella’s handling the stand on her own.” He paused for a moment; the television interview seemed to be coming to an end. “No, what I meant about them leaving is that they’re getting too big for this place.” His gaze swept the boardwalk. “As I said to Bella, I’ve been working this place for a long time. The ones with real talent always seem to move on.” He rocked back on his heels like a proud father. “Look, there she is now.”

Rafael couldn’t spot her. “Where”

“There.” Randy jabbed a finger at the tent across the way where the crowd had parted for a moment. “She’s talking to the woman with the kid.”

“That’s Bella?” Rafael studied her face. She was turning a garment inside out and explaining the construction to a young woman. Her attention shifted to the young girl alongside the woman, and all three smiled at something that was said.

She was beautiful, but in an understated way; a refreshing change from the overly made up, perfection-driven women he’d seen around Los Angeles. Her long hair was the color of wild honey. It had been pulled back with some sort of fabric retainer, but it fell over her shoulder, swaying gently with each movement. Tendrils of hair, curly from the early morning humidity, framed her face, giving the impression of a young, vulnerable girl. He wished he was closer so he could see her eyes. For one brief moment she looked up and glanced in his direction, but a fresh group of eager customers closed the gap through which he’d been watching her.

The timing was all wrong; Rafael had recognized that fact the moment he spotted the television cameras. He’d have to come back on the weekend, and hope that they’d be willing to talk to him.

* * *

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Bella had witnessed the power of ‘stardom’ several times since her move to the west coast, but it had never touched her personally. It was a bit disconcerting at first, but as the day moved on she recognized it as a huge break. She was sold out well before her usual time to pack up. She’d been too busy to look much beyond the customers clustered around her stand. At one point the crowds had parted and she thought she’d seen the tanned, handsome man from the weekend by Randy’s stand but when she looked again, he wasn’t there. 

“Mommy!” Melissa came flying down the boardwalk, Valeria close behind. “We came to help you pack up.” Sofia followed at a more sedate pace. “Val and I are going to school in September, and we met our teacher.” She stopped abruptly and looked around. “Where’s everything?” Her eyes grew wide. “Did you sell it all?”

Bella picked up her daughter and swung her around. “Yes I did and I’ll tell you all about it later, but right now I want to hear about school.” Her gaze met Sofia’s, who was looking around incredulously. “Later,” she mouthed, as her friend calmly started to dismantle the tent.

They stopped at a mall to pick up pizza on the way home from the market. “Do you mind going in to get it?” asked Bella. “I’d like to go next door and buy a magazine.”

Sofia gave her an odd look, but complied. They continued home and Sofia set out the pizza and drinks while Belle unloaded the vehicle.

* * *

“So what happened?” asked Sofia. They were sitting in their usual spot on the front porch. “I know you’re dying to tell me.”

Bella jumped up, retrieved the magazine and handed it to her friend. “Check out page twelve,” she said excitedly. “That’s what happened.” She strode back and forth on the porch, unable to contain her excitement. “And I was interviewed by that pushy woman on the entertainment channel.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, my God. I forgot to ask when it would be on.”

The phone rang. Sofia answered it and exchanged words in rapid-fire Spanish. “That was Consuela,” she said, searching for the remote. “She says your interview is coming up in the next segment.”

They remained standing while the piece ran. “Did I really say that?” wailed Bella as she rebuffed the interviewer’s first attempt to talk. “And I look awful; like I just got out of bed.”

Sofia waved her concerns aside. She wandered silently back onto the porch and sat down, her gaze on some distant point.

“What?” said Bella finally, unable to bear the silence.

Sofia raised her head and a smile played around the corners of her mouth. “I’m going to need a dozen more piece workers. For the time being, at least.”

“For the time being?” Bella wasn’t following.

“Si. After that we need our own factory.”






  

Chapter Seven
 

Rafael paced impatiently. This had quite possibly been the slowest weekend of his life. For the tenth time since he got up this morning he went out onto the balcony and stood, hands braced on the railing, looking out toward the ocean. There was no sense going to see Sofia and Bella until the end of the day on Sunday, and yet they’d been in his thoughts almost every minute since last Wednesday. A rare smile broke through as he imagined how they’d scrambled to get enough product ready for the weekend. But he knew they’d manage. And if they sold out, their clothes would be in even greater demand...if that were possible.

* * *

“Can you believe this?” Bella murmured under her breath. “We haven’t stopped since we got here.”

Sofia lifted the top on a storage box, but it was empty. She didn’t know why she’d bothered to check...she’d opened it just twenty minutes ago and everything had been snapped up as fast as she displayed it. There’d been a tense scene earlier where one woman tried to rip a wrap-around skirt out of the hands of another woman; Sofia had solved the problem by unloading the last of the merchandise.

“We’ll have to stop soon,” she replied, jamming several bills into the cash box. “We’ve sold just about everything.” A few sundresses were left; that was all.

Bella looked at the empty racks and stretched her back. In anticipation of this weekend’s rush, she’d spent hours and hours cutting fabric for Sofia to distribute to her assembly workers. In addition, today had been stressful for both of them; smiling and answering all the questions about the television interview, and the piece in People. She really needed a coffee.

“I’m going to pop over and get a coffee from Randy,” she said. “Want anything?”

“No, thanks.” The crowds were finally thinning out and for the first time today she could see beyond their stand. “Bella,” she said, tapping her friend on the arm. “Look who’s here.”

Bella looked in the direction Sofia had indicated. Across the boardwalk, the man she had seen last weekend stood beside Randy’s stand, coffee cup in hand. He was looking in her direction and raised the cup in a salute, a tentative smile on his face. She hesitated. If she went over there now, would it look as though she were responding to him? Suddenly she didn’t care; she was tired, hungry and eager for the day to be over. She walked out from behind the stand.

“Here she is now.” Randy beamed as though he had produced her, rabbit-like, from a hat.

She glanced at the man who was even more handsome close up, if that was possible. After all the attention she and Sofia had endured the past two days, this was almost too much. “Any coffee left, Randy? I’m just about dead on my feet.”

“I’m brewing a fresh pot.” Randy gestured to the small table and chairs, which were thankfully empty. “Do you have time to wait?”

Bella looked back toward the stand. The sun was sinking into the ocean and she had to shield her eyes. Sofia was helping a lone woman and the crowds seemed to have disappeared.

“I guess so. Thanks, Randy.” She lowered herself slowly onto the chair.

“You are Bella?” Her name rolled around on his tongue. The man came slowly forward, one hand extended. “I am Rafael Vargas.”

Of course you are, she thought. A man who looked like that was entitled to an elegant name. She held out a weary hand. “Bella Thompson.”

Randy chose that moment to bring her coffee. “He was here on Wednesday, looking for you, but you were tied up with the television cameras.”

“You were?” Wednesday seemed like so long ago. “Oh yes, I remember. You were also here last weekend, weren’t you?”

The man nodded. “Yes. I spoke to Sofia, but I didn’t see you.”

“I was over here, having coffee.” She looked up at Randy and laughed. “Sounds like I do that a lot, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t you believe it.” Randy defended her. “This is one hard working girl.” He lifted the hinged counter and went back inside the stand.

“I was hoping to get a chance to speak to you and Sofia.” He paused. “Together.”

Bella groaned. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we’ve had all the publicity we can handle for a while.” Even with Sofia working her magic on the production end, Bella wasn’t sure they’d be able to keep up with the demand.

“I’m not with the press. May I?” The man sat down on the other chair without waiting for a reply. “Actually, I’d be interested to know what the television coverage was about.”

Bella looked at him carefully. There was something about him that shouted money. Money and breeding. “Are you Spanish?” she asked abruptly.

“I am from Peru.” He spoke quietly but proudly. “And my family is of Spanish descent.”

Bella nodded silently and took a sip from the coffee. He seemed all right. And Randy hadn’t chased him away...that was in his favor. “The television coverage was in response to a story in People magazine. Apparently Kristy Brannon likes our clothes. That was the entertainment channel.”

Rafael raised his eyebrows.

“You don’t know who Kristy Brannon is, I take it.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“I’ve been here less than a month.”

Bella took a larger gulp of coffee. “Her mother’s in a top-rated television program, but she gets almost as much press as her mother because of her clothes.”

“This is a little girl?”

Bella made a face. “Crazy, huh? But that’s the way it is.”

“So this is good for your business?”

Bella thought for a moment. “It was doing pretty well already, but since Wednesday, it’s just exploded.” She sighed. “I’m not sure how we’re going to handle it all.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

She gave him a sharp look. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your business. When I spotted you the first day, I sensed that you had something special. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about expanding your business.” He glanced toward the stand, where Sofia was starting to put things away. “Could I take you and Sofia out to dinner and we could discuss it?”

“Oh, no.” Bella shook her head. “I’ve been working here all day. I’m tired and grubby and I need a shower.” She stood up and finished off the remaining coffee, then tossed the cup in the nearby garbage. Rafael looked at her with alarm. “Come on” she said, and relief flooded his face. “Let’s go and see what Sofia has to say.”

Bella handled the introductions and Rafael made his pitch. Sofia listened silently while continuing to pack up. She unhooked the sign and took it down, looking at it thoughtfully.

“We have to pick up our daughters,” she said after a moment. “And we’re both tired right now. But if you give us a couple of hours to feed our daughters and get organized, you could stop by the house.” She looked at Bella. “We might as well hear what he has to say.”

* * *

When Rafael showed up two hours later, he was wearing a crisp white shirt with the neck open and the sleeves rolled up. Beautifully tooled leather boots were visible beneath faded jeans. He looked like a model in GQ. Bella wondered if she’d be able to concentrate on what he was saying. They sat in an informal group on the porch.

“I should tell you about myself,” he began. “I come from Lima, where my family has been in the textile business for many years. I’ve been working in and around the mills all my life, and I only recently realized that there’s nothing new for me to learn. I wanted to expand into fashion, but my father, who’s still in control, wouldn’t hear of it.” He spoke calmly, but Bella sensed underlying frustration. “His objection was that if we expanded into fashion, we would be competing against our present customers, and that they would stop buying from us. While that may be true in a few cases, I couldn’t make him see that markets are expanding.” He gave a wry smile. “I mean no disrespect to my father, but the term ‘global markets’ means nothing to him. He simply can’t conceive of selling our product in Asia, for example, or Europe. I realize that e-commerce is in its infancy, but now’s the time to take advantage of that, and jump in with both feet.”

He sat back and took a sip of lemonade. “The result was that I decided to come to America. I spent three years at Harvard and there’s something about the American entrepreneurial spirit that’s fresh and exciting.” He looked from Sofia to Bella. “And your stand at Venice Beach confirmed what I’ve always believed to be true. With hard work and vision you can succeed.” He sat back and gave a short, dry laugh. “I apologize if I sound over-eager, but that’s the way I feel.”

Bella leaned forward. “So what do you want with us?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I want to help you expand.” He looked around the small house. “Where’s your production facility?”

“We don’t have one.” Sofia spoke proudly. “We farm out our assembly on a piece-work basis.”

He nodded. “How much time each week do you spend running around, delivering and picking up?”

“Too much” Sofia acknowledged. “And now...” she threw up her hands.

Rafael leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “What you need is a location where you can set up your entire production facilities.” His gaze darted from Sofia to Bella. “Who does your designing, chooses your fabric, takes care of ordering, makes patterns, handles the cutting, orders all the miscellaneous supplies, does the one thousand and one things necessary to produce the volume you need, let alone what you’ll soon need?”

They exchanged looks. “We do,” said Bella. “But to be honest, we’re not sure how much longer we can keep it up.” She looked almost sheepish. “I work, and Sofia’s on a widow’s pension, but we don’t have the kind of money it would take for an expansion of that nature.”

Rafael slapped his thigh. “That’s where I come in. If we could work out some sort of an agreement, I’d supply the money for expansion.” He looked from one to the other. “After all, you two had the initial concept. I’d have to put in something.”

“We’d have to think about it,” said Sofia cautiously, “but there’s something that concerns me.”

Bella and Rafael turned to her.

“Most of my workers have small children. Even if they could afford day care, I don’t think they’d want to leave their children. We’d probably have to find new production staff but I really don’t want to do that. They’ve been loyal to us and we feel the same toward them.”

Rafael thought quickly. “Have you been paying them cash?”

Sofia nodded.

“Are they legal?”

Sofia nodded again. “Yes, most of them. The others, I’m helping with the paperwork.”

“Then that’s fine.” Rafael grinned. “They’re one of your most important resources, and I’ve always believed in treating people well. We could hire a lawyer to handle the immigration business.” He glanced at Sofia. “That will free up more of your time. As for the children, we’ll find a place big enough to set up a daycare facility. They’ll have to start paying tax on their income, but we’ll create such a great environment that they’ll be happy to come to work.”

Sofia beamed her approval. “That solves a lot of problems. Maybe we can also offer English classes. Some of them need help.”

“We can do that too.” His eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. “I know I’ve given you a lot to think about, so I’ll leave now, but if it’s okay with you, I’ll come back tomorrow evening.” He turned to Bella. “Where do you work, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“In a fabric store.”

“Aha. You’ve made some excellent choices, but with your permission I’ll start sourcing some new suppliers. Even if we don’t come to an agreement, I’ll pass on the information.”

“This all sounds interesting, but won’t we over-produce?” Bella gave a wry smile. “Right now, I’m concerned about making enough garments to see us through next week, but if we got into full production we’d have far more than we could sell at the market three days a week.”

Rafael’s eyes glittered. “You’re right, of course. I wasn’t going to go into that tonight, but we’d have to choose our options carefully. There are two, mainly.”

“And they would be?” Bella was amazed that he’d thought this far ahead.

It was as though he’d read her mind. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this while I was waiting to talk to you two. Your first option is distribution through retail outlets.” He paused, frowned. “There are a dozen variations on that, none of which are perfect, but they get your product out there.”

Bella sensed that he’d left the best for last. “And the other?”

“We’d open our own retail outlet.”

“What, just one?” She’d meant it as a joke, but the look in his eyes brought her up short.

“In the beginning, yes.” He spread his hands. “But California’s a big state. The United States is a big country.”

“Oh, My God.” Bella sat back in her chair and studied him openly. He was gorgeous, no doubt about that. Gorgeous, elegant, and every woman’s dream. But deep inside he harbored a desire to succeed that equalled her own, and that made him even more exciting. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

He looked from Bella to Sofia, then back again. “Yes.”

His eyes held hers and she gripped the arms of her chair. That one, simple word spoke volumes. Once in, he wouldn’t stop until they reached the top rung. Bella didn’t kid herself; it would be hard work, there would be struggles, but they would make it. Her dream would come true.

But at what price? She dropped her eyes. If she and Sofia were to become partners with Rafael Vargas, she had to stop viewing him as an attractive man. As partners, there could be nothing between them but business. She took a deep breath and looked up.

“As you said, you’ve given us a lot to think about.” She turned to Sofia. “Do you have any more questions for Mr. Vargas?”

“Please, call me Rafael.” He grinned at Sofia. “Or Rafa, if you prefer.”

Sofia stood up. “No questions from me.” She looked at Bella.

“Nor me.” Bella stood up and extended a hand. “Until tomorrow evening, then.”

Bella watched him go through the gate and walk down the street to where he’d parked his car. It was dark now and his hair shone under the streetlights. He was a different man to the one she’d first spotted at the market...cool, handsome and infinitely appealing. Back then, she’d dared to dream of the possibility of romance. She sighed softly. In the space of a few hours her dreams had taken a sharp turn in the other direction, and they didn’t include romance.

It was what she wanted...what she’d worked for ever since she left Willow Bend...wasn’t it?






  

Chapter Eight
 

The two friends sat on the porch after Rafael left, lost in thought. Sofia finally rose and took a few weary steps toward the front door. She opened the door and golden light spilled onto the porch. “Can you take tomorrow off?” she asked, turning back to where Bella sat in the dark. “We need to talk, but too much has happened and I can’t think straight.”

“I was just thinking the same thing. We can talk things over while I do some cutting.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ll call Graham right now and tell him I won’t be in.”

* * *

“I’m probably repeating myself” said Bella the next morning, “but everything has happened so quickly it doesn’t seem real.”

Sofia nodded. She looked tired, worn down...not her usual bright, up-beat self. “It seems too good to be true” she said, gathering the offcuts from Bella’s work and cutting them into strips which would be made into scrunchies. “But we can’t deny the fact that Rafa’s offer comes at the precise moment we need help.”

“That’s true.” Bella carefully laid the cut pieces aside and started to lay out more fabric. “But I’m not sure if I want him as a partner.” She paused and looked over at Sofia. “Does that sound crazy?”

“Not at all.” Sofia got up and helped Bella smooth out the layers of fabric. “From the way he was talking, he’d want a legal agreement.” She smiled across the table. “Not like us; we never even shook hands.”

Bella smiled, acknowledging their informal partnership. “True again, but then he’s talking about taking this to a whole new level.”

Sofia frowned. “You’ve seen the figures recently. Do you think we could make enough profit to support three partners?”

Bella continued to lay out pattern pieces, but there was an underlying current of excitement in her response. “Yes. I think we could do very well.”

“Hmmm. I’m still not sure if I want a full partner, but without his money, we couldn’t expand.” Sofia started to label and bundle the cut pattern pieces. “What if we borrowed his money–all legally documented of course, and agreed to work with him for a set period. I don’t know how long, a year maybe. He would have some sort of a title and take a salary. After that time, if we all agree he could buy in and become a full partner.”

Bella looked up, not trying to hide her surprise. “Boy, you’re more than just a pretty face, aren’t you?”

Sofia flushed at the compliment. “Does it sound like something he’d consider?”

Bella raised her shoulders. “I don’t know, but it’s the best solution yet. Why don’t we see what he says tonight?”

* * *

Rafael listened to their proposal with a faint smile. Bella had wondered if he’d be angry, but could detect no sign that they’d offended him.

He held up a hand when they’d finished. “Let me just think about this for a moment” he said, then sat perfectly still, his eyes fixed on some distant point. When he finally moved, he smiled. “I have to admit” he said, “I didn’t like the idea at first, but it has merit. It gives us all a chance to see how this new arrangement is going to work. The only thing I would like to change is your plan for me to loan you the money.” 

Bella’s heart sank. Was he going to make some sort of stipulation that would squelch the deal?

“We’ll draw up a business plan, take it to the bank, and let them loan you the money. I’ll guarantee it, of course. That way, if after a year we find that our partnership isn’t working, you’ll have a track record with the bank and you won’t lose your financial backing.” He stood up and held out his hand. “Ladies, we have a deal.”

Bella realized she’d been holding her breath. “All right!” she said, giving his hand a vigorous shake. “Now let’s get to work.”

* * *

Time passed so quickly Bella would look back on it and wonder where it had gone. Full of boundless energy, Rafael proved to be a man of his word. Within a couple of weeks, he and Sofia located a perfect location for their production facilities. On the day the commercial sewing machines arrived, Consuela took a picture of the three partners along with the two girls outside the building. Above the entrance, a modest sign proclaimed their arrival. A small loading dock stood off to the side, and Bella dreamed of the day they’d make their first shipment.

They were all pleased and surprised at the amount of press coverage they garnered. Not only were they the darlings of Hollywood’s A-list mothers, but word spread about the treatment of their employees and the company was held up as being a leader in employee relations.

At Rafael’s urging, Bella quit her job. Thanks to their good press, they were courted by many local fairs and other community events, and these sales, coupled with three days a week at Venice kept the production staff humming.

* * *

“Well ladies, we have a decision to make.” It was Easter, and the weather was warm enough to sit out on Sofia’s front porch. Rafa had just returned from a Trade Show in Oakland which had run in conjunction with a large display of textiles from around the world. He’d changed into his favorite pair of worn jeans and was now easing the cork out of a bottle of wine. After several months, he’d worked up the nerve to tell Sofia that he’d prefer wine to the ever-present iced tea.

“Did you bring samples?” Now that she was no longer working at the fabric store, Bella’s creative juices were flowing.

“Sorry, Bella.” His gaze rested on her face for a moment and then moved on. “It’s not that.” He smiled at Melissa, who had come to stand beside her mother, eager as always to hear what was being discussed. “But I did bring you something else.” He glanced at Sofia, who was watching him with her usual placid expression.

“Well, are you going to tell us?” Bella was impatient, as usual.

“Of course. Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry. “I was enjoying the moment.”

She glared at him. He could be so annoying.

“I was approached by two different people at the Trade Show.” He pulled two cards out of his jacket pocket. “Buyers, not vendors.” He handed the cards to Bella, who tried not to look too impressed. She handed them off to Sofia.

“They want to buy from us?” Sofia couldn’t tear her eyes away from the names on the cards. Rafa had met representatives from two of the most exclusive children’s wear stores on the west coast.

“Si.”

“What do you think?” Sofia’s famous composure had deserted her.

Bella watched carefully.

Rafa reached for his glass of chardonnay, and a surge of longing caught Bella off guard at the sight of his long, elegant fingers. It had been too long since she’d been held by a man and she wondered how those fingers would feel trailing along her neck, in her hair, on her body. She shifted in her chair and found him studying her over the rim of his glass.

“It’s very flattering” he said slowly.

Bella dragged her thoughts back to the subject at hand. Surely he wasn’t talking about her...no; he’d been telling them about meeting the buyers. She needed to focus.

“Flattering?” said Sofia with a frown. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not explaining this very well.” He shot a quick glance at Bella. “What I mean is that I think we should be flattered that they like our product well enough to want to carry it in their stores, but there’s a downside to selling to large retail outlets. They’d want us to jump through their hoops.”

“I agree.” Bella spoke almost instantly. “We’d be at their mercy. It’s all about sell-through and we’d have no control over how they’d display our goods.” She looked at the other two. “I’d rather bite the bullet and open a retail outlet of our own.”

Rafael raised an eyebrow and gave her a long, appreciative look. “You’ve been studying this, obviously.”

Bella felt a flush creep up her cheeks. “Yes, well, I’ve been thinking about it ever since you first mentioned it last fall. I bought a few books on the subject.” She squared her shoulders. “Besides, I’ve seen an example of what can happen when one business becomes dominant. It happened in my home town, where a textile mill was the only major employer. And now it appears that they’re going to close.”

Listening closely, Rafael put down his glass. Too late, Bella realized that the mention of a textile mill would pique his interest. “This is a similar situation, but in reverse. We’d start producing for them...” she motioned to the business cards. “And if they decided they didn’t want to carry us any more, we’d have to build up our business all over again.”

Rafael nodded his head. “I agree with you. We’re building brand recognition every day, and I like the idea of us being in control of our bottom line, not someone else.” He turned to Sofia. “What do you think?”

She’d been watching the two of them with interest. “I agree with both of you, and I think that the interest they’ve shown confirms that we’re on the right track.”

“Sooo...” Rafael spoke slowly. “Are we going to go for it?” His eagerness was palpable. “Are we going to open our first store for the summer season?”

Sofia brightened. “You mean no more market?”

Rafael nodded. “No more market. Why, would you miss is?”

Sofia hesitated. “I like the friends we’ve made down there among the other vendors, but I certainly won’t miss the hassle of loading up, setting up, and then doing it all in reverse three times a week.”

“You’ll get no argument from me, but that doesn’t give us a lot of lead time.” Bella glanced at Rafael, who was smiling into his wine glass. “What? I suppose you have a location all picked out.”

He raised his eyebrows. “There is a location on Third Street that I think we should consider. It’s presently a retail space and they’re willing to leave all their fixtures. We can use most of them.”

“Third Street? Isn’t that going to be expensive?” Sofia’s natural caution came to the fore.

“It’s not cheap, but it fits our image, and I’ve crunched the numbers. We can do very well there.” Rafael took a sip of wine. “If we order the sign within a few days, we can be open in plenty of time for the summer season.

And they were. Sofia geared up production while Bella supervised the store set-up. She painted everything except the floor in matte white; the clothes popped against the background. One of Bella’s design sketches was printed on the stark white invitations that went out to press, suppliers and friends. If Bella had had more time she might have been nervous, but as it was, she scarcely had time to choose a suitable party dress and have her hair styled.

* * *

The reception to celebrate the opening of Bella on Third was covered by the local press and television. Guests air-kissed, congratulated Bella, Sofia and Rafael, exclaimed over the store and spilled out onto the mall, champagne glasses in hand. Kate Brannon and her daughter Kristy showed up, and Kristy insisted that Melissa and Valeria pose with her as photographers vied for the best shot. Rafael stood in the background, watching over Bella and Sofia like an indulgent father. Tall and elegant in a black Armani suit and white shirt, he managed to deflect the attention of the single women with poise and charm.

Following the opening, photographs would appear in local newspapers and in People magazine. In addition, two trade magazines featured glowing reports on the new superstar in their midst. Bella was well and truly launched.

* * *

Bella cast a lingering look at the store. The guests were long gone and the caterers had removed every trace of the party. Tomorrow would be their first day of sales from Bella on Third; she had stepped boldly onto the first rung of the ladder and was eager to make it to the top. But something was missing...

“That was successful, don’t you think?” Sofia’s voice brought her out of her reverie. “We’re on our way now.” Sofia had a girl in each hand; they looked exhausted. “And these two have been a part of it from the beginning. I know we talked about going out to dinner, but the girls are tired.” She looked from Bella to Rafael. “Do you mind if I take them home? We can all go another time.”

Rafael knelt down in front of the girls. “Is that okay with you two?” He looked up at Sofia and Bella, a sparkle in his eyes. “They may not want to go to dinner with us any more when those pictures come out. They’ll be too famous.”

“Rafa, you’re silly,” the girls chimed together. Melissa threw her arms around his neck and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll always want to go out to dinner with you.” Valeria, the shyer of the two, gave him a kiss as well.

“It’s just that I thought I might take your Mom out for a drink, since she’s all dressed up.” He rose and turned to Bella. “There’s a new little tapas bar up the highway a bit. We could relax and look out at the ocean.”

“That sounds wonderful.” Bella agreed immediately; she was still keyed up and the idea of going home didn’t appeal at all.

Sofia smiled indulgently. “You two go along then. Melissa will sleep at my place tonight.”

* * *

They were silent during the ride north, but it was a comfortable silence between two friends. They were ushered to a corner table near the window and sat side by side, looking out at the last streaks of purple on the western horizon. Their server lit a candle on the table and took their drinks order; Bella had learned to appreciate Chardonnay.

“You’re sad, Cara.” His voice reached out and caressed her. She shivered, wishing he wouldn’t use that affectionate term. It meant nothing to him; she knew that...he used it with Sofia and with the girls.

“You’re cold,” he said immediately. “I’ll go out and get your shawl.”

“No, Rafa, really, I’m fine.” She reached out, laid a hand on his arm. She could feel the heat of his body through the suit.

He stopped, and a slow, delighted smile spread over his face. “That’s the first time you’ve called me Rafa. At least to my face.”

He was right, but she couldn’t look at him; he might see the longing in her eyes. “Is it?”

“Si.” He nodded to himself. “I’ll be right back.”

He slipped the shawl over her shoulders, his hands lingering for a few moments longer than necessary. He settled in his chair, lifted his glass. “Here’s to us; to the success of Bella.”

She raised her glass. “Don’t you mean Bella on Third?”

“Well...” He paused dramatically. “It’s the first one.”

She almost choked on her wine. “The first one? I suppose you’ve chosen our second location already.”

“Not the precise location, but I think we should open in San Francisco next.”

She had to smile. He was so much like her, only more so. “And do you have a name picked out?”

He raised his glass again. “Bella on the Bay.”

“I like it.” She turned her chair slightly so she could see him. “And after that? Seattle, I suppose.”

“Either Seattle or Dallas.” He paused for a moment and she could almost see the thoughts, the plans, racing through his mind. “It’s going to happen fast, Bella.”

She sighed. “I think you’re right.” She gazed out into the inky darkness. Out here, away from the city lights, you could actually see stars. “I wonder if it’s going to be worth it?” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

Rafael watched her carefully. He knew better than to push her for a response to his earlier comment, but he could still sense her sadness. If he was patient, she just might tell him.

A tear rolled down her cheek, leaving a glistening trail in the candlelight. She picked up a napkin and dabbed at it. “She didn’t come,” she said, her voice so low he could scarcely make it out. “She didn’t come to the opening.”

She looked at him with overflowing eyes. “My own mother didn’t want to come to the opening.”

“I’m sorry, Cara.” He didn’t know what to say. She’d never mentioned her mother before.

She took in a deep breath. “We’re not the best of friends. Never have been.” She looked toward the horizon, invisible now that darkness had fallen. “I’ve been here just over six years, and I haven’t seen her in all that time, but I send pictures of Melissa on her birthday. You know, stuff like that. She answers, sends cards and gifts for Melissa, but there’s never been any closeness.”

Rafael thought of his extended, boisterous family at home. He couldn’t imagine not being a part of their lives.

“I sent her an invitation,” she said. “She accepted, and Melissa was thrilled that she was finally going to meet her grandmother. But she cancelled a few days ago. No reason...just cancelled.”

“Did you call her? Maybe there’s a good reason.”

Bella shook her head, took a hasty gulp of wine. “No...no, I don’t want to get into that all over again.” She tried to smile, but it was more like a grimace. “I was a great disappointment to her many years ago.”

Rafael was beginning to understand what drove her. “Tell me about this town, this Willow Bend.”

He could almost see the memories flashing behind her eyes. Again, he waited patiently.

“It’s a mill town.” She glanced at him quickly. “I think I told you that.”

He nodded.

“Lambert Textiles was virtually the only employer in town. Of course, small businesses popped up, providing necessary goods and services.” She smiled. “That’s a term I recall from school...‘goods and services’.”

He returned the smile, encouraging her to continue.

“My father works at the mill. I’m not sure if he has a title, but he’s incredibly good at fixing things. Maybe they call him the Chief Fixer, I don’t know, but he’s worked there most of his life. My mother was a seamstress...she made clothes for all the ladies who lived up on the ridge.” She frowned. “She probably still is a seamstress, come to think of it. Anyway, as you’ve probably figured out, I got pregnant just as I finished high school. My mother didn’t give me much of a choice. Either I could leave town and go to a place where I’d give my child up for adoption, or I could take whatever money they could afford to give me and make my own way.”

“How could they do that to their own daughter?”

She shrugged. “You’d have to understand small towns in the south. Especially back then. They’re wonderful places to grow up, people will give you the shirt off their back, but you didn’t shame your family by having a child out of wedlock. Especially in a town where there’s a definite pecking order.”

“Pecking order?”

“Yeah. Your father has a higher position at the mill than my father, so you live in a better part of town than I do. That sort of thing.”

“And the boy? Melissa’s father?”

Bella brushed the question aside. “That wasn’t going to work.”

Rafael took a moment to absorb her story then spoke, almost to himself. “And you want to go back some day and prove to them...to the whole town...that you’re a success.”

“How did you know that?”

“Simple.” He grinned at her. “Because that’s what I would want to do.” He stared into the candle. “Perhaps that’s what I’m trying to do now...with Bella.” He reached out and took her hand. “No wonder we get along so well.”

Bella left her hand in his. It felt right. But Rafael was her partner. It wasn’t official yet, but in the short time he’d worked with them, he’d become indispensible. No matter what sort of traitorous feelings she was having, she couldn’t allow herself to become emotionally involved.

But it would be so sweet! She had no doubt that he would be an amazing lover, that he’d take her to heights she’d never experienced before.

But no. She had to stop thinking like this. She disengaged her hand, gave him a weak smile. “We should go,” she said softly. Somewhere in the back of her mind she wished he would refuse, that he would sweep her into his arms and tell her how much he wanted to make love to her.

Whoa! She was getting carried away.

“You’re right” he said, downing the last of his wine. “Tomorrow we spread our wings.”






  

Chapter Nine
 

“Look Mom, a birthday card from Aunty Carla!” Melissa waved the card, which had a large six on the front, at her mom. “She and Uncle Ethan are going to move to Los Angeles.” Carla and Ethan had visited twice since moving to New York and Bella’s old school friend had formed an instant friendship with Melissa.

“May I see?” Bella hadn’t heard this amazing news, although Carla had hinted at it in their last telephone conversation. She scanned the message quickly. “Oh” she said, trying to hide her disappointment. “She won’t be here for another few months.”

“I’m going to go tell Val and Sofia.” Melissa ran down the stairs. Bella on Third had outperformed their most optimistic projections, but Bella and Melissa still lived in the little suite over Bella’s garage.

Bella went back to studying the timeline Rafael had put together for the San Francisco store. The three of them had taken a weekend a month ago and driven up to take a close look at several sites, and had decided on one in the downtown core. They were already being inundated with job applications from women eager to work for such a prestigious brand. Bella still wondered who they were talking about sometimes.

Her thoughts drifted, as they often did, to Rafael. It would soon be a year since they’d joined forces; it was time to make their partnership formal. She’d taken it for granted that Sophia would agree, but this was business...a very successful business...and nothing this important could be assumed. She followed her daughter down the stairs.

Sofia was expecting her, glasses and a pitcher of iced tea on the front porch. Bella supposed that she shouldn’t be surprised. The two women had an almost uncanny ability to anticipate what the other was going to say. It made for an easy partnership.

“I thought we should talk about Rafael. It’s almost a year.”

“Si.” Sofia poured, ice cubes clinking into the glasses. “But first, I have something to say.”

Bella looked up sharply at her friend’s tone of voice.

“You know I’ve been going out with Diego.”

Bella nodded. Diego had been on the drug task force with Eduardo, but had since transferred to homicide.

“I think he’s going to ask me to marry him.” Her voice had softened. “And I’m going to say yes.”

“Sofia, that’s wonderful.” Bella gave her friend a hug. “From what I can see, Val likes him too.”

“Yes, she does. But Diego and I want to have children together as well.”

Bella, unsure where this was going, remained silent.

“What I’m trying to say, is that when we restructure the company, I don’t want to be a full partner. I want to be able to concentrate on my family.” She grinned shyly. “My expanded family, I hope.”

Bella’s thoughts were in turmoil. “But you’re such a vital part of the company. You know everything there is to know about production.”

“Yes, and I’d like to continue that for as long as I can as a salaried employee. There are any number of people I can train. Maybe even your friend Carla. Melissa tells me she’s moving out here in a few months.”

“This is what you want? You’ve thought about it?”

“Si. It’s what I want.” Sophia’s eyes were luminous.

A jab of envy caught Bella by surprise. Would she ever find love? She pushed away the selfish thought. “Then I’m happy for you. I truly am.”

* * *

Rafael took the news with his usual composure. “I’m not surprised” he said, when Bella brought him up to speed. “I’ve seen the way they look at each other.” His gaze rested on her for a moment, dark and unreadable. “They’re in love,” he said softly.

Bella wished he wouldn’t look at her like that. She lifted her cappuccino cup, surprised to find it empty. They were sitting in a coffee shop across from Bella on Third; it had become their go to spot for informal meetings.

“So.” She forced herself to look at him. God, he was handsome. “Do you still want a full partnership?”

He motioned to the server for another two coffees. “Si, but before we go any further with that, I have some ideas.”

Now this was something she could discuss. She edged forward on her chair.

“You already know that I think we should open more stores. I’ll prepare a full report with demographics, projected costs, and timeline.” He flashed a brilliant smile at the server and picked up his cup. Bella had never figured out how he could drink his coffee so hot. “I’d like to see us expand right across the country within...” he paused. “Within ten years. Fifteen at the most.”

“Why wait so long?” Bella took a sip of coffee, hiding her smile behind the cup.

He pulled back. “Because that’s how companies go under.” He waved a hand in the air. “Expansion just for the sake of expansion. It’s fiscally irresponsible...” He stopped abruptly. “Oh, I see.” His lips twitched, trying to hold back a smile of his own. “You’re teasing me.”

“Sorry.” She set her cup down. “I couldn’t resist.” She toyed with a packet of sugar. “It’s what I wanted, but now that you lay it all out like that, it’s a bit frightening.”

He placed a hand lightly over hers. “Perhaps it is...a little. But we’ll be doing it together.”

She looked down at their hands linked together on the table and wondered if he could feel her racing pulse. She could only nod in agreement.

He removed his hand. “And then there’s our line. I think we should take advantage of our reputation and introduce sizes from toddler to pre-teen.”

Bella was back on safe ground. “Actually, I have a few sketches.”

“Good. I was also thinking we should do a few mother/daughter items.” He tapped his fingernails against his cup. It was something he did when unsure...or thinking. He looked up. “Is that sort of thing passé?”

“It might have been, but I think we could try a few things. We don’t have to knock them over the head with matching styles and fabric.” She made a face. “That would definitely be passé. I was thinking we could do something more subtle, like a mix and match effect...solids with prints, complementary colors, that sort of thing.”

“So I’m not the only one to think about this?”

“I’ve been toying with the idea, that’s all.” She reached into her bag and pulled out her ever-present sketch book. “I’ve done a few very basic designs, if you’d like to have a look.”

Rafael flipped through the pages then stopped, tapping a finger on a sheet of random sketches. “What are these?”

Bella glanced over to see what had caught his attention. “Oh, that. It’s something that came to me the other day, when I was looking at a sales report and saw how many scrunchies we sell. We should expand into accessories. We can make sun hats, purses, hair bands, scarves, you name it. The list is endless. That’s the beauty of having our own production facilities. It doesn’t take much to try these things out.”

Rafael held out his hand. “Bella Thompson, you are an amazing woman. I will be proud to partner with you.”

She slipped her hand into his. “Thank you, Rafael. I have a feeling it’s going to be fun.”

* * *

Bella let out a whoop of joy and ran onto the production floor, waving an envelope. “Guess what? Carla and Ethan are going to arrive next week. They’ll be here in time for the opening of Bella on the Bay. Isn’t that terrific?”

Sofia turned away from the ‘big board’ where she’d been updating their production schedule. “That’s great news. Where are they going to stay?”

“They’re going to leave their options open, but they want to rent a place somewhere between here and the film studio.” Her face fell. “I’d love to help her look, but what with the opening, and Rafael being gone so much, I scarcely have time to breathe.” The San Francisco store had finally come together, but they’d learned a great deal about ‘remote’ locations.  Rafael was already putting together a handbook to guide them through their future expansions. “Never mind” she said, unwilling to spoil the joy of her friend’s pending arrival. “She’ll find her own place. I can hardly wait to see her again.”

* * *

It was raining when Carla and Ethan arrived at LAX. Bella spotted them immediately, and ran to give her friend a hug. “You too” she said to Ethan, giving him a kiss on the cheek and then holding him at arm’s length. “I want to remember you just like this, before you become a big movie star.” She led them out toward the limo she’d booked for the occasion. “Sorry about the weather, but the sun will probably come out later this afternoon.” She followed Carla and Ethan into the back of the limo and sat facing them. “I’m talking too much, right? I’m just so happy to see you.” She looked at Ethan. “Can Carla come up to San Francisco to the store opening? It will make up for missing...”

She stopped in mid-sentence. There was something wrong. Carla and Ethan exchanged quick glances.

“Bella.” Tears welled up in Carla’s eyes. “Your mother is very sick.”

The words echoed in her head, as though they’d come from a long distance. “Mom? Sick?” She looked from Carla to Ethan, then back to Carla. “How sick?”

Carla managed to meet her eyes. “I think she’s dying, Bella.” She sucked in a breath of air and then continued. “We went home for a quick visit before coming here, and I called to see if I could stop by. She was sitting up, but just barely. I think she made a real effort just to do that.”

“She’s not sewing any more?” It was a foolish question, and she knew it, but she couldn’t imagine her mother not being able to sew. It had been a part of who she was all of Bella’s adult life.

Carla seemed to understand. “No. Evidently she gave that up about six months ago; she was just too tired. And then, about three months ago, the doctor started to suspect that she might have lung cancer and he sent her for an x-ray.” Carla dropped her eyes. Her voice was barely audible. “They found a large mass on her left side, and the cancer had started to spread.” She looked out through the tinted windows, but didn’t register the scenery. “I’m sorry, Bella.”

“The opening.” It was all starting to make sense. “That’s why she didn’t come to the Santa Monica opening.”

Carla nodded. “Yes, you’re probably right. That would have been around the time they had her in the hospital for a series of tests.”

Bella made up her mind. “Do you mind awfully if I don’t go to the opening in San Francisco? You’re still welcome to go...as a matter of fact Rafael could probably use someone to help out.”

“You’re going home?” Carla stated the obvious.

“Yes...and I’m going to take Melissa out of school and take her with me. It’s time she met her grandmother.” She choked back a sob. “I only hope it isn’t too late.”

* * *

“Hello?” Her father’s voice sounded frail and exhausted.

“Daddy, it’s Bella. I’m coming home.”

For a moment there was silence on the other end; Bella wondered if he was going to hang up.

“Good,” he said at last, his voice strengthening. “When will you be here?”

“I’ll be there tomorrow. I’ve arranged a car to pick me up at the airport and drive me to Willow Bend.” She was afraid to ask the next question, but she had to know. “Is she still alive?”

“Yes.” There was a smile in his voice now. “I’ll tell her you’re coming.”

* * *

“Grandma’s sick?” The concern in Melissa’s voice was almost more than Bella could bear. “What’s the matter with her?” They were in First Class, en route to Atlanta.

“She has something called lung cancer. It makes it hard for her to breathe.”

“We learned about lung cancer in school.” Her smooth brow furrowed. “Does she smoke?”

“No.” Bella stroked her daughter’s head, smoothing back a few strands of errant hair. “That’s what surprised the doctors. She’s never smoked.”

“Then why did she get lung cancer?”

“I don’t know sweetheart. It just happens that way sometimes.”

“Well, it’s not fair.”

“No, it isn’t.”

* * *

“Hello, Girlie.” Her father gathered her into his arms; it was something he’d rarely done when she was young. She inhaled his familiar scent, and struggled to keep back the tears that burned in the back of her eyes. He knelt down. “And you, young lady” he said to Melissa. “I am very happy to finally meet you.”

“Hello, Grandpa.” Melissa went into his arms, and then pulled back, her face taut with concern. “Can we see Grandma now?”

“Yes, of course.” He rose, and Bella studied him. Her father was just over fifty years old, and yet he seemed much older. He took a moment to square his shoulders, and then led her into what had been her mother’s workshop. The layout table, dressmaker’s dummy and sewing machine were all gone. The space had been converted to a sickroom, with sun streaming through the windows and several bouquets of flowers placed where Bella’s mother could enjoy them.

Bella held back, shocked at the sight of her mother. Melissa had no such qualms. She walked to the side of the bed and smiled at her grandmother.

“Thank you for the birthday present,” she said, kissing her grandmother’s shrunken cheek. “I loved it.”

Shirley Thompson looked past her granddaughter and smiled at Bella before returning her attention to Melissa. “I thought you might like it.” She had sent Melissa a book on Victorian fashion, and the child had been fascinated. “I understand that you enjoy the fashion industry almost as much as your mother.”

“How did you know?” As usual, Melissa was direct.

Shirley motion to several large scrapbooks on a bookshelf beside the bed. “Pass me that top one, would you child?”

Melissa complied.

“You see?” she said, turning the pages. The book was full of clippings about Bella, gleaned from a variety of magazines and newspapers. “I know all about Bella.” She looked up, and her gaze met her daughter’s. “I’ve been watching your mother’s career for a long time. I’m very proud of her, and you should be, too.”

Melissa retreated to the floor, and began avidly turning the pages of the scrapbook.

“You look beautiful,” she said to her daughter. “So grown-up.”

Bella took her mother’s hand and sat down on the chair beside the bed. The oxygen machine hummed quietly in the background. “On the outside perhaps, but there are many times I still feel like a kid on the inside.”

“It happens to all of us.” Her mother smiled, switched topics. “You’ll be missing the opening.”

Bella gave a sad laugh. “There’ll be another one within a year.”

Her mother’s eyes lit up. “Where?”

Bella was having trouble talking; her mother wouldn’t be here to see it, and they both knew it. “I’m leaving that up to Rafael, but it will be either Seattle or Dallas. What do you think?”

A small smile played around her mother’s lips. “Dallas. Definitely Dallas.” Her gaze came to rest on Melissa. “She reminds me of you at that age.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. You always knew what you wanted, and you weren’t afraid to say so.” Her eyes took on a faraway look. “Do you remember how you used to like only the green Popsicles? Your father and I were remembering that the other day. He remembered how he’d walk you down to the corner store, and how you’d make such a fuss if there were no green ones.” She took several deep inhalations of oxygen. “Do kids still like Popsicles?”

“Are you kidding? Melissa loves them.”

Shirley pressed a button and Bella’s father came into the room. “Ron, would you take Melissa down to the corner store? I think she’d like a Popsicle.”

Melissa looked up, caught her mother’s eye, rose and slipped her hand into her grandfather’s.

When they’d left, Bella’s mother sighed. “That wasn’t very subtle, was it?”

Bella smiled. “It’s okay.”

Her mother folded back the sheet, smoothing it out with restless hands. When she finally spoke, Bella had to lean closer to hear.

“I’m sorry, Bella. I was wrong to make you leave.”

Bella looked deeply into her mother’s eyes. “It’s okay Mom. Truly.” She’d been holding herself tense, unsure of what would happen next, but at these words she relaxed. “I’ve had two amazingly supportive friends in my life; first Carla, and then, in California, Sophia.” She proceeded to tell her mother about Sophia and Valeria. Her mother’s eyes glowed as Bella described their first tentative steps to establish their business.

“I read about that in some of the clippings” she said, gesturing toward the scrap books. “How you started out selling at a beach market, but it’s nice to hear it from you.” She grasped her daughter’s hand and Bella’s heart constricted when she saw her mother’s frail fingers.  The skin was so translucent she could almost see through it.

“Do you ever think about Jeffrey?” Her mother watched her closely.

“Not really. I get the newspaper once a month, and I’ve seen the odd mention of his name, but no, I don’t think about him much.” She tiled her head to one side. “Why?”

“I don’t think he’s happy.” Her gaze left Bella’s face and wandered outside. “There’s something not quite right with that girl he married...Angela.”

“What do you mean?” Bella didn’t want to be interested, but she couldn’t help asking.

“Such odd behavior. For the first year nobody saw much of her. After that, she was seen out and about a few times, but then she seemed to go into hiding.” Her thoughts seemed to drift for a moment. “I’ve heard that she drinks. Up there in that big house, all alone. That’s only a rumor, of course. At least the boy is well cared for; Jeffrey takes him everywhere.”

“I have a confession.” Bella couldn’t believe she was confiding in her mother. They’d never talked like this before, but it felt right. “When I left here all I could think of was ruining Jeffrey.” She gave a short, bitter laugh. “As if I could do that. I was obsessed with the idea of coming back here and making him pay. Fortunately, I didn’t hold onto that for too long. It morphed into a desire to succeed; to show everybody back home that I made it.” She gazed fondly at her mother. “Rafael and I both have the same drive when it comes to success.”

“What’s he like, this Rafael?”

“He’s brilliant. Always several steps ahead of the curve. He’s handsome in a way that makes women stop in their tracks and just look at him. He’s great as a partner, and in Melissa’s eyes he can do no wrong.”

Her mother smiled. “How long have you been in love with him?”






  

Chapter Ten
 

“What?” Bella looked everywhere but at her mother. “I’m not in love with him. He’s my partner.”

“Ah.” Her mother looked at her knowingly. “My mistake.” She winced, and her fingers started to flutter around on the light blanket. “I’m sorry, but I need a shot.” She looked toward the doorway. “I think I heard your father come back, could you ask him to come in?”

Bella ran to look for her father. He and Melissa were sitting on the front porch. “Mom needs a shot” she said simply.

Her father nodded. “I’m not surprised. We held back on her shots so she could be awake when you came.”

“Oh Dad. You shouldn’t have done that.” Bella was almost panicking.

“It was important to her.” They entered the bedroom and he deftly administered the drug. Shirley winced as he depressed the plunger, and gave Bella a weak smile. “It burns” she murmured, then lay back, eyes closed, waiting for relief.

Bella’s father watched her for a moment. “She’ll sleep for a few hours now” he said, guiding Bella out of the room.

“Shouldn’t she be in the hospital?” said Bella, following her father outside.

“She wanted to be here. Nurses stop by twice a day to check on her and as you can see they’ve set her up with those permanent injection sites in her arm. She’s much happier this way.”

Bella looked around. “Where’s Melissa?”

He cocked his head, smiled. “Next door, playing with the new puppies. She was admiring them on the way home and Mrs. Andersen said she could come over any time.”

Bella nodded. “Good.” She sat down, emotionally exhausted, and her father sat next to her. “How long?” she asked.

He hesitated. Bella knew in her heart that he was trying to shield her from the truth. “That’s one question the doctors won’t answer” he said, staring off into the distance. “But the nurses are more forthcoming.” He shot a quick glance at Bella, then looked away again. “She stopped eating late last week, and now she isn’t even able to take any fluids.” Bella opened her mouth and he held up a hand. “She can’t swallow, and although my first reaction was that we should be giving her fluids by tube or something, the nurses tell me that this is the natural progression of the illness. It won’t be long now.” His voice drifted off.

They sat in silence for several moments.

“I’ll go check on her now,” he said. “Make sure she’s sleeping comfortably.”

It was Bella’s turn to gaze off into the distance. It would be fall soon; life continued to go on all around them. What was Rafael doing right now? She glanced at her watch. He was in San Francisco of course, where he’d be charming the local caterers and florists and press with that dazzling smile. Tomorrow was the opening of Bella on the Bay, but sitting here on the front porch of the home she grew up in, it didn’t seem to matter all that much.

Her mother’s words came back to her. ‘How long have you been in love with him?’. She stood up abruptly and started to pace back and forth. She wasn’t in love with him...was she? Okay, so her heart went into overdrive every time he walked into a room, but that didn’t mean she was in love with him! It was simply a response to the fact that he was the most desirable man she’d ever known. She stopped, gave her head a quick, angry shake. This wasn’t the time to be thinking like this. It was...

“She’s asleep.” Her father came through the screen door, closed it quietly, and eased himself down into the chair. “At least she’s pain free, but it’s hard to see her like this. Your mother was always on the go. Always busy.” He looked up at her. “Sounds like you’ve taken after her.”

Bella stopped pacing and sat down, pondering his words. “I’ve never thought about it, but you’re right. I rarely stop thinking about business.”

“She’s proud of you Bella. We both are.”

Bella didn’t know if it was possible to heal years of hurt in one moment. If so, it had just happened. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”

After a few moments of silence, she broached the question that had been on her mind. On the way in from the airport she’d been shocked at the condition of the town. Stores that had been in business ever since she could remember were boarded up. Public spaces that had always been scrupulously maintained were choked with weeds. Main Street looked bleak and empty without the colorful hanging baskets that had once hung from wrought iron lamp posts.

“How are things at the mill? As I was telling Mom, I get the newspaper once a month, but I’m not sure how much of the news is accurate. Seems to me old man Lambert had a bit of a stranglehold on the editor.”

Her father raised an eyebrow. “That may well be true, but Edward Lambert did a lot for this town. It was a sad day when he had that stroke and Jeffrey had to take over.” He seemed to forget that Bella and Jeffrey had a history–or if he recalled, he wasn’t letting on. “The young fella has done a good job, though. It’s not his fault that our prices are being undercut by foreign imports.” He sighed and rubbed his face with both hands. “Our production is down to about thirty five percent of what it was just five years ago. He’s doing his best to keep it running, but if I’m not mistaken we’ll close within another five years. Maybe less.”

“What’s everybody doing?” Bella couldn’t imagine the town surviving without the income from the mill.

“Young Lambert has brought in employment counsellors and the like. A lot of people have found other work in Atlanta. It’s a commute, but they prefer to live here.”

“And what about you? What will you do?”

“Jeffrey has asked me to stay until the end. He knows he can’t sell the business to an investor, so he’s started to sell off the surplus equipment. I still maintain what we’re using, and there’s lots of work involved in dismantling and shipping what he sells. So not to worry, I’ll be employed for some time yet. And after that, I can always find something.”

“What about Mom’s medical bills?”

“The company has taken care of that. We have insurance through them, and they went to bat for us to arrange for in-house care.”

“Dad.” Bella didn’t know how to say it. “Do you have any savings?” She lowered her voice. “What about Mom’s funeral expenses?”

His eyes were bleak when he finally looked at her. “I’ll manage.”

Bella nodded. Her father was a proud man, but she would visit the funeral home tomorrow and pay for everything. It was the least she could do.

* * *

Bella woke early the next morning. Her father had brought a small cot into her old bedroom, and Melissa lay tangled in the bedclothes, still fast asleep. She slipped into her housecoat and went silently down the stairs.

Her father was already awake and at her mother’s bedside. He didn’t turn when she entered. “Dad?” she said tentatively, afraid to look at her mother. “What is it?”

He didn’t turn. “She slipped into a coma some time after I gave her the midnight shot.”

She looked down at her mother’s peaceful face. “What happens now?”

“I continue to give her the shots.” He finally looked up. “The nurse says she’ll slip away any time now. Probably within the next twenty four hours.”

* * *

The nurse was right. Bella was in the kitchen washing up after feeding Melissa one of her favorites–mac and cheese–when her father walked in.

“She’s gone,” he said simply. He looked around the kitchen as if he’d never seen it before. “Do we have any lemonade? I’d like a nice tall glass of lemonade.”

“I made some this afternoon.” Bella poured for her father, ice cubes clinking against the glass. “Do you want something stronger?”

He almost drained the glass in one swallow. “Sounds tempting, but not right now. I have to make some calls. You know...arrangements and all that.”

Bella had to tell him now. “I went to the funeral home this afternoon and paid for everything. Shall I call them?”

Tears welled up in her father’s eyes and he leaned back against the counter, supporting himself. “Thank you, Girlie. Yes, please call them.”

Melissa appeared at that moment, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She looked from her mother to her grandfather. “Did Grandma die?” Bella nodded. Melissa ran to her grandfather and slipped her hand into his. “I’m sorry, Grandpa.”

He squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Sweetie. Now you should run upstairs and get dressed. We have a lot to do today.”

When she had left he turned to Bella. “Could you get her out of the house for a while? I don’t want her to see them take your mother away.” He moved toward the sickroom. “You make the call and I’ll close up the room. Okay?”

* * *

The days leading up to the funeral were a blur of activity. Bella and Melissa made a quick trip into Atlanta for dark clothes. Bella looked into her father’s side of the closet in her parents’ bedroom, took note of his suit size and measured the inseam of his slacks. While in Atlanta, she bought him a new suit, shirt and tie, which he accepted silently.

Before she knew it, they were in church. The pastor was speaking, the stained glass window threw colored light on her mother’s coffin, the organ played, and it was all over. She rose, holding her father’s arm on one side and Melissa’s hand on the other. The church was packed with townspeople, but she didn’t see anyone until they reached the cemetery. A fresh breeze lifted a strand of hair and it swirled in front of her face. Brushing it away, she turned her head, and found Jeffrey directly in her line of sight.

He nodded imperceptibly, and for a moment his eyes came alive with a tentative smile. He wasn’t a young man any more, but then she was scarcely the young girl who had stormed off after their last meeting. By his side, a young boy about Melissa’s age was fidgeting, his hand in his father’s. Bella forced herself to look at him; he looked nothing like his mother, who was fair and blonde. He’d inherited his father’s dark hair and dark eyes, and it didn’t take much to imagine him playing baseball, or fishing in the river from the old bridge.

For one insane moment Bella allowed herself to wonder what her life would have been like if she’d stayed here...if she and Jeffrey had married. But either she was in too much shock or her imagination was failing because she couldn’t visualize such a scenario. Her life was full now. Full of friends, family and her business.

She lifted her chin, tilted her head to acknowledge Jeffrey, and then returned her attention to the service. She could scarcely wait to get back home...home to California.

* * *

Carla met her at the airport. Tired from the flight, Melissa curled up in the back seat and promptly fell asleep.

“So how was it?” asked Carla when they were underway. “Sorry, stupid question. How are you holding up?”

Bella thought for a moment. “I’m doing surprisingly well. Dad was grateful that I stayed a few extra days, but I think he’s ready to start adjusting to his new life.” She smiled, recalling her father’s surprising resilience. “He’s going to go back to work next week.”

Carla was silent for a moment, then checked the back seat to make sure Melissa was asleep. “Did you see him? Jeffrey?”

“Yes. At the cemetery. It was odd to see him there, with his son.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s not the same kid I knew back then.”

Carla rolled her eyes. “Look who’s talking. You’ve changed a lot more than he has.” She gave her friend a quick once-over. “You’ve become quite glamorous, you know. I noticed several men giving you the eye in the airport.”

“Me?” Bella laughed self-consciously. “Hardly. Listen, let’s change the subject. How was the opening?”

“It was fantastic!” Carla almost vibrated with enthusiasm. “It’s one thing to hear about you opening a store, but to actually see it, and to see the way people respond; I’m totally impressed. And Rafael was his usual perfect self. I think every woman there wanted to drag him off and ravish him.” She signalled, changed lanes. “Can’t say I blame them.”

“Carla!” Bella laughed in spite of herself. “You’re incorrigible.”

“It’s true. By the way, he said something about stopping by tonight. I said he’d have to check with you. Where do we turn off?”

“Next exit,” said Bella, but her thoughts were on Rafael. “Did he say what time?”

“What am I, your social secretary? No, he didn’t say what time.”

Bella laughed again. It was good to be home.

* * *

“Hello, Cara.”

Bella opened her eyes, disoriented for a moment. She’d fallen asleep in one of the new chairs on the front porch, waiting for Sofia to come home from work. Melissa, still subdued from the trip east, was inside watching television with Val.

“Rafael.” He was leaning against one of the porch supports; long, lean and elegant even in casual clothes. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too” Bella thought she heard a catch in his voice, but she couldn’t be sure. He gazed deeply into her eyes. “How are you?”

She shook herself awake and looked at her watch. “Quite well, actually. I just slept for an hour.”

Sophia pulled into the driveway and they both turned to greet her. Her smile was bright enough to light up an entire power grid as she enveloped Bella in a hug. Being in love had made her come alive. “How are you? Have you had anything to eat?” she asked, motherly instincts coming to the fore. “I can’t tell you how sorry we all were, but I’ll bet you’re glad you made the trip.” She looked into Bella’s eyes, trying to judge the state of her friend’s emotions. “That counted for something, didn’t it?”

Bella nodded. “Yes it did and I’m glad I went.” She nodded toward the house, where the girls were giggling at something they were watching. “And I’m glad I took Melissa to meet her grandmother before it was too late.”

“Good.” She turned to Rafael. “That union organizer was around again today. I told him to go ahead and talk to the employees if he wanted. We already pay union scale and they have medical coverage plus day care on top of that. Why would they want to join a union?”

Rafael didn’t look the least bit perturbed. “So what happened?”

“He went into the lunch room and talked to a few people, but they just laughed at him.” She looked at Bella. “We were right to take care of the employees. It’s paid off in so many ways.”

Bella nodded. It was hard to switch gears so abruptly.

“You’re not up to speed yet, are you?” It was uncanny how Rafael could almost read her thoughts. “If you’re not too tired, would you like to get away? We could go up the coast, or anywhere you like, for that matter.”

Bella looked up gratefully. “I’d love to get away for a while and forget about everything.” She turned to Sofia. “Can Melissa stay here for a few hours?”

“Of course. Diego is coming over for dinner when his shift is over.” She wagged a finger at Rafael. “Don’t keep her out too late.”

* * *

“Where to?” said Rafael after settling her in the passenger seat of his new convertible. “Your wish is my command.”

“Know where I’d like to go?” Bella freed her hair and let the wind blow through it. “I’d like to take a walk on the pier.”

“With all the tourists?” Rafael pretended to be shocked.

“Yes, with all the tourists.” Bella became pensive. “That’s where Sophia and I got the idea that we might be able to sell clothes.”

“Really?” Rafael changed direction, headed toward the pier. “I didn’t know that. Then by all means, let’s go.”

The setting sun bathed everything in a golden glow. They sauntered slowly, and as Bella breathed in the ocean air, the tension of the past week peeled away. Sensing her mood, Rafael walked silently by her side, occasionally sheltering her with an arm as young people jostled them, intent on their own progress.

“Could you eat something?” she asked, suddenly realizing she was hungry.

“Not really, but I’ll get something for you. What would you like?”

“I’d love a basket of shrimp and a cold drink.”

“Coming right up. Why don’t you sit over there, and I’ll bring it.” Rafael motioned to a small table near the railing.

Bella watched him walk away. She wasn’t the only one. Every unattached woman in the vicinity and even some that were with men were looking at him with pure unadulterated lust. And yet he didn’t seem to notice.

He brought the shrimp to the table and placed them in front of her. “Smells good. I’m beginning to wish I didn’t have such a large lunch.”

“Where did you go?”

“I took Alexandra to that new French place just off Third. It was excellent.”

Bella forced herself to swallow the shrimp she’d just put in her mouth. “Alexandra?”

“Yes.” He helped himself to one of her shrimp. “She’s a local television producer. Her team covered the opening in San Francisco.”

She nudged the basket of shrimp away and picked up her drink. The thought of eating suddenly made her want to gag.

“The opening” she said, forcing herself to think of something other than Rafael with a woman. “It seems like a long time ago. Carla said it went really well.”

“It wasn’t the same without you there.” He popped another shrimp into his mouth. “But Carla is a natural. Have you thought of asking her to take over for Sophia? I know that working the garment district in New York is at the opposite end of the spectrum compared to what we do, but she has an amazing amount of knowledge.” He paused. “That is, if she’s interested.”

“I haven’t asked her formally yet. I wanted to talk it over with you first, but I thought maybe she could take over pattern making and oversee production.”

“My thoughts exactly.” He reached for another shrimp.

“I thought you weren’t hungry.” The words came out harshly and Rafael gave her an odd look.

“I guess I’m just glad to have you back,” he said, giving her a quizzical look. “Are you okay?”

Bella hated this. She blinked back tears of frustration. She’d always known that eventually Rafael would become involved with someone, so why had it hit her so hard? A breeze off the ocean caught her hair and she pushed it back angrily. “I’m fine,” she said, forcing herself to look at him. “I guess maybe I’m more tired that I realized.”

He rose. “Come” he said simply, offering her his hand. “I’m taking you home.” He pulled her up, held her hand for a moment and looked deeply into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Cara. I shouldn’t have been talking business tonight.” He brushed a hair away from her face and his fingers brushed against her cheek and neck, igniting patches of desire. It was all she could do to keep from stepping into the circle of his arms. “I am sorry about your mother. I don’t think I told you that.”

“I know, Rafa. Thank you.”

He gave her hand one last squeeze, and then dropped it. They walked slowly back. It was comforting to walk like this; she could easily imagine what life would be like if they were together. But that wasn’t to be; it was unsaid, but they both knew it.






  

Chapter Eleven
 

The year that Melissa turned fifteen was a banner year. Bella had nine stores in eight states, and Ethan won the Emmy for Best Dramatic Actor. He’d been one of those rare actors who’d never been without work since coming to Los Angeles. Sophia and Diego had given Valeria two brothers, and Bella had purchased premises for a new, larger production facility not far from their first location. At Rafael’s suggestion, they had also purchased the first building they’d occupied and used it as their distribution center. E-commerce now accounted for eighteen percent of their annual sales, and was increasing yearly.

Bella and Melissa now lived in a Spanish-style home in one of Santa Monica’s more affluent neighbourhoods. After-work business discussions had moved from Sophia’s front porch to poolside at their home and usually included both Rafael and Carla. Melissa’s interest in the business had grown over the years. She had an uncanny ability to predict trends and her insights could still surprise them.

“I want to go to Santa Monica College,” she said one evening in her usual forthright manner. “They have an excellent course in Fashion Design and Merchandising.”

“It’s a little early for that, isn’t it? Bella looked fondly at her daughter.

“It’s never too soon to start planning my future,” she replied. “Look at Rafael. He started in his father’s mills when he was eight.”

Bella shot a look at her partner. He was sitting back with a glass of wine, enjoying the exchange. “I guess you’re right” she said, conceding the point. “There’s nothing wrong with planning ahead.”

Carla topped up their wine and cleared her throat. “Speaking of planning, it looks like I might be leaving.”

“What?” Bella and Rafael spoke together. They looked at each other; words didn’t have to be exchanged to communicate that neither had known of this development.

“Not until next year” said Carla with an apologetic expression.

“But why?” Bella’s mind was racing. Carla had become an important part of the company.

“Ethan is tired of Hollywood.” She waved a hand in front of her face. “I know, I know. It’s hard to accept that he wants to leave when he’s been so successful, but we’ve been here for almost ten years now and every year he’s talked about how much he misses live theatre.

“So you’re going back to New York?” Rafael chuckled. “You’ll freeze.”

“No, not New York. He heard about a new position in Atlanta. They’re building a new theatre, and they’re interviewing candidates for the position of Managing Director.” She looked at Carla. “He’s had preliminary talks with them and he thinks he’ll probably get it.”

“Do you want to go?” Bella wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

“Yes and no.” She looked at Bella, then at Rafael. “I’ll miss you guys like crazy, but Ethan hasn’t been happy for a while, and both of our parents aren’t getting any younger. That was another big factor in deciding to apply. We want to spend more time with them.”

Bella couldn’t argue with that. “Then you should go” she said simply. “Just help us pick out someone to fill your shoes before you do.”

* * *

“Bella, have you looked at these figures?” Rafael sat down in one of the comfortable chairs around the small conference table in Bella’s office. She’d been sitting at her drafting board but her creative juices weren’t flowing today and she was grateful for the interruption.

She picked up the Profit and Loss statement and frowned. “This looks like it fits in with our forecast.”

“Si, but have you noticed how much we’re paying for shipping?” He jabbed a finger at the offending figure. “That’s a small fortune.”

Bella had to agree with him; the figure was enormous.

“And it will go up even higher when we start opening the stores on the East Coast.” Four stores were slated to open within the next two years. Was it any wonder they were both exhausted?

She knew him well enough to know that there was a purpose to this conversation. She just hoped he didn’t want to buy a freight company. “What do you suggest?”

“Okay, hear me out.” He stood up and started pacing. “We’re running full out here at B2.” They’d named the second location, the production facility, B2. “And we’ll need to ramp up our production to supply the new stores.”

He’d started with shipping costs and now he was on increased production. But how did they tie in with one another? Bella wished he’d get to the point.

“I think I’ve solved both problems at once.” He stopped pacing and sat down again. “We open a production facility in Willow Bend. We can supply the East Coast from there.”

“Willow Bend?” Her heart started to beat a little faster. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She’d spent some time with her father last year when they opened their Atlanta store, and the town was barely surviving. Even the hanging flower baskets that had adorned Main Street had been lost in the cut-backs; Bella had managed to quietly reinstate them with her own money. She’d also made an anonymous donation for repairs to the fountain and maintenance of the small park in the center of town, but these things did little to lift the pall of despair that had settled over the town since the closing of the mill.

Rafael watched the possibilities dawn in her eyes. “Si, Cara” he said softly. “The mill.”

Bella clapped her hands in delight. “It’s perfect” she said. “Location and work force all in one place.” She paused. “It’s awfully big, though. We’d only be able to use a portion of the space.”

“I’ve thought of that.” His eyes flashed with enthusiasm. “We’ll bring the entire building up to code without losing any of its charm. We’ll take the back half for production and distribution, and we turn the other part into retail space. Antiques & Collectibles would do well in that space. With the old bricks and that beautiful facade on the front, it’s perfect for something like that.” He pulled out a pen. “You remember those massive arched windows that run along the front?” He turned over the file folder, and with a few deft strokes, showed her what he had in mind. “Each one of the windows will become an entrance. They’re too high off the ground, of course, but we’ll build up a boardwalk to run along the front. I also envision a little bistro; we’ll extend the deck so they can offer outside seating.”

“I want to see it succeed as much as you, but what about the fact that the town is dead? Where are the customers going to come from?”

“From everywhere!” As usual, he enjoyed a challenge. “We have a year and a half lead time. We can advertise it on-line, we can mention it along with our own advertising, and we can offer co-op advertising with the merchants. We also buy enough television advertising that we should be able to get some local coverage. If necessary, we’ll use our squeaky clean image. There’s a perfect spot on the east side of the building for a day care center with access to outdoors. We’ll build a playground.”

He was so far ahead of her on this one she could only laugh. “And I suppose you’ve checked this all out? The last time you were at the Atlanta store?”

He pulled back, pretending to be affronted. “But of course. And I have one more surprise. Carla has agreed to come back to work...for a few years at least. She wants to see it up and running.”

“Rafa, you’re amazing.” She pushed away from the table and walked to the window. It was what she’d always wanted; a way to go back to her home town as a success. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she brushed them away with her fingertips.

“Bella.” His hands were on her shoulders, turning her gently around. “Don’t cry.” He smiled down at her, brushed a tear from her cheek. “I thought this was what you wanted.”

“It is.” Emotion clogged her throat. “But up until now it’s only been a dream.”

He looked deeply into her eyes. “We’ll make it happen. You’ll see.”

* * *

“But Mom.” Melissa came up out of her chair. “It’s the perfect opportunity for me.” She looked at Rafael. “Tell her, please.” She turned back to her mother. “They do it in the UK all the time. They call it a gap year. But I wouldn’t be doing nothing, the way they do. I’d be learning how to set up a production facility from the ground floor up.” Her eyes sparkled. “Literally.” She paused for a moment before playing her trump card. “Don’t be mad, but I talked to Aunty Carla. She says if it’s okay with you, she’d love to have me there to help.”

“But Melissa. You’re only eighteen.” Bella was running out of excuses.

“Almost nineteen. Please, Mom?”

Bella looked at Rafael, who gave an elegant shrug. “A lot of help you are,” she said, but there was warmth in her voice. “Okay, Melissa. You can go.”

“Thank you Mom. I’ll make you proud of me...you’ll see.”

“She’ll be fine” Rafael said later, when Melissa had gone out. He swirled the remaining Chardonnay in his glass. “It doesn’t seem possible that I’ve known her since she was five.”

“Stop, you’re making me feel old.” Bella’s thoughts went back to that time. “She knew her own mind even then, didn’t she?”

“She always has. I wonder where she got that from?” A smile tugged at his lips. “Why do we do this to ourselves?” He finished off the wine. “We always seem to be starting a new project. A new store, a new line, and now a new facility on the other side of the country.” He watched her closely. “It’s as though we don’t want to stop, as though we wouldn’t know what to do with ourselves if we paused long enough for life to catch up with us.”

“I know what I’d do. I’d sleep for a week.” She paused. “Maybe two. What about you? What would you do?”

“Easy.” He closed his eyes and laid his head on the headrest, absorbing the last rays of the sun. “I’d go to Eleuthera.”

Eleuthera?” Bella searched her memory. “Is that near the Bahamas?”

“It’s one of the islands of the Bahamas.”

“What’s there?”

Rafael smiled. “Not a lot. That’s what makes it so perfect.” He opened one eye, looked at her. “A friend of mine has a beach house there not far from Governor’s Harbour. He calls it Bella Vista. Pink sand, turquoise water, sunshine. It doesn’t get any better.”

“Wouldn’t you be bored in a place like that? I can’t imagine you without some project to work on.”

He closed his eyes again. “Not with the right person.” His words hung between them. “With the right person it would be paradise.”

Bella’s heart sank. Was Rafael getting restless? If so, she couldn’t blame him. “Why don’t I have a dream like that?”

He opened his eyes and stood up abruptly. “You have dreams. They’re just not personal, that’s all.”

He was right as usual.






  

Chapter Twelve
 

Carla spotted Melissa among the deplaning passengers and raised a hand in greeting. Was it possible that Bella’s daughter was almost nineteen? The young woman moved confidently through the crowd and gave her ‘aunt’ an enthusiastic hug.

“I’m so happy to be here” Melissa enthused. She shifted her backpack to a more comfortable position and pulled her suitcase along behind her. “You know I love Mom, but I so need this time to be on my own.” She shot a glance at Carla. “To prove myself. You know?”

Carla laughed. “Here, let me take that.” She grabbed the handle on the suitcase. “I’ve known your mom a long time, and believe me, I know how she can be. I’ve only met one person with more drive to succeed.”

“Really, who?”

“Rafael. That man’s a dynamo.” She paused, turned thoughtful. “Although sometimes I wonder if he’s doing it for himself or for your mom.”

“Huh.” Melissa shortened her strides so Carla could keep up. “I never thought about it. Have you ever noticed how they can practically finish each other’s sentences?”

“Drives me crazy. Sometimes I wish they would...” Carla stopped mid-sentence. “Never mind.”

“Eeeuw. No. Mom and Rafael? Please Carla, don’t even think it.”

“Why not?” They exited the building and made their way toward the parking lot. “They’re perfect for each other. Lord knows, they spend enough time together.”

Melissa gave a delicate shudder. “Let’s talk about something else. How’s granddad?”

Carla opened her trunk and placed the suitcase inside. “He’s fabulous. Ever since Rafael came out the first time and showed him the plans, he’s a new man. It was a brilliant move to put him in charge of all the mechanical systems. Your grandfather can fix anything and of course he knows all the local tradesmen.”

“So he’s using local people whenever he can?”

“Absolutely. There are a lot of skilled people in Willow Bend, and Bella has been able to give a lot of them work.” She turned on the air conditioner. “I don’t think he’s had to hire anyone from the outside.”

“What about the tax incentives? Did the city come through on those?”

Carla cast an admiring glance at the young woman beside her. “My goodness, you really are your mother’s daughter, aren’t you? Yes, those were approved as promised. Your mom and Rafael could have asked for a lot more, but it didn’t make sense to them.”

“I know.” Melissa looked out the window, her expression thoughtful. “They didn’t think it made much sense to ask for reduced taxes when the town needs the revenue so much.”

“Your mom has already done quite a lot for Willow Bend. On the QT of course. Last year she re-instated the hanging baskets and spruced up the park. And the other day I noticed a crew doing repairs to the municipal swimming pool. That has to be your mom.”

“And I know she’s been looking into Christmas lights for the downtown area.”

“See what I mean?” Carla took the exit for Willow Bend. “It’s only May and she’s already thinking about Christmas.”

Melissa sighed. “Yeah, well right now I’m focused on June the fourth. Our Grand Opening.”

“And you have a birthday coming up in a few days, right?”

“Yup. Fourteenth of May. I’ll be nineteen.” Melissa turned aside, not wanting Carla to see that she was fighting back tears. “It will be the first time I’ve had a birthday without Mom.”

“What can I say, kiddo? You’re growing up.”

Melissa nodded. “So what’s our plan of attack?”

Carla glanced at her watch. “I know you’re anxious to see how we’ve progressed so far, so we’ll stop by the mill. Your grandfather will probably be there. Then I was going to drop you off at his place. He has your mom’s old room all ready for you. And then tomorrow morning, I thought we should meet the Economic Development Officer. He’s your champion in all of this.” She gave a short laugh. “Not that Bella really needs a champion. Everyone is talking about how Willow Bend is coming alive again.”

“Who’s that?”

“His name is Jeffrey Lambert. I think you’ll like him.”

Melissa frowned. “Lambert.” Is he any relation to the people who owned the mill?

“It’s his family.”

“Wow.” They were coming to the outskirts of Willow Bend. “This town must be very forgiving to give him that sort of position. After all, the mill was the mainstay of the town’s economy for all those years. Don’t people resent him?”

Carla’s face showed her surprise. “Not at all. It wasn’t Jeffrey’s fault that the mill closed. He was young when he was forced to take it over after his father had a stroke. Textile mills were closing all over the east. Jeffrey went out of his way to see that people got jobs. Unfortunately, most of them were out of town, but he acquitted himself very well.”

“How old is he? You talk as if you know him.”

“We’re the same age.” Carla gave a tentative smile. “It’s a small town. We all knew each other.”

“So Mom knows him too?”

“Oh, yeah.” Carla looked straight ahead. “It’ll be like old home week when she gets here.”

* * *

“Granddad, I’m so happy to see you.” Melissa found herself being enveloped in a bear hug. She stood back and admired the broad wooden walkway than ran along the front of the old mill. Sturdy and wide, it was lined with square planters holding small trees. Alternating with the trees, flower boxes added a welcome splash of color. She’d been involved from the beginning, and the finished product was true to Rafael’s original sketches.

Melissa poked her head into one of the retail spaces. “Mom says they’re almost all leased, including the Bistro.” She paused and looked out across the newly paved parking lot. “She said something about taking down an old, ugly fence. Where was that?”

Ronald Thompson pointed to the trees. They looked like they’d been there forever. “Your mother insisted that we plant mature trees. At first I questioned the expense, but she was right. It fits in with the theme of this place.”

“Can I see the production area?”

“Of course. They’re installing the air handling system now, so be careful.” He led her to the rear of the building. “We had to install a false ceiling, so we could light the place properly. It also permits us to control the temperature.” He led her on through to another space. “This is the shipping department.” He gave a low chuckle. “I have to admit that I don’t understand all this new e-commerce nonsense, but your mom says it’s important.”

Melissa walked over to the loading dock. “It’s a growing component of our business. Mom has entrusted me with looking after our web presence.” She pointed to a walled-off area in a corner of the room. “Is that my office? I’ll be spending a lot of time there in the next few weeks, making sure all the systems are up and running.”

“That IT team you sent?” Her grandfather spoke hesitantly, unsure of the terminology. “They said everything was ready for you.”

“Good. I’ll probably check it out tomorrow.” She stifled a yawn, checked her watch. “Sorry, Granddad, I’ve had a long day, plus the time change. I’ll go find Carla and see if she can take me back to the house.”

Ronald Thompson looked at his granddaughter fondly. “You’ll find some cold meat and salads in the fridge, if you’d like to eat something. I’ll be staying here until the installers are finished.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I might just eat something and fall asleep. Carla and I have a busy day tomorrow.”

* * *

The Economic Development Office was located off to the side of City Hall. “Here we go” murmured Carla as she swung the door open.

“Good morning Jeffrey. I’ve brought Melissa Thompson to meet you.”

“Hello Mr. Lambert.” Melissa extended her hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Jeffrey rose and came out from behind his desk. “Delighted,” he said graciously, shaking hands.

Melissa’s first impression was of a man saddened by life. His eyes appeared sunken, as though he hadn’t slept properly in years, and premature strands of grey salted his hair. If she looked carefully, she could see hints of the handsome young man he’d once been. She instinctively felt sorry for him, and she didn’t even know why.

Carla watched the interaction with interest, and then stepped forward. “We just wanted to touch base today, Jeff. Melissa has come out to help with the details of the opening. Starting next week I’ll be busy with the final training of the production staff while Melissa ensures that all the computer systems are operating properly.”

“And we’ll both be co-ordinating the opening party.” Melissa looked to Carla. “He knows about that, right?”

“Yes.” Jeffrey smiled, but his gaze remained fixed on Melissa. “It’s good of you to invite the whole town.”

“People are curious” said Carla. “We thought this would be a great way to let them know what we’re doing out there.”

“And it’s great for our tenants,” added Melissa. “We’ve encouraged them all to have their business licenses in place so they can be ready to sell.”

“It looks like you’ve thought of everything.” Jeffrey seemed to shake himself free of his fascination with Melissa. “But I hope you’ll stop by again if you need anything.” He walked them to the door but before he could open it, it burst open.

A young man stood there, looking from Jeffrey to the two visitors. “Sorry, Dad” he said, a broad smile on his face. He looked at Melissa as though he’d never seen a girl his own age. “Hi,” he said. If he noticed his father’s frown, he was doing a good job of ignoring it. “I’ll bet you’re from that new business out at the old mill.”

Melissa stuck out her hand. “I’m Melissa, and this is my aunt Carla.” Jeff raised an eyebrow. “Well, she’s not really my aunt, but I’ve always called her that. Who are you?”

“Sorry.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Todd Lambert.” He nodded toward his father. “This is my Dad.”

Carla and Jeffrey exchanged quick glances. ‘Nice to see you again, Todd, but we were just off to the old mill. Melissa has to check out the computer systems.”

“Really?” Todd somehow positioned himself between Carla and Melissa. “That’s my main field of interest. I’m studying internet marketing. Do you mind if I stop by and see your system some time?” He opened the door for Melissa and they walked outside together, oblivious to the two adults left inside.

Jeffrey took a step toward the window. Melissa and Todd seemed to be engaged in a lively discussion. “Bella isn’t going to like this.”

Carla felt the need to tread carefully. He’d been staring at Melissa in the oddest way, but surely he couldn’t suspect already. “In what way?”

“Bella hates me. You know that.” His shoulders fell.

In that moment, Carla felt profoundly sorry for him. He’d given in to temptation twenty years ago and had sex with a manipulative young girl. According to the gossip around town, he’d been paying for it ever since.

“She doesn’t hate you, Jeff.” She laid a hand on his arm. “She gave up hating you a long time ago.”

“Really?” His eyes lightened. “I’d like to believe that.”

Carla felt like she was walking through a minefield. She kept having to remind herself that he’d never learned of Bella’s pregnancy. She wanted to get away before she ruined everything, but the need to reassure Jeffrey was stronger.

“Don’t get me wrong. Bella was bitter for a while, but she replaced that with a desire to prove herself. It’s become almost an obsession with her, the need to come back as a success. It’s the driving passion in her life.” Now she was saying too much.

“So that’s what this is all about. She wants to show me up. Show up my family.”

“No!” Carla was surprised at the vehemence of her own words. “Don’t think that, Jeff. Don’t ever think that. This has nothing to do with your family.” She searched around for the right words. “At first it was just the desire to succeed, but then she came back when her mother was sick, and saw that the town was dying. That wasn’t your fault; everyone in town knows how hard you worked to keep the mill going and how much you sacrificed. It was around that time that she got the idea that maybe she could help Willow Bend. It’s taken this many years to make it a reality, but that’s what this is all about, not some sort of vendetta against you.”

He stared out the window. Melissa and Todd were still talking. “I know about the flowers, and the park, and the swimming pool, but this is another level completely.” He gave her a piercing look. “She doesn’t hate me, then?”

“No, Jeffrey. To be honest, she doesn’t have the energy for that.” She gave a short little laugh. “And don’t kid yourself. This is a business decision. Bella absolutely needs another production facility. They had to build it somewhere, and she and Rafael are opening a bunch of new stores in the east over the next few years. This was a natural fit.”

Jeffrey exhaled, and his features softened. “Thanks, Carla.” He glanced outside again and shook his head. “I’ve never seen Todd react that way to a girl. Kinda reminds me of myself at that age.” He smiled. “Seems like a lifetime ago.”

Todd looked up as his father and Carla came out of the office, then turned his attention back to Melissa. “So I’ll see you tonight?”

“Sure. Granddad is working late almost every night anyway. Do you know where I’m staying?”

He pulled out his iPhone. “Put it in here for me. Pick you up around seven.”






  

Chapter Thirteen
 

“Where are we going?” Melissa smoothed her skirt over her knees. She hadn’t known what to wear, so had opted for something simple.

“Did you have supper?” Todd pulled away from the curb.

“I ate a bit. I still haven’t adjusted to the time change.”

He grinned. “Good. I thought we’d grab a couple of ice cream sundaes and go to the park. Not much of a date, but I’d like to learn more about you and I can’t do that if we’re sitting in a movie.”

Melissa relaxed. “That sounds perfect. I spent most of the day inside and my head is frazzled. Promise me we won’t talk about computers tonight.”

“That’s a deal.”

They settled down at a table in the park.

“Yum.” Melissa scoured the bottom of the container for the last remaining chocolate sauce. “That was just what I needed. Val and I used to get ice cream at the market in Venice when we were kids. There’s something about eating ice cream outside.” She gazed into the distance. “My mom started her business with a woman who had been widowed. They started out by making outfits for Val and I, then started selling them three days a week at the market in Venice Beach. When I look back now, it’s amazing what they’ve accomplished.”

Todd nodded. “I read about that when I heard you guys were coming to town.” 

“You did?”

“Sure. Dad has a whole file on your mom’s business.”

“I guess that’s his job.”

“Yeah.” Todd was silent for a moment. “So where did this Rafael guy come in? He’s your mom’s partner now, isn’t he? Dad has met him several times.”

Melissa smiled at the mention of Rafael’s name. She’d only been gone a couple of days and she missed him already. “He came on the scene fairly soon after Mom and Sofia started selling at Venice Beach.” She paused, thought for a moment. “Come to think of it, his family is in textiles the way yours was. He’s from Peru.” She gave a soft little sigh. “I love him the way I’d love my own father.”

Todd watched her eyes soften. He barely knew her, and he already wondered what it would be like to have her look at him with that expression. “Is he married?”

Melissa’s head came up. “Lord, no. I don’t know how he’d have the time for that.”

Todd smiled. “Oh, he could find a way if he wanted to.” His expression changed with a sudden thought. “Do you think he’s gay?”

“Todd!” Melissa didn’t know whether to laugh or be angry.

“Think about it. I saw him once with my dad. He’s really good looking. Dresses like some kind of a male model. He’s in the fashion business, and he’s not married. So excuse me for wondering.”

Melissa shook her head. “No, he’s not gay. He’s gone out with various women from time to time but nothing serious ever seems to come of it.” She leaned forward. “To tell you the truth, I’m kind of relieved each time it happens. I guess I’m possessive.”

Todd toyed with the empty container in front of him. “What about your father? Or is that getting too personal?”

Melissa drew invisible lines on the table with her plastic spoon. “Nobody’s ever asked me that before.” She lifted her head, looked directly into his eyes. “For the longest time, when I was small, I assumed my father was dead.”

“Why?” Todd leaned forward on his elbows, absorbing every word.

“Because Val’s father was killed. He was a cop. We grew up together; just Val and I and our two mothers, and I thought that’s the way it was...if a girl didn’t have a father around it was because he was dead.” She blinked rapidly, fighting for composure. “Funny how kids come to conclusions about things like that. Anyway, as I got older, I started to probe a little bit. Nothing direct, just little comments. But I could see that it upset her.” She gave him a sad smile. “You have to understand, I love my mother unconditionally and I’d never do anything to upset her. So I let it slide. By then, Rafael had become such a big part of our lives that I didn’t feel the need to ask about my father. So I never have.”

“Do you think you ever will?”

“No. It doesn’t matter to me. I’m surrounded by people who love and support me. Mom, Rafael, Sophia, Carla, Ethan, Granddad.”

“I see what you mean.” He nodded, almost to himself. “You’re lucky.”

She watched him pull into himself and gave him a few moments. “What about your family?” she asked gently, “since this is a getting-to-know-you session.”

He raised his eyes. “I can’t remember the last time we did anything normal in our house. My Mom stays in all the time. She doesn’t even go out to the doctor; he comes to the house. Every time he prescribes a new pill Dad’s enthusiastic for a couple of weeks, but nothing ever seems to work. I hate to say it, and my Dad and I never come right out and talk about it, but it’s fairly clear that my mom is seriously depressed.” He smiled, but it was a sad smile. “I can’t remember the last time she went to a school function.” He took a deep breath. “So you may only have one parent, but at least she’s there for you.”

“I’m sorry Todd. It wasn’t supposed to be a contest to see who has the better parents.”

He looked up, startled. “Now I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to whine.” He gave her a tentative smile. “You made me spill my guts. I don’t think I’ve ever done that before.” He picked up the empty ice cream containers and tossed them in a nearby garbage bin. “Want to take a walk along the river?”

They walked in silence for a while. As they came to the river, an older couple rose from a bench and set off in the opposite direction. Todd and Melissa claimed the bench and she turned to face him. “Thanks for tonight, Todd. I enjoyed it, even if we did get a bit more personal than either of us intended.”

“Me, too.” He picked up her hand. “Can I see you again?”

“Of course, silly. You have to come out and see my new system.” She frowned. “Give me a couple of days. I should have it up and running by then.”

“I will, but what I meant was a real date.”

She didn’t hesitate. “How about Thursday? That will be the fourteenth.”

“You’re on.” They started walking back toward the car, and he took her hand.

She looked down at their clasped hands, and then smiled into his eyes.

“Too soon? He asked.”

“Nope.” She squeezed his hand. “It feels just right.”

* * *

“On your birthday?” Carla planted her hands on her hips. They were at the mill.

Melissa laughed. “You look just like Mom. That’s what she does when she’s mad at me.”

“I’m not mad at you sweetie, but is that fair to Todd? A girl’s birthday is supposed to be special.”

“I don’t have to tell him it’s my birthday.” Melissa drew back. “You didn’t have something special planned, did you?”

Carla made a guilty face. “I’d forgotten about it, actually.”

“There...you see? And Granddad is busy setting things up at the mill. It’ll be fine.” Her eyes took on a dreamy, faraway expression. “He’s really nice, Aunty Carla. I like him.”

Prickles of dread marched down Carla’s spine. “You’re not getting serious, are you?”

Melissa laughed. “What do you mean by serious?” She looked at her aunt in that unnerving, forthright manner. “If you’re talking about sex, no, that’s not on the agenda. We barely know each other. But I’m not a child any more. This is my nineteenth birthday, remember? And I know all about protection.”

Carla was beginning to get a headache. Where was Bella when she was needed?

“Listen, kiddo.” She tried to speak slowly, calmly. “It’s just that I promised your mother I’d look out for you.”

“And you are...you are. I’ve seen more of you since I got here than I see of Mom in a month. Why are you so uptight about this anyway?”

Carla bristled at being called uptight, but managed to control her temper. “I guess I don’t want to see you get hurt. I mean, you’ll be going home in a few weeks.”

“That’s not carved in stone. I’m beginning to like it here. I like the small town atmosphere, and the way people look out for each other.”

Carla couldn’t argue with that. She’d been feeling the same since coming back. She and Ethan were thinking of buying a place in Willow Bend. But Melissa and Todd? What could she say to dissuade this headstrong girl?

“I thought your mother was being extremely fair to give you a year off. But she won’t like this at all.” Carla rubbed her fingers against her pounding temple. “She’ll flip out, to put it mildly.”

Melissa turned pleading eyes on her aunt. “Please don’t tell her. She has enough on her mind right now with this expansion. I mean, Todd and I might discover that we don’t really like each other after all. Let’s not bother her with something that hasn’t even happened yet.”

Carla wished she’d had some children of her own, so she’d know what to do right now. She looked into Melissa’s eyes. There was no doubt that the young woman in front of her loved her mother. When she was growing up, there had been times when she and Bella had wished that the child would do something wrong...something naughty, just to prove she was like other children. But she’d never put a foot wrong. Until now...and she didn’t even know it.

“You’re right. Your mom doesn’t need any distractions right now. I won’t mention this to her.”

“Thank you.” She gave her aunt a hug. “I love you, Aunty C.”

“I love you too, Melissa.”

* * *

Melissa dressed carefully for her date and Todd’s response was overwhelmingly positive.

“You look amazing,” he said, tucking her carefully into the passenger seat. “I’m glad I made reservations at a nice place.”

The young couple tasted very little of the excellent food placed in front of them. The fizzle and excitement of new romance left little room for anything other than gazing into one another’s eyes.

After clearing their table, the waiter approached with two dessert plates, each with an elaborate cupcake. With a flourish, he lit a sparkler and stuck it in the cupcake he’d placed in front of Melissa. “Happy Birthday,” he said, enjoying the look on their faces. “It’s from your Aunt Carla” he said quickly, anticipating their question. “She had the bakery send it over.”

‘It’s your birthday?” Todd’s expression was one of delight. “How old are you?”

“Nineteen today.” Melissa watched the sparkler, thinking that it represented the way she felt inside.

“This is incredible. My birthday is in two weeks. I’ll be nineteen too.” His eyes reflected the last of the sparkles.

Melissa grinned. “Are you sure you don’t mind dating an older woman?”

He leaned across the table and brushed his lips against hers. It was a gentle kiss, full of promise. “I can’t think of anything I’d like better” he said, then kissed her again.

* * *

“That was a sweet thing you did last night.” Melissa found Carla the next morning. The older woman was taking a break from training the new employees.

“I wanted you to have at least a small celebration.”

“It was perfect, and guess what? Todd’s birthday is two weeks away. I had to tease him about dating an older woman.”

“You had a good time, then?” She didn’t know why she bothered to ask...Melissa had that dreamy expression in her eyes.

“Yeah. I know it’s awfully soon, Aunty Carla, but I think I could fall for Todd. We seem to have so much in common.”

“If you only knew,” said Carla to herself. The thought of Melissa and Todd together was making her nauseous.

“Sorry, did you say something?”

“No sweetie. Just muttering. I’m glad you’ve found a friend.”

Melissa gave her an odd look, but bit back any further comment. “Well, thanks again for the surprise. By the way, I think I’ve found the perfect person to co-ordinate our online orders. I’m going to work with her a bit more today.”

“Right. See you later.”






  

Chapter Fourteen
 

Bella’s secretary poked her head around the door. “Excuse me. I know you said you shouldn’t be interrupted, but Carla’s on line two. She says it’s urgent.”

Bella looked up. “Thanks Andrea.” She lifted the receiver. “Tell me some good news. I’m having a terrible day. No, make that a terrible week.”

“What’s the matter?” Carla’s voice was full of concern.

“It’s a whole bunch of small things, really. We got a bad batch of fabric from that Taiwanese supplier, and that union guy is bugging our employees again. I wish he’d just go away. And to top it all off, Rafael has been in Dallas for the past several days interviewing for a new store manager.” She let out a long sigh. “How is everything there?”

“Everything seems to be on schedule, or slightly ahead. Your Dad is terrific. You should see him Bel; he seems ten years younger.”

“That’s good.” She paused. “So what’s the problem?”

Carla hesitated and Bella jumped in. “Is it Melissa? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. Listen, I don’t know how to say this so I’ll just spit it out. She’s been going out with Todd Lambert, and I think it’s getting serious.”

Bella’s heart plummeted. “Todd Lambert? Jeffrey’s son?” She didn’t expect an answer. “How did that happen?”

“She met him in the usual way, Bella. I was introducing her to Jeffrey, and he walked in.”

“Jeffrey?” Bella stood up, walked around her chair and sat down again. “Why were you introducing her to Jeffrey, of all people?”

“Bella, come on. Jeffrey’s the Economic Development Officer. He’s been an amazing help in getting this project off the ground. She had to meet him sooner or later.”

“I know, Carla. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I actually didn’t see this coming. What was I thinking?” She gave a harsh laugh. “This makes my other problems seem trivial by comparison.”

“Well, there you go.”

“It’s all my fault. I never should have given her that year off.” Bella looked bleakly around her office. “They’ve actually been dating?”

“If I’m not mistaken, they’ve seen each other every day since they met. Todd’s into internet marketing.”

Bella groaned. “What is Jeffrey thinking of? Can’t he do something to break them up?”

“Why would he do that?” Carla spoke quietly and firmly. “Jeffrey doesn’t know she’s his daughter, remember?”

“Oh My God.” Bella’s eyes flooded with tears. “She’s never had a serious relationship that I know of, and now she’s going to have to break it off. She’s going to hate me when she finds out.”

“You don’t know that.” Carla wished she could comfort her friend. “You’ve raised an amazing daughter. Give her a little credit.”

Bella dabbed at her tears. “She is amazing, isn’t she?”

“Yes, and she has a good head on her shoulders.” Carla sensed that Bella was beginning to think more clearly. “You’ll be here tomorrow. Let’s give them the benefit of the doubt. By the way, I broke a promise to her by calling you. I hope you appreciate that.”

Bella dabbed at her eyes. “Thanks, Carla. By the way, did she like the new iPad I sent for her birthday?”

Carla hadn’t heard about the gift. “She loved it.”

“Good.” 

There was a moment’s silence from Carla’s end. “I can hear you thinking. What is it?” asked Bella.

“I was remembering that day I took you to the bus station in Atlanta, and now here you are coming back in a private jet.” She gave her head a brisk shake. “But enough of that. I’m going to make myself cry. You’re going to be okay?”

“Rafael comes home later this afternoon. Things always seem better when he’s around.”

“Don’t get me started on that. You know how I feel about you and Rafa. For crying out loud Bella, you guys are perfect for one another.”

“That’s all I need right now. Another romance. Let’s sort this thing out with Melissa first.”

“Oh, by the way I might as well spill all the beans.  Melissa has planned a pre-opening party on Thursday night. She’s invited the main players; the owners of the retail stores at the mill, the Mayor, Jeffrey and Todd, that sort of thing. Then Friday will be the grand opening. So bring your party dresses.”

Bella’s head was spinning. “Tomorrow’s Wednesday, right?”

“Right.”

“Okay, then. See you tomorrow.”

Bella lowered her head into her hands. This was a disaster. In all of the planning for the new facility, the one thing she hadn’t anticipated was that Melissa would become involved with Todd...her half brother. Was she being punished for not telling Jeffrey that he had a daughter? She raised her head and looked around her office. Decorated by one of Los Angeles’ top designers, she had been photographed in it often. Hailed as a visionary in her field and a role model for up-and-coming women, she had graciously smiled, giving credit for her success to her team of employees.

But what had she given up along the way? Her gaze fell on a photograph of Melissa on a nearby credenza. Her daughter was everything to her. In that moment, she knew that she would give anything to safeguard her daughter’s heart. But was it too late?

* * *

“Bella, I’m at the airport.”

Bella smiled. His voice could still make her heart flutter, even after all these years. “How did it go?” she asked. “Did you hire someone?”

“Yes.” He sounded tired. “How are you, Cara?”

She couldn’t tell him over the phone. “Are you busy tonight, Rafael? Would you like to come over for a drink? I could have Esperanza make us a couple of salads.”

“That sounds great. One of Esperanza’s salads would be perfect.”

* * *

Bella was waiting for him by the pool. He’d gone home and changed into his usual after-work attire of faded jeans and a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

She smiled up at him as he poured himself a glass of wine. “You look just as good now as you did the first time I saw you in that outfit.”

He nodded, took a sip of wine and then sat down opposite her. Dark eyes probed into hers. “Something is bothering you.” He placed his glass of wine on a nearby table. “Tell me.”

Tears pooled in Bella’s eyes. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t cry and now look at her!

Rafael reached into his pocket and offered her a white cotton handkerchief.

She took it with a nod of thanks. “It’s Melissa,” she said finally.

He narrowed his eyes but waited for her to continue.

“I don’t know where to begin.” She looked everywhere but at Rafael. How was he going to react when she told him the truth?

He was no help. He picked up his wine and continued to watch her.

“Do you remember when you asked me about Melissa’s father?”

He nodded.

“Well, I didn’t exactly tell you the truth.”

Something moved in his eyes, but he remained still.

Bella forced herself to look at him. “Jeffrey Lambert is her father.”

She wished he would say something; he wasn’t making this easy for her. “Say something Rafael. Please.”

He took a deliberate sip of wine, then set the glass down again. “I take it she has met him?”

“Yes.”

He thought for a moment. He’d met Jeffrey Lambert several times, and had liked him. “What is the problem?” A sudden thought struck him. “Did she hear from someone else that he’s her father?”

“No, it’s not that.”

He continued to watch her.

“It’s worse. Much worse.” She drew in a deep breath. “The day that I was going to tell Jeffrey I was pregnant, we met down by the river.” Her thoughts drifted back to that day. “Just as I was about to tell him, he told me he had to get married, because he’d gotten an old girlfriend pregnant. I was angry. Angry and proud, and I didn’t tell him I was pregnant. I left town shortly after that so I wasn’t around when they had their child, but I subscribed to the newspaper and learned that they’d had a son. They named him Todd.”

He tilted his head, anticipating more.

Bella swallowed. “Melissa and Todd have been dating. Carla thinks it’s getting serious.”

Rafael pressed his fingers into his eyes. It wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting, but at least it was something. When he looked at her again, it was as if his eyes had been washed clean of emotion.

“Let’s back up a bit and go over the facts. Melissa has a good, decent man for a father, but you’ve kept that information from her.”

“But Rafael...”

He held up a hand, cutting her off. “And Jeffrey Lambert has a daughter. A beautiful, intelligent daughter that he doesn’t know about.” His jaw tightened. “And now she’s involved with her half brother and you don’t know what to do.” He stood up and walked to the edge of the pool.

Bella nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. He was angry; she could tell by the set of his shoulders. He stood there for what seemed like forever, then came back and slumped down into the chair beside her, his head lowered. 

“I’m no better,” he said finally. “You told me a long time ago that Melissa had a father. I should have insisted then that you find him and tell him, but I was too much like you. I was so desperate to prove myself that I was willing to let it slide. All my energies went into building up the business instead of doing what was right.”

He raised his head and looked at her. Really looked at her. “What have we done, Bella? I love that child as if she were my own daughter.” Something dawned in his eyes. “God forgive me but maybe deep down I didn’t want her to know her own father. Maybe I was jealous that he would take her away from me.” He rubbed a hand over his face as though to scrub away the negative thoughts. “I know you probably want to talk this over but I can’t think right now. I do know one thing though; I need to take a good look at myself.” He took a few steps toward the house. “I’m not hungry any more but please thank Esperanza for her efforts.” He looked back. “What time do we leave in the morning?”

“Wheels up at nine.” Rafael usually responded with a smile to this kind of jargon, but he simply nodded and walked out. Bella clutched his handkerchief in her hand and watched him leave.

* * *

It was late afternoon when Carla met them at the airport. She watched Rafael stop at the bottom of the steps and turn to offer a hand to Bella. They seemed stiff with each other and Carla wondered what had happened; there was usually a comfortable camaraderie between the two partners that Carla sometimes envied. But today the tenseness could be spotted even from a distance.

“Hey, you two.” She gave each of them a brief hug. “How was the flight?”

“Fine.” Bella looked around. “Melissa didn’t come?”

“No. She’s busy working with the Bistro, making sure everything is ready for tomorrow’s party. Do you want to go over there?”

Bella turned to Rafael and he nodded. “I’d like to see it for myself. It’s been three weeks since I was here.”

Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees around the parking lot, streaking the new pavement with shade. The rich green canvas of the umbrellas in front of the Bistro matched the awnings over the individual retail outlets. Bella smiled, recognizing Rafael’s vision in its finished state. “It’s beautiful” she said, and chanced at look at Rafael. It was the first time she had seen him smile all day.

“Mother! Rafael!” Melissa ran down the steps as they pulled up in front of the Bistro. “I’m so glad you’re here.” She was holding a tea towel and waved it at them excitedly. “The wine glasses for the party arrived this afternoon and Todd and I have been helping Jeremy and Ashley polish them.” She urged them up the broad steps, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. “Come on in and meet everybody.”

Carla slipped away as introductions were made. Bella tried not to stare at Todd. He looked much as he had at the funeral thirteen years ago...only older. Rafael shook hands with Todd and the Bistro owners and then excused himself. “I’m going to look for your father” he murmured to Bella, and sauntered off.

Melissa insisted on introducing Bella to each of the retail tenants. Most of them were still working, putting last minute touches on their premises, getting ready for the grand opening.

“Now come and see where the real money is made,” she said, after pulling her mother aside. “You wouldn’t believe what Carla has done already. They even have some finished product.”

“And what about the computer area?” Bella had been having second thoughts. “Do you think we made it big enough?”

“Oh yeah.” Melissa opened the door proudly. The equipment didn’t look large enough to handle their volume; Bella hadn’t realized that such compact computers could do the job. “Besides, this room can easily be enlarged.” She wandered out to the shipping department. “Every station has its own computer and they’re all linked.”

“I’m impressed.” Bella stifled a yawn. “Sorry, it’s been a long day.” She looked around. “Where’s your grandfather?”

“I think he and Rafael are looking at the air handling system.” She beamed proudly. “It’s state of the art.”

“Oh.” Bella braced herself against the door. She hadn’t slept last night, and exhaustion was beginning to take its toll.

“Shall I take you home?”

“I think perhaps I should go. Are you coming?”

“No. Todd and I are going out later. Mrs. Andersen said she’d make something for dinner in case you’re hungry.” Bella had encouraged Melissa to hire the woman next door as a housekeeper for her father. “The first couple of days she was there I thought Grandpa would bust a gut, but it didn’t take long. Now he says he doesn’t know how he got along without her.” She slipped her arm through her mother’s. “Come on, let’s go find R and R.”

Ronald and Rafael were right where Melissa had predicted they would be. Ronald’s eyes lit up at the sight of his daughter. “Hello Girlie” he said, enfolding her in a hug. “Two more days to the big day, huh?”

Bella’s eyes met Rafael’s. He smiled at the sight of them together. “Yes, Dad, but I’m going to go home now. I’m exhausted.” She turned to Rafael. “You’re going to stay at the hotel?”

He nodded. “They’re holding a room for me. Melissa arranged it.”

“Okay then, I’m outta here.”

“Don’t wait up for me,” her father called. “I might be late.”

Bella turned to her daughter as they pulled up in front of the familiar house. “I’m sorry we won’t have time to talk tonight but I understand if you have a date. Maybe tomorrow, okay?” She climbed out wearily and dragged her suitcase behind her.

“Sounds great. See you tomorrow, Mom.”

“Okay sweetie.” She watched her daughter drive off. She seemed to be doing that a lot lately...watching people leave.

She fell asleep without tasting Mrs. Andersen’s casserole.






  

Chapter Fifteen
 

Bella’s hand shook as she applied mascara the next morning. Melissa was still asleep but her father had already left. That suited her just fine; she preferred not to answer questions about where she was going this morning.

She phoned the Economic Development Commission offices shortly after nine and was surprised when Jeffrey answered the phone himself.

“Jeffrey Lambert.”

For a moment she couldn’t speak.

“Hello?” To her surprise, the familiar voice helped her recover her composure.

“Jeffrey, it’s Bella.”

“Hello, Bella.” His voice was warm. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, thank you. I was wondering if I could have a bit of your time this morning.”

“Certainly. I know this is a big day for you, so you choose the time.”

“How about right now? Could I pick you up?”

“Sure, you know where the office is, right?”

“Absolutely. See you in five or ten minutes.”

Bella stopped for a couple of coffees, and at the last minute picked up two donuts as well. She hadn’t eaten since a small snack on the airplane yesterday. It was doubtful she could eat now, but Jeffrey was right...she did have a big day today and she’d need the energy.

The door opened as soon as she pulled up, and he ran down the steps.

“Get in,” she said, trying to hide her nervousness. “I picked up some coffee and donuts.”

He raised both eyebrows but didn’t make any comment.

Bella drove to the park and motioned to an empty picnic table under the shade of a live oak. “Let’s sit over there, if you don’t mind.”

Jeffrey picked up the coffees and led the way. “Just a sec” he said, and brushed the seat on Bella’s side of the table. Bella stirred cream into her coffee and watched him do the same.

“You look good, Bella.” He smiled across the table. “Success sits well on you.”

She flushed at the compliment. “Thanks, Jeffrey. To tell you the truth, I’ve been nervous about opening here, but Carla tells me everything is going smoothly, and Dad and Melissa inform me that all the systems are working.” She fiddled with her coffee cup. “I didn’t want to talk to you about business, though.”

A wary expression crept into his eyes.

“I met Todd yesterday.”

He nodded.

“I understand that he and Melissa have been going out together.”

He put the coffee cup down and clenched his jaw. “What is this about, Bella? Are you trying to tell me you don’t want your daughter to go out with my son?”

She looked up, startled. “No! Not at all.” She exhaled noisily. “I’m not doing a very good job of this.” She looked around the park. There was no one else in sight.

“Bella, what are you trying to say?” His voice had softened. “What is it?”

“Jeffrey. Melissa is your daughter.”

He looked at her, blinked several times. “My daughter.” Now it was his turn to look around; he seemed to be searching for someone to help him understand what he was hearing. He brought his gaze back to Bella. “Melissa is my daughter?” 

Bella nodded.

“So that’s what it was,” he said, almost to himself. “The first time I saw her with Carla I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and yet I didn’t know why.” He looked down at the table, and she could almost see the thoughts scrolling through his mind. “Of course I didn’t know then that her birthday was so close to Todd’s, but there was something about her...” His voice trailed off and when he looked up again, his face was bleak. “Why didn’t you tell me, Bella? I had a right to know.”

“I was wrong, Jeffrey. I know that now, but at the time I was so hurt I couldn’t think straight.” She stared into her coffee. “Do you remember that day?”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“I’d just found out that I was pregnant. I came to tell you, but you said you were going to marry Angela.”

Jeffrey winced, but made no comment.

“And when you get right down to it, what would you have done? It had already been decided that you were going to marry Angela.” Bella paused. “At least that’s the way I saw things back then.”

“I like to think I would have found some way to support you.”

“You were just a kid, Jeffrey, going into a marriage of your own. And if I’m not mistaken, your father and mother wouldn’t exactly have encouraged you to keep in touch with me, let alone support me.”

He picked up a donut, looked at it and put it back down. “You’re probably right about keeping in contact; they were very status-conscious. But my father would have wanted me to support you. I’m sure of that.” A broad smile transformed his face. “So that terrific girl is my daughter?” He looked as though he’d just won the lottery. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“But Jeffrey, don’t you see? She can’t continue to date Todd.”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Jeffrey!”

A series of expressions crossed his face. He was alternately puzzled, confused, and then relieved. He smiled again. “I get it. You don’t want them to date because you think Todd is her half-brother.”

“Well, he is...” Why was he smiling like that? “Isn’t he?” Bella was thoroughly confused.

“What’s that line, Bella? Something about a tangled web?”

“Forget that. What are you talking about?”

“Bella. Todd is my son and I love him, but he’s adopted.”

Bella absently tore a piece off a donut, put it in her mouth and washed it down with a sip of coffee. “Run that by me again?”

Jeffrey chuckled. “Don’t ask me why I’m laughing, ‘cause this isn’t funny, but it’s so convoluted it almost sounds like a daytime soap.” He looked at her for a long moment. “I’m glad you left town, Bella. If you’d stayed, things would have become really messy.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“It’s simple.” He looked into her eyes. “I wouldn’t have been able to stay away from you. You see, Angela lied about being pregnant. I guess she knew that you and I were getting serious and she pretended to be pregnant.”

He was right; this didn’t sound real. “But you did have sex with her.”

“Guilty.” He shrugged. “Not my finest hour, I admit. Anyway, it wasn’t until after we were married that I found out she wasn’t pregnant. She got hysterical and insisted that we adopt. I think that was the beginning of her mental instability.”

The whole situation was so sticky, Bella felt like she was trudging through molasses. “But how did you get away with it?” She paused to think. “There must have been someone who knew she wasn’t pregnant and you know how people gossip in this town.”

“It was surprisingly easy. When you’re a newlywed and you tell people you’re pregnant, they believe you. After the first few months she started to wear loose clothing, and then she told a few people she couldn’t take the heat and was going to stay with an aunt up in Delaware for a while. Then she came back with Todd. For the first couple of years after he arrived she was fine. She took him out everywhere and showed him off, but then she seemed to lose interest, and she went out of the house less and less. She never goes out any more.”

Bella shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Jeffrey. At least you have Todd. He seems like a nice young man.”

“He is. I’m proud of him.”

“Does he know he’s adopted?”

“Oh yes. I told him as soon as I thought he was old enough to understand.” He opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it. Bella waited. “Angela has become so delusional that she refuses to believe Todd is adopted.” He blinked rapidly, fighting back tears. “I stopped mentioning it a long time ago.”

They sat for a moment, each lost in thought. Jeffrey stirred first. “This is a lot to take in” he said. “I’m thrilled to know about Melissa but my first instinct is to protect Angela. If she knew about Melissa being my daughter it would push her right over the edge.”

“I agree. But I have to tell Melissa. I’ve kept this from her too long.”

Jeffrey nodded. “Thank you, Bella. It looks like I’ll be seeing a lot of her around here anyway...no matter what happens between her and Todd.”

Bella smiled. “Speaking of which, I’d better put on my business hat and do a proper inspection of the new facility. I was too tired to see much of anything yesterday.”

“It’s great to see the old place come alive again. Rafael certainly knows how to do things right. I never would have thought of the retail aspect; all of the shops except one are occupied and I understand a couple of businesses have looked at the last space.” Jeffrey stood up and started clearing away the cups.

Bella stood as well. “I’d better move fast, then. I’ve been thinking of making it a retail outlet for Bella. I don’t think a location here would have a negative effect on our store in Atlanta.” They sauntered across the grass. “I could call it Bella at the Mill, or Bella on the Bend.” She looked up at him. “Which do you prefer?”

He laughed. “Either one sounds good to me. I’m all for anything that will bring more jobs to Willow Bend.”

Bella turned to Jeffrey when they pulled up in front of his office. “I dreaded telling you about Melissa, but you made it easy. Thank you for that.”

He gave her a long, searching look. “Does Rafael know?”

She pulled back, startled by the question. “Yes, I told him a couple of days ago.”

A gentle smile transformed his face. “He’s a good man, Bella.” He opened the door. “See you later at the party.”

She pulled away. What had that been about? But she didn’t have time to puzzle over Jeffrey’s remark now. She had to find Melissa.

* * *

“Good morning, Carla. Have you seen Melissa?”

Carla looked up. “She’s in her office, and Rafa was looking for you earlier.” She looked at her friend. There was something different about Bella this morning...something lighter, as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She turned her attention back to the trainee with a shrug of her shoulders.

* * *

“Hi, Mom.” Melissa looked up from her computer. She appeared to be working on the company website. “Be with you in a sec.”

Bella stopped for a moment to look at her daughter. There were times when she thought she knew her daughter better than she knew herself, but she had no idea how she would take the news she was about to impart.

Melissa finished what she was doing, stood up and gave her mother a quick hug. “You look good this morning.” She brushed something from Bella’s cheek. “Looks like sugar. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’ve been eating donuts.”

“I have, actually. I just had coffee with Jeffrey.” Bella looked around. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

Melissa pointed to the extra chairs in her office. “Why don’t we just close the door?”

Bella nodded, pulled up a chair beside Melissa’s desk and glanced at the computer. Bubbles floated across the background, a photo of Bella on Third. She motioned toward the screen. “Do you remember when we opened the first store?”

Melissa glanced at the picture. “Seems like yesterday, doesn’t it?” She looked back at her mother. “Mom, much as I’d enjoy a trip down memory lane, this isn’t really the right time for it.”

Bella smiled. That was the daughter she knew...forthright and to the point. She wouldn’t appreciate talking all around the subject.

Bella took a deep breath. “Have you ever wondered who your father is?”

Melissa stilled. “Yes.”

“It’s Jeffrey. Todd’s father.”

Melissa seemed to retreat for a moment while she absorbed this information. Her head tilted to one side, as though she were listening to a faint voice whispering in her ear. She remained silent for several long moments. Bella would have given anything to know what her daughter was thinking.

Melissa turned to her mother, a gentle smile playing around her lips. “Thanks for telling me, Mom. This must have been hard for you.”

Bella nodded. “But I should have told you a long time ago.”

“Jeffrey didn’t know?” It wasn’t really a question.

“No. I just told him this morning.”

Melissa picked up a pencil, started turning it end over end in her hand. “I had a feeling it might be Jeffrey, but then I told myself I was just being foolish.” She turned pensive again. “Does Rafa know?”

“I told him a couple of days ago. The night before we flew out.”

“And what was his reaction?”

“He thought I should have told you long ago, and he was right.”

Melissa looked closely at her mother. “Have you guys had a fight?”

Bella felt herself flushing. “I guess in a way we have. Things are a bit tense between us right now.”

Melissa showed real emotion for the first time since hearing about Jeffrey. “But Mom. Rafael has been in my life almost ever since I can remember. He’s been the man I looked up to and I don’t want to lose him.” Her fingers tightened around the pencil. “Promise me you won’t let that happen.”

Melissa’s words sent a chill of apprehension down Bella’s spine. “I won’t, Sweetheart. I won’t.”

Melissa stood up and held out her arms. Bella went into them, and the two hugged for a long time. “Give me a chance to absorb this Jeffrey business, okay, Mom? I’m good with it, but it will take a while to sink in.”

Bella stepped back. “I can’t believe you’re taking this so calmly. I was afraid you’d be angry with me.”

Melissa shook her head and smiled at her mother. It was almost as though they had reversed roles, and she was the one doing the comforting. “No way I’m angry. Taken a bit off guard perhaps, but not angry. You’ve given me a charmed life; I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Tears pooled in Bella’s eyes. “You’re an amazing young woman, you know that?” She held up a finger. “Oh, I almost forgot. Jeffrey says that Todd’s mom is in a fragile emotional state. He doesn’t think she should learn about him being your father.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. Todd says she’s mentally unstable. I don’t see why anyone needs to know, to be honest.” She smiled at her mother. “There are some secrets that should be kept.”

Bella checked her watch. “Wow. Time’s flying by. I promised to do an interview with a local television station about all this.” She waved her hands around. “But before that I want to check on the day care center. I’d like to film the interview there if it’s ready.”

Melissa had already turned back to her computer. “I think you’ll find that Carla has that all under control.” She waved. “See you later, then. Cocktail party at six o’clock.”






  

Chapter Sixteen
 

Guests were already schmoozing on the Bistro patio when Bella arrived with her father. She’d wanted to be there early, but Ronald couldn’t find his tie. Bella suspected he hadn’t worn either the tie or the suit since her mother’s funeral. The change in her father was remarkable. He insisted on driving, and she noticed that he sat a little taller in the driver’s seat as they drove into the parking lot.

Bella greeted the mayor and other town dignitaries with a practised smile. She’d done so many of these “openings” now that she had to concentrate on not repeating herself. Rafael was usually by her side, ensuring that nobody monopolized her. She’d never figured out how he did it, but he somehow managed to deflect unwanted attention without offence, offering one of his dazzling smiles as consolation.

She looked around for him, but he wasn’t on the patio. He was probably inside the production area with her father, showing the new facility to anyone who was interested. It was the same with store openings; he approached each one with boundless enthusiasm, as if it was the first. Perhaps that’s why each location was unique. When customers visited stores in other cities, they often remarked on how refreshing it was that each had its own personality. The clothing items may be the same, but Rafael ensured that every retail location reflected the community. Perhaps later she’d have a chance to ask his opinion on opening a small outlet here in the remaining retail space.

“Champagne?”

Bella turned at the familiar voice. Melissa held a tray of champagne glasses. She was wearing her hair up tonight, a few loose tendrils curling artfully around her head.

“Sweetie, you shouldn’t be doing that.” Bella looked around. “Aren’t there enough servers?”

Melissa laughed. “Of course there are, but I wanted this to be strictly informal.” She leaned closer. “This way I get to meet everyone personally.”

Bella relaxed. “You’re right. It’s a nice touch.” She hesitated. “Have you talked to Jeffrey? I see him over there.”

“Not yet, but I will.” Melissa smiled. “There’s no rush.”

“And what about Rafael? Have you seen him?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean anything. What with co-ordinating this party and getting my hair done, I’ve been running around like a blue-ass fly, to quote Granddad.”

Bella chuckled. “I’d forgotten about that expression. If you see Rafa, tell him I’m looking for him, would you?”

“Okay.” Melissa sailed away, holding the tray above her head. Bella watched her stop and speak with the owners of one of the antique stores. They responded to her with a laugh, accepting the champagne flutes and toasting each other.

Bella managed to speak with everyone. It was a small group, and she was beginning to enjoy herself; it wasn’t hard when every person she spoke to praised their efforts. They were as convinced as she was that the Bella production facility would act as the catalyst Willow Bend needed to move out of the doldrums.

“It’s good to see everyone so positive, isn’t it?” Jeffrey appeared out of nowhere. He looked relaxed and happy in a casual blazer with an open-necked shirt. He saluted her with his glass of champagne. “Thanks to you.”

Bella smiled, looked over his shoulder. “Have you seen Rafael?”

Jeffrey gave her an odd look. “I saw him at the airport as he was leaving. I was picking up some people who are thinking of opening a business in town.”

A clutch of fear turned Bella’s legs to jelly. “Leaving?” She sat down abruptly on one of the chairs. 

“You didn’t know?”

Bella looked at him bleakly. She was embarrassed to be caught out, and considered trying to bluff, but there had been enough deceit between them. “No, I didn’t” she said, her voice barely audible. “Did he say where he was going?”

“Not that I recall...just that he was getting away for a while.” He looked at her closely. “Did you have an argument?”

Bella nodded.

“Was it about Melissa?”

She gave him a sharp look. “He said I should have told you, but I thought we’d resolved that.” She paused for a moment. “No, I suppose that’s not true. I knew we hadn’t resolved it. That’s why I decided to tell you. I needed to clear the air between us.” She looked at Jeffrey. “Between Rafa and me, I mean.”

“He must really care for you if he’s gone off.”

“Why do you say that?” 

Jeffrey paused, looked off into the distance. “I don’t know if I can put this into words, but I’ll try. I saw quite a lot of Rafael when we were dealing on the building, and then later, when we were co-ordinating tax breaks with the city, and getting building permits approved and that sort of thing.” He brought his gaze back to Bella. “His voice changes when he talks about you, Bella. I’ve thought more than once that he’s in love with you.”

Goosebumps broke out on Bella’s arms. She rubbed them; it was the evening air, she was sure of that. “Rafa? In love with me? I don’t think so, Jeffrey.” Outwardly she dismissed what he’d said, but inside she wanted to hear more.

He carried on as if she hadn’t interrupted. “And your eyes light up when you talk about him. I haven’t seen the two of you together enough to form an opinion, but I’ll bet sparks fly when you’re together.”

Bella didn’t answer, but she suddenly realized that she hoped Jeffrey was right. Could it be possible? Was Rafa interested in her as more than just a business partner? The idea sent excitement coursing through her veins. “You’re sure he didn’t say where he was going?”

“No, but I can’t imagine he’d take off without leaving you a note.” He snapped his fingers. “He was heading for the private jet. You could always contact them and find out where he went.”

“Thanks Jeffrey.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks a lot.” She looked around. Guests were starting to leave. Melissa seemed to have charmed them all; they stopped by and shook hands with her before wandering down the steps and into the parking lot.

Bella waited until Melissa had a free moment. “Have you seen Carla?” she asked.

“Not exactly, but Ethan said she was in production, showing off the new equipment.”

Bella headed in that direction. Her friend was coming back from showing the last of the guests the day care facility.

“Here she is now.” Carla motioned her over. “This is Denny and Marsha McLeod. They’re the local franchise owners of our delivery system. Denny was particularly interested in our automated shipping system.”

“Delighted to meet you.” Bella extended her hand. “We look forward to working with you.”

“I’ll bet your employees are loyal,” said Marsha. “That day care facility is a stroke of genius.”

Bella was impatient, but responded graciously. “Our employees in California seem to love it. When we started the business, back before Carla became involved, we were two women with small children and we recognized the need. I don’t mind admitting, we’ve had a lot of positive publicity because of it.”

“Well, it’s a good thing you’re doing for the community. And thanks for inviting us.” The couple shook hands with Bella and Carla, and then moved away.

“What is it?” Carla looked at her friend. “Something’s got you all uptight.”

“Carla, have you seen Rafael today?”

Carla’s eyes widened, and she smacked herself on the forehead. “Oh my God, he gave me a note for you.” She ran to the small office off to the side and came back with an envelope. “What’s going on? He seemed distracted when he gave this to me, but I was too busy getting ready to think much about it.” She looked around as though he might appear. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen him since.”

Bella opened the envelope, fingers trembling. “Jeffrey told me he left. Got on the jet and left.”

“Rafael?”

“Who else are we talking about?” Bella grabbed Carla’s arm. “Sorry, I’ve been a nervous wreck ever since Jeffrey told me.” She took a few steps away and scanned the note. “This doesn’t say much.”

“Well it must say something.”

Bella handed her the note. Carla read it, her brow wrinkling into a frown. “‘Sorry to leave, but I have to get away.’?” She looked up. “What kind of a note is that?”

Bella’s lower lip trembled. “I think I’ve lost him, Carla. The last time we really talked was in California, the night before we came out, and he said he had a lot of thinking to do.”

“Come on, Bel. That doesn’t mean you’ve lost him.” She stopped abruptly, and gave her friend a crooked smile. “You love him, don’t you? Hallelujah. You’ve finally realized that you love him.”

Bella raised her shoulders. “A lot of good it’s doing me now.”

“And you’re going to give up? Just like that?” Carla rolled her eyes. “The man is crazy about you, Bella. Anyone can see that.”

“Do you think so?” Bella was afraid to hope. “Jeffrey said the same thing.”

Carla lifted her hands in an expression of exasperation. “Since when did you need me to tell you the obvious? I’ve never known you to be so needy.” She dropped her hands. “So where is he?”

Bella waved the note. “It doesn’t say, but I think he’s gone to Eleuthera.”

“Eleuthera? Where’s that? In the Bahamas, isn’t it? Why do you think he’s gone there?”

“Because he told me about it once. A friend of his has a villa on the beach. We were talking about what we’d do if we wanted to get away. He said he’d go there.”

“So why are you still standing around here?” Carla raised an eyebrow. “The man leaves the day before an opening...I’d say he’s trying to send you a message.”

“He is?”

“For God’s sake, Bella. For someone as bright as I know you are, you’re pretty dense when it comes to your own love life. He wants you to go down there.”

Bella gave her friend a long, steady look. She wanted to believe, but she was afraid. “But what about the opening?”

“Melissa and I can handle it.” She brushed away Bella’s question with a wave of her hand. “Ethan and Todd will help.”

Bella looked at her watch. “I can’t make it tonight, but I could probably leave early in the morning. I’ll go now and talk to Melissa.”

* * *

Melissa held back a smile as her mother filled her in. “Of course I can manage. I’m your daughter, aren’t I?”

“Well of course, but I feel guilty dumping it all on you.”

“Carla and I are the ones who organized it...we can pull this off with our eyes shut and both hands behind our back.”

“I suppose so.” Bella looked around nervously. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing? Maybe I should wait here until he cools down and comes back.”

Melissa took her arm in a firm grip. “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll go down there and find him. Maybe even stay a few days. But you need to sort this out now.” She took out her Blackberry. “So where is he staying? I’ll need a contact for you in case there’s no cell phone reception.”

“I’m not even sure how to locate him, but I know the villa is called Bella Vista and it’s a few miles south of Governor’s Harbour.”

Melissa shrugged, put the Blackberry away. “Then you call me.” She pretended to be stern. “Running away is one thing, but being out of touch is not an option.”

“Okay, okay.” Bella’s hands fluttered nervously. “Do you need help clearing up here, or can I go home and pack?”

Melissa steered her to the door. “Go home. I’ll probably be late tonight. Todd and I are going out. So if I don’t see you in the morning, have a good flight and call me.”

Bella paused at the top of the steps leading into the parking lot and looked back at her daughter. “When did this happen? This role reversal?”

Melissa gave a frustrated shake of her head. “We’ll talk about that some other time. Go,” she said with a smile in her voice. Then she turned and joined Todd on the Bistro patio.

* * *

“Ms. Thompson? Thank you for waiting.” Bella was on the telephone with the jet charter company. “Yes, I see here that Mr. Vargas flew to Governor’s Harbour today, and the aircraft is now back here. We have several pilots on standby and you can leave whenever you like.”

“How about eight o-clock tomorrow morning?”

“Perfect. We’ll see you then.”

* * *

“So...how’s the weather down there?” Rafael smiled at the sound of Melissa’s voice. She was becoming more like her mother every day. He looked across the broad patio and through the curved arches to the turquoise waters that rimmed the shoreline. “It’s perfect,” he said. “Absolutely perfect.”

“So what made you disappear the day before our opening?” There was something in her tone that led him to believe she knew exactly why he was here.

“I’m not sure that’s something I can discuss with you, Melissa.”

He could almost hear her deciding what to say next. “Mom told me, Rafa. She told me about Jeffrey. Right after she told Jeffrey about me. Oh, and guess what? Todd’s not my half brother. He’s adopted.”

Rafael closed his eyes for a moment and the tension of the past several days faded away. “Are you okay with that?” he asked gently. “It’s going to mean a big change in your life.”

“Not necessarily.” Melissa sounded surprisingly upbeat. “Jeffrey is a nice man and I’m quite sure I’ll like him when I get to know him, but he’s not my father.” She paused. “That role was filled by someone else a long time ago.”

“Really?” Rafael felt the pressure of tears building behind his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

“Yes, really. I can’t remember a time in my life when you weren’t around. You were always there for me. I think I learned more from you than I did from my Mom, and that’s a lot.”

Rafael swallowed hard. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Because it’s true and I’ve never told you how much you mean to me, but also because Mom was so upset when you took off.” He could almost see her eyes flashing. “What kind of a note was that, anyway?”

“It was all I could think of at the time.” He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of your Mom, shouldn’t you be with her? The opening is only twenty minutes away.”

“True, but I’m at the old mill already and the opening has been organized for days.”

“Good. Well, I’ll let you go. Tell your mother I’m fine, okay?”

There was a slight hesitation before she replied. “Will do. ‘Bye, Rafa.”

“Goodbye.” He disconnected and stood gazing out at the ocean. It wasn’t until several moments later that he realized she hadn’t asked him when he was coming back. Did that mean Bella was on her way? His entire body tensed at the thought. He’d wanted Bella for so long now that there were times he couldn’t think straight. They’d both achieved everything they’d set out to accomplish, and yet there was something missing. He’d tried over the years to form relationships with women and yet when it came right down to it, they lacked one thing…they weren’t Bella. He knew he’d hurt her a few times when he’d let on that things were getting serious with various women. He’d only done it hoping to shock her into revealing her feelings for him. It hadn’t worked, and left him feeling more frustrated than ever, like right now. He rose from the chair, walked to the edge of the verandah and stared off into the distance. If she came down today, he wouldn’t hold back. He’d put the business before his personal life for too long; it was time to grab some happiness.

He picked up his snorkeling gear and wandered down the path to the ocean. The Atlantic sparkled invitingly and he plunged in. 






  

Chapter Seventeen
 

Bella looked down at the long, thin island with its gently rolling hills. She could see what Rafael had meant; there wasn’t a lot of commercial development. She’d been trying to remember everything he’d said about his friend’s villa. It hadn’t been all that much, but one thing came back to her now. ‘With the right person it would be paradise’.

Cold fear gripped her insides. What if he was there with that person now? The pilot banked, lined up with the runway. She couldn’t believe how nervous she was. What had happened to the woman who had traveled across the country, made a life for herself and her daughter, and built up a multi-million dollar company? She caught a faint glimpse of her reflection in the Perspex window. She was about to undertake what might turn out to be the biggest gamble of her life. If she was wrong, her relationship with Rafa would be irreversibly changed. But she had to know...

* * *

Rafael surfaced, disoriented for a moment. What was that sound? The high pitched whine of jet engines competed with the ever-present roar of the surf. He looked up, recognized the tail markings on the charter jet as it approached the runway. He smiled. His life was about to change…one way or another.

* * *

The aircraft touched down with a slight bump. Vegetation and not much else raced by as they taxied to the end of the runway then turned to approach the small terminal building.

“Welcome to Eleuthera.” The cabin steward lowered the stairs. “Your car should be waiting. The pilot called ahead and a representative will be looking out for you at the rental desk.”

“Thank you André.” Bella smiled and stepped into the sun.

She signed what was probably the most informal rental contract in the world. But then, where was she going to go with a car on this island? “Can you direct me to a villa called Bella Vista?”

The clerk gave her a quick, curious look, then answered politely. “Of course.” He pointed to the south. “Just follow this road for about three miles. It’s on the left hand side, and there’s a sign at the driveway.”

Bella almost missed the sign. Small and discreet, it was set into a cement pillar on the right hand side of the driveway. She turned in and drove slowly. The land between the highway and the villa had been left in its natural state. Closer to the villa, a long, low garage flanked the drive. She parked beside the only other car in sight and sat for a moment, still gripping the steering wheel. What was she going to say to him? She realized that she had no idea.

A wide veranda circled the villa. Broad steps led to the front door and she mounted these slowly, hoping to catch a sign of life through the wide windows. A lit doorbell caught her attention and she pressed it, hearing soft chimes inside the house.

Where was he? Bolder now, she walked to a window and looked inside. It was open but screened, and the ocean breeze smelled of seaweed as it wafted through the house. She dug into her bag, pulled out the antique comb Rafa had given her two Christmases ago, and swept her hair back with it. The breeze cooled the perspiration on her neck.

She stepped back, looked right, and then left. Perhaps he was on the ocean side of the house and couldn’t hear the doorbell. Heart in her mouth, she followed the veranda around to the front. Here, the veranda was much wider, and was dotted with comfortable furniture. Rafael wasn’t there but wine in a cooler sat on a side table, accompanied by two wine glasses.

Bella felt physically ill. He was here, and he had someone with him! She backed up, and her hand flew to her mouth, as if to stifle a scream of protest.

“Hello, Bella.” Her heart fluttered at the sound of his voice. She turned slowly, to find him walking up the narrow path from the ocean. He was in a bathing suit, and carried swim fins and snorkel gear in one hand. His hair was damp and slicked back. He stopped a few feet from the porch and looked up at her, his expression unreadable. “What are you doing here?”

“I...” Bella couldn’t remember how to form a sentence.

He walked up the steps and tossed his gear on the porch. Tall, lean and classic in his work clothes, he was even more appealing like this. Her mouth went dry as she watched the few remaining droplets of water trail down his torso. He was everything she’d ever imagined and she looked at him openly, admiring broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist. As if that wasn’t enough, well-toned muscles moved beneath tanned skin; she had to tear her eyes away before she did something embarrassing.

She finally found her voice and gestured toward the wine bucket. “I’m sorry to barge in like this. I see you have company.”

Amusement lit his eyes from within. He glanced at the wine and then back at her. “You are mistaken,” he said, with a small shake of his head. “I am alone here.” A smile played with the corners of his mouth. “At least I was before you arrived.”

“Oh.” She looked at the wine again, then back at Rafael. He looked more relaxed than she’d seen him in a long time. “You look good,” she blurted out. “Relaxed, I mean.”

“Si. Thanks to Melissa.”

“Oh.” She looked up at him, met his gaze. “I should have known she’d call. Did she tell you everything?”

“I believe so. She said that you told Jeffrey about her, and then told her about Jeffrey.” He pulled back, searched her face. “That is everything, isn’t it?”

“Oh yeah.” She’d missed the gentle teasing in his tone. “No more secrets.”

“Really?” He moved a step closer. “Then tell me. Why are you here?” She didn’t know how his body could radiate so much heat when he’d just come from the ocean, but it did.

She looked around; everywhere but at his face. “I remembered what you said about this place. You said you’d come here if you needed to get away from it all.” She spoke quietly, almost to herself. “I always remembered that.”

She forced herself to look into his eyes.  “And then the other day, when I told you about Jeffrey, you seemed to pull away from me. I thought I was losing you, Rafael, and I don’t think I could bear that.”

The breeze toyed with her hair, swirling some loose ends around her head. A strand got caught in her lipstick. Rafael took another step closer and gently pulled the hair away from her lips. “You mean losing me as a partner?” His voice was low and seductive.

“Not really.” Her heart was pounding so hard she wondered if he could hear it. “As a friend.”

He stroked the side of her face with those long, elegant fingers. “As a lover?” he whispered. He slid his fingers into her hair and removed the comb she’d put there moments earlier. His thumb caressed her cheek and desire raced through her body.

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “As a lover.”

“Bella.” He looked into her eyes for a long moment. “I’ve loved you for such a long time. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t love you.”

She moved into his arms as naturally as if they’d been lovers for years. His mouth captured hers; hot, hard and demanding. There was nothing tentative or coy about the kiss; it was the result of years of wanting. When they finally broke apart, she smiled up at him. “When I saw the wine glasses I thought I was too late. I thought maybe you were here with that someone special you talked about.”

“I am here with someone special.”

She smiled into his eyes. “Me?”

“Si, Cara. You. It’s always been you. I put the glasses out because I hoped you would come today.”

Someone was laughing. It was a low, sexy laugh and it took Bella a moment to realize that the sound was coming from her. “I love you, Rafa. I always have, but right now I have something besides wine on my mind.”

He led her into the house, and then stopped to kiss her again. “Remember what I said about this place?” he asked, eyes heavy with desire. “About being here with the right person?”

“I think you said that with the right person, it would be paradise.”

“Right.” He lifted her in his arms, carried her into a dark, cool bedroom and kicked the door shut behind them. “Bella my love, Welcome to Paradise.”
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