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      Law-school student by day, escort by night – the perfect prey for a billionaire mafia boss.

      Penelope has always dreamed of becoming a lawyer, but law school is more expensive than she had anticipated. She has found a way to keep up with her education bills, whilst earning some life experience of her own. Becoming an escort is the most profitable and dangerous thing Penelope has ever done.

      Giosuè Calabresi operates by a personal code. Blood, honor, and vengeance are the three words he lives by as a mafia boss. And of course, claiming any woman he desires. For months he has been stalking Penelope, curious about this versatile seductress.

      When he finally makes himself known, all bets are off. Will he claim the seductress or will she seduce him instead?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Giosuè

          

        

      

    

    
      My knuckles clenched together and I stared as the piece of shit moved in pain on the floor. In spite of Armani's efforts, he disappeared after stealing money from my family. I snatched up my cigar and lighter from my coat pocket, exhaled a cloud of smoke in the air, took another drag, then released the fumes to ease my nerves. I hated getting out of character. As the don and leader, the responsibilities called for me to be diplomatic, calm, and cool, but tonight wasn’t like any other night. I had plans to see her, figure out a way to make her mine without causing blood to spill. As a Calabresi, my life had already been planned out and I have only had more stress since stepping into these shoes. One of the reasons I never settled down was that I loathed to complicate my life with the rules and regulations of answering to one person for as long as I live.

      I took one more puff, let it ease through my lungs, grinned, and stalked over to the idiot who felt like he could get away with stealing my money. I bent down, pressed the end of the lit cigar to his nose, and listened to the sizzle of the burn.

      He screamed, not able to move as my men held down his legs. “Argghhh! Please!”

      “Shushhh…You know why I brought you here.” I removed the cigar from his nose as the scorching sensation seeped through his skin.

      Tears trickled down his cheeks. “I promise to get your money, Giosuè,” he pleaded.

      “Interesting, didn’t my brother set a meeting, and you missed delivering the money, so he had to call me?” I cast the slightest glance to my team, then back up for a minute.

      “It was a misunderstanding.” Slowly, he cracked open one of his swollen eyes. Blood spilled from his mouth. I shook my head at his ignorance to think I would trust him over my blood. People think I’m a monster and maybe I should be described as one, seeing that I never cared to have empathy or compassion when it concerned my family or business. At thirty-seven, choices needed to be made to further our agenda in the cartel world. Separate from the drugs, guns, and extortion, we ran successful clubs around the city and throughout Italy. Armani, my youngest brother, became the enforcer when he turned twenty-one, and Bosco loved to kill and be in charge like me, so he was the underboss. Guilianna, our baby sister, had moved back to Italy. She was one of our top bosses, managing our business from the borders and ensuring the top political leaders knew our name was not to be touched. Even though Guilianna lived most of her life in New York, I thought it best to have her back in our home country to keep any loyalists from trying to take over. After my cousin, Elio, came to New York, we lined up new business ventures and secured even more locations to spread our enterprise throughout the country. Owning art pieces helped to ship some of our product in and out of the city, plus access to the ports gave us extra eyes and ears from DEA contacts. What Jeremy was trying to pull right now went in one ear and out the other, as though he wasn’t in charge of manning the order for a new pill coming into town and securing the money. A shared frown from my closest henchman on Jeremy told me it was time to end the foolishness. I stood, set down the cigar, grabbed my gun, and shot him in both the arm and leg. I moved in closer, staring at his weakened body.

      “P-Please,” Jeremy whimpered, like a little bitch.

      “Only begging you should do is for your family.”

      His eyes broadened at that comment, as I raised the gun and put a bullet in his forehead. I passed the weapon to Nero. He was my best friend besides my siblings; he was my right-hand man who grew up in the faction and understood his role of being my second eye.

      I whipped around to leave, buttoned my jacket, and marched from the warehouse to the waiting car. Nero followed me, then lifted his phone and showed a picture of Jeremy’s dead mother, wife, and brother. A clear night view showed the dazzle and glitter of the stars in the sky.

      “Where were they found?”

      “At some motel outside of Hoboken,” Nero answered, climbing in the car and shutting the door. My personal driver started the car, pulling from the dark woods where our cabin was. He cut through the maze of trees and hung a sharp right to get on the main street.

      The truck’s tires screeched, kicking up gravel on the road. “Burn it down.”

      A line of streetlights bounced off the backseat. “Already taken care of and the owner is compensated.”

      “Glad to give them an early retirement.” I smiled, lifting a lighter and cigar from the side compartment.

      Besides our clubs, warehouses and other business, certain tasks needed to be done outside of the city at remote locations. Buying the property years ago became an investment that extended to owning a lake house in Placid a few miles down the road. To catch a body out here wasn’t on my list for today. The two million he snatched up required immediate attention and finding his people before they tried to go to the police needed to get completed. Arriving at Adirondack airport, I climbed out of the car to fly back to the city. Tinsley stood next to my seat on the plane, holding a tray with a glass of dark liquor on it. My mouth watered as I swallowed down the tart smooth taste, and I flicked my hand for a refill.

      “Mr. Calabresi, we will arrive in under an hour, and your car is already waiting.” Tinsley was a long-time worker for the cartel. She was our trained soldier who took out individuals that wanted to betray the family. Bringing her in was easy as she’s a long-time associate with a familiar lifestyle. Her father was my father’s banker; he helped him lock in deals when he first got into politics. Not having our parents around and navigating new connections presented me with obstacles I had to try to work through for the siblings.

      I opened my fists, examining my knuckles that looked worn out, and removed the seat belt. I hopped up and strolled to the bathroom in the back bedroom. Perched up against the counter, I pressed the faucet on, cleaning up the leftover blood from punching Jeremy in the face. I grabbed a towel and  dried my hands. I reached inside my jacket, removed my phone, and logged into the secure camera that I put in place at the hotel. For a few minutes, I scanned each room to see that she wasn’t there. My eyes rolled in aggravation. I signed out, moved to my call log, and pressed the number of the one person who knew that I always had to know what was going on, and how much it would upset me if anything changed.

      “Boss, before you blow up, I have people on them,” Neal explained before I could get a word out of my mouth.

      I leaned against the counter, telling myself to count to ten to keep my composure.

      “Where are you?”

      Neal answered, “Some restaurant in downtown Manhattan.”

      I grew tense at her being with anyone; on principle, she belonged to me from the moment I saw her, and I’d put around-the-clock surveillance on her until it was time to make her understand who I was.

      Her phone records popped up in my email. My brothers laughed at me for being extreme on a woman.  “Send me the location.”

      “Boss, aren’t you supposed to handle things at the cabin?”

      “The cabin is handled, get the information sent to Nero and make sure the restaurant is aware of my presence.” I concluded the conversation, plopped my phone back in my pocket, stomped out of the bathroom, and returned to the front of the plane to take my seat. I scanned the food and snapped my finger for the flight attendant to remove it. Eating was the last thing on my mind. Nero passed me another drink; I dragged it down and bit on my bottom lip. To control my temper was always hard, so the thought of her taking anyone back to the suite pisses me off.

      An alert from my phone showed Bosco texting to meet up at the house once we arrive home. Bosco managed a few underground boxing matches where some ended in death. Making money in any type of avenue is the only thing I loved other than my family.

      
        
        Me: Back in the city in ten minutes.

        Bosco: A show happening tonight you should come.

        Me: How much is the outcome?

        Bosco: Half a million.

        Me: Count me out.

        Bosco: Slacking brother.

        Me: Have other business worth more.

        Bosco: Are you going to her?

        Me: Worry about the money from Jeremy that you recommended.

        Bosco: Fuck you bro.

      

      

      I smirked as the seatbelt sign chimed on as the pilot prepared to descend. I scrolled out of the text thread and tossed the phone into my side pocket, eager to get to my new favorite interest. Me finding love never crossed my mind, since I’m not willing to take on a big responsibility, but there's something about her I find intriguing, mysterious, and set to be conquered.

      As I stepped off the private jet and down the stairs, I raised my chin up at the crew. I hopped into our stretch limo to get to Massa Restaurant so I could find her. Anxious as a child who has stumbled onto a new discovery that they didn’t understand, I ground my teeth. Memories of the first I saw her hit me. They played on repeat from the encounter from a year ago. The memories made me want to be in her space, knowing her smile could warm the coldness in my heart.

      I stood off to the side, arms folded. “Who is that?”

      Madam Lucinda sipped her pinot, placing her hand on my chest. “She’s one of my girls.”

      I removed her hand. “You know we’ve never been like that.”

      She grimaced, poking her lip out on a sigh. “I very much think it would work out in both our favors if you took me up to the room and made me come.” Lucinda smirked with a slide of her tongue across her teeth. Her blatant flirting is more aggressive than usual.

      Lucinda, being much older than me at fifty-four, wore a dress with her breasts spilling out and assumed that all men wanted her. Building a life as an escort came naturally to her after seeing her parents start a prostitution ring in New York years ago. They taught her everything about the business. I glared at her, shoved my hands in pockets, and angled to watch the innocent, yet intricate web of lies the girl across the room was creating for her date or client, as Lucinda likes to put things.

      “Send her information over to me.”

      Lucinda squinted her eyes. “Why?”

      I frowned and rubbed my chin. “Because I said so.”

      Lucinda pinched the bottom of her teeth. “She’s not your type.”

      A crowd of women walked past us at the restaurant.

      “What’s my type?”

      “Someone that’s obedient, submissive in all ways, able to take your dick in every hole while promising to give their life to Calabresi family,” Lucinda recalled from one of the women I used from her business six months ago while caressing my cheek.

      I gripped her wrist tight; she tried to jerk away. “My type is what I choose to do with them. Lucinda, If I were you, I’d watch my mouth.”

      “I understand,” she whispered.

      “Good, send her information to me and don’t make me remind you of what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Ever since then I’ve watched Little Dove, implanting my people at every place she frequents, until I was ready to make my move. While sitting in the car, I read over a few emails, reviewing my calendar of appointments I’d put off until the last minute. I peered out of the windows, watching the streetlights, while the vehicle rolled in and out of traffic. We arrived at my brother’s traditional Victorian-era home, the driver moving through the open gates. The house stood on two acres of land less than a mile from mine. We parked and slid out, Nero jogging behind me. The motion-detector lights came on, and the doors opened to his housekeeper, Ms. Yun.

      Ms. Yun bowed her head. “Mr. Calabresi.”

      “Ms. Yun.” I walked in, heading to his office, and bypassed half naked women dancing and holding bottles of liquor. Bosco still thought of himself as the young boy our father would take to the strip clubs to become a man. Unless business was needed, he’d be in pussy for the day. Yet somehow, he hasn’t had a woman claim him as the father of their child. Not waiting to be called into his office, I walked confidently through the house while the music played heavily through the speakers. I took hold of the knob, twisted, pushed it forward, and strolled inside, not surprised to see a girl bent over with her ass in the air screaming his name.

      Her hand pushed back on his chest. “Yes, Bosco!” she screamed.

      “What the fuck?!” Bosco shouted, growling at being interrupted.

      I raised my palm and pinched my nose. “Get out!” I demanded, waving to the entryway.

      She scrambled to move out of his grip and cover up, but he tightened his hands on her waist, pumping faster.

      The girl whined again, slapping him on the thigh. “Bosco!”

      “Fuck! Suck my dick.” Bosco groaned and pulled out of her.

      “Not now!” I slammed the door, strolled to his desk, and took a seat.

      Bosco finally released her, picked up his pants, and snarled at me. The woman scrambled to put her dress on and ran out of the room. Bosco stuck his hand out for me to take. I glanced down then back up to his mischievous grin.

      He held an amused smile. “What?”

      “Get yourself together then we can talk.”

      Bosco shrugged and marched to his bathroom in the rear of his office. Seconds later, the sound of water flowed as he freshened up. Nero chuckled and stood back with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Bosco stuck his head out of the bathroom, calling out, “You interrupted my date!”

      “That wasn’t a date, it was fucking.”

      “Date, fucking... it’s all the same,” Bosco remarked, and I clasped my hands together in my lap.

      “Where are we with the business?” My patience with my brother’s destruction of not caring about anything was pissing me off.

      Bosco stepped back into the room and took a seat opposite his desk, lifting a cigarette and lighter. “Jeremy’s taken care of, right?”

      Our eyes caught; a familiar impatience between us. “Since when do you ask if I’ve dealt with something?”

      “Have to be extra careful.”

      To avoid having a long evening stuck in a room that still smelled of sex, I growled, “Bosco!”

      Bosco hoisted both hands up in surrender. “You need some pussy.” Then he reached to flick the lighter in his hand.

      Nero chuckled at his statement. I stared at my brother and rubbed my chin. “Answer the question.”

      “Business is good. The money we received from Jeremy will be put into an untraceable offshore account. I have a few places in mind. Since Vincenzo opened the casino, I think it would be a good time to spread out into bigger avenues.”

      “Like what exactly?”

      “Different areas around the town need cleaning up, and our money could help.”

      “We already help the city.”

      Bosco rotated his computer to the side, gesturing to the monitor frozen on the local union website. “Garbage.”

      “Garbage,” I repeated the answer.

      “The unions are constantly trying to get themselves heard and were always about money, dropping shipments and expanding. If we get our hands on a few people in the urban areas, we can transport more than enough guns, drugs, and pills to reach outside New York.”

      I stared at him momentarily. Bosco had ideas all the time, but recently he’d been more focused on taking care of cleaning up any messes. It was surprising to get an idea about extending our billion-dollar business with an untested opportunity.

      “What about territories?”

      “They wouldn’t have a clue because it would be under radar, only us and the union boss.”

      I listened to what he said, looked at Nero over my shoulder, and waited for him to speak.

      “It could work. We would need some people inside to make sure of no interruptions,” Nero explained.

      “Something goes wrong, then what?”

      Bosco’s brows knitted in a frown. “Kill the problem.”

      I grinned, loving the idea of making more money and expanding our name. To keep other bosses from having issues, we might have to take some heads off.

      “Send me the exact people, routes, and times that you’re thinking of starting. Do you have someone in mind already?”

      “Matevi Razin for right now, and we’ll see how it runs,” Bosco said.

      I flicked the lent off my shirt and probed for more information. “Russian.”

      “Yes, but we can work with him.”

      “You’ve made contact?” My brows hiked at the question.

      My brother stood, came around his desk, sat on the edge, and logged into a file on his computer. “His background.” A business move of exotic animals being shipped in and out of the port docks appeared on the screen.

      The idea was interesting all around, and given our name recognition, we could make a bigger dent in the trade business if we pursued that path. Overall work and time meant I needed to hire more people to monitor each route—especially having a contact from the Russian mob making drops.

      “I will give him one chance and you know how I handle betrayal.”

      Bosco raked a hand down his face. “Understood.”

      “Once again, as the underboss, I expect you to manage yourself with a little more class, Bosco, as my brother or not.”

      “When did you become our parents?”

      “Nero will help monitor the deal until you get more of our people in place.”

      Bosco pushed off the desk, moved back to plop back down in the chair, and kicked his feet up on his desk. In reply, he blew smoke out of his nose and smirked at me. “Have you seen your girl?”

      I once confided to him about Little Dove during one of our family dinners.

      “She’s not open for conversation.”

      “Stalking, killing the men she goes out with, and keeping tabs on her friends at school is cause for a discussion.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Brother, the girls are young and in law school. What do you expect?”

      I felt a blaze of sudden anger. “I didn’t come here to talk about her.”

      Not caring about anything I said, he shrugged and answered his ringing phone. As I opened the door of his office he called my name.

      “Remember she’s not one of us. You can’t handle her like Tinsley.” Bosco grinned.

      I clenched my jaw to keep from busting him in the face at that comment. Tinsley meant nothing to me beyond doing her job. Penelope, aka Little Dove,  was just a fantasy that intrigued me. Love never came into my thoughts. Nero trailed next to me. We slid in the car and we headed out of the driveway  to handle more business.

      I was thirty-seven, Bosco was the underboss at thirty, Armani was the enforcer at twenty-eight, and Guilianna was twenty-seven. None of us wanted anything to do with marriage or kids. We loved the life too much to settle down.

      I flipped open my grandfather's watch I had inherited from my father and saw that it was already two o'clock.

      I had another busy day of meetings and calls with our accountant and lawyers. Once I was dropped at home, I jogged to my bedroom and removed my gun and holster, leaving it on my nightstand. I dumped my shoes by the closet, shifted to the bathroom, and pressed the button to set the temperature in the shower to wash off the day. I climbed into bed, feeling like the moves I had already put into motion might backfire.
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            Penelope

          

        

      

    

    
      I rubbed my arms, feeling the frigid breeze against it. My heartbeat sped up at the change in the wind with her nearness. “Penelope, darling, I have a new client arriving tonight.”

      I spun around at the eagerness in her voice, chill bumps formed as I peered at Lucinda holding a cigarette in her hand. For an older woman with a terrible attitude who only saw the women under her as competition, she was paid top dollar to keep her delicate face youthful like those girls. On numerous occasions, she’d commented on how I could look like her in thirty years if I earned enough money from doing jobs.

      “How many times have I told you I pick the clients, Lucinda?” For the last two years working as a high-priced escort, I’d made a name for myself in large circles by meeting politicians, celebrities, and billionaires who all wanted to lavish me with their money. The goal was to save up enough and leave the business to start my career as a lawyer.

      In a small town in Idaho, I was abandoned by my parents who were young and lacked knowledge. I was mostly raised by my grandmother and rebelled a lot. After she died when I was sixteen, I’d been on my own, trying to survive.

      “Penelope, you know I wouldn't put you in a position to not make money.” Lucinda grinned, displaying the red lipstick stuck to her teeth, and attempted to pass the cigarette to me. I waved my hand to decline, moving closer to the edge of the rooftop. All my clients met me here at the Walton Hotel before we went out for any social gatherings.

      “Lucinda, tonight I have dinner with the upcoming candidate for Congress. Whoever you are trying to connect me with can wait. Send me their file.”

      Without fail, she dropped the nice smile and smacked her lips. Lucinda knew I would never just accept anything when it was time for a date. Fear had lodged in my mind as I remembered the first time she set up a date with a prominent judge. The guy was too aggressive at dinner, and luckily, I got away by pretending to be sick. Since then, I had done my research on each person before I went out, and I even had security in case one of the individuals got crazy.

      “Whatever you're running from, I hope you find it one day.” Lucinda rotated, strolling away. Rolling my eyes, I stared down at the cars moving up and down the street. Throughout the past week, I had noticed a long stretch limo parked in the same spot.

      “Maybe it's the date Lucinda’s tried to set me up on,” I muttered, whipping around and walking back into my hotel suite.

      Tonight would be an early dinner, and then I could resume studying for the tests I had coming up. I was in my last year of law school, and every day it became a struggle to maintain getting good grades and going out on dates without people trying to have a relationship with me. At twenty-five, I wouldn’t let my goals get derailed and trampled over to be someone’s side piece. Most of the guys were single, but a handful had wives and tried to act like we could be a real couple. They truly thought that because I was younger, I would fall for anything and allow them to treat me in whatever way.

      After I shut and locked the entrance behind me, I looked at my makeup and hair in the mirror, then smiled. Heath was taking me to dinner. We’d be seen in a few photo ops, which I told him would bring more eyes with me being in school. Since he was forty years old, and I was twenty-five, I expected the questions to come at any moment. I grabbed my clutch purse and shawl and headed back out the door. Lucinda always tried to butt into my affairs and handle me, but she was sadly mistaken and needed to divert her attention to the other girls. I pushed the down button and fiddled with my dress, then stepped off the elevator and out of the hotel. It was a largely busy night with people coming in and out, and groups of parties for a weekend in New York. I’d had the same bodyguard with me since I turned nineteen and started working under Lucinda. Devin walked alongside me with a dark mask of arrogance. Many times, I’d told Lucinda he was crazy and attempted to flirt with some of the girls. I knew they’d had sex a few times. She’d done that with a few of the men on her team. Devin’s dark eyes glared at me. He moved forward as we got to the hotel’s front entrance. Staying in my condo nearby was my only saving grace from the nonsense that came with Lucinda. Devin kept tabs on me and reported back to her whenever I went anywhere, but I ignored them when they tried to pry into my personal business. Heath’s wide smile shined on me once I approached. I put on the fakest smile for appearances and let the bullshit from Lucinda flow away.

      Heath’s fingers hastily drew me in closer. “Tonight should be pretty quick.”

      Devin put on his phony act, thrusting his hands in his pockets. “Lucinda says thank you for the deposit.”

      I glanced at him, then glared. Devin trying to handle my clients in my presence pissed me off. Everyone knew I took my cut first then Lucinda got hers, so for him to make that comment meant Lucinda went behind my back and already got the money from Heath. I dismissed my blood boiling at the audacity. I needed to get our plans for the night going.

      Heath held my hand, leaned into the side of my face, and pressed a kiss on the rear of my ear. “You look beautiful tonight.”

      The warmth of his grasp felt different.

      “Thank you, Heath.”

      “I made arrangements for dinner at Lommels. A few important people are meeting to talk about my future.” Even though he was a client, I could say he was a very handsome man, but nothing would ever become of us since I knew he had friends like Lucinda.

      “Are you sure having me sit in on the conversation is what you want?” I hoped he didn’t think I would be some first lady. Heath had tried plenty of times to get me to be his girlfriend, and I always changed the subject.

      “Penelope, it’s just dinner.”

      “Simply making sure.”

      Heath’s driver held the passenger handle of the tinted vehicle, helped me in, and shut the door behind me. Devin settled in the front seat, and we pulled off to the restaurant.

      “Tell me how your day was.”

      “Same”

      I never got into full on discussions of my life; all he needed to know was if I had food allergies.

      He exhaled a deep breath in frustration. “Penelope.”

      I pivoted sideways to face him. “Look, Heath, we’ve done this dance before. Just keep it simple and focus on dinner.”

      He didn’t like my response. His phone interrupted us with back-to-back vibrations. He removed it from his pocket and returned the text messages.

      Ten minutes later, we arrived at the restaurant and pulled up to check in with the valet when we noticed, a host of reporters were standing outside.

      I leaned forward to gaze out the window. “Maybe we should pull around back?” I suggested.

      “She’s right, too many people here,” Devin agreed.

      Our driver headed to the back of the building. Heath stepped out, extending his hand for me to take, and I stood close, walking into the old Italian restaurant. Going through the employee area helped us keep the gossip at bay about Heath. Keeping my gaze down, Heath moved us through, giving a few waves to the employees. He was pretty well known in these circles. New York politics came with a lot of money flowing from one hand to another. We made it to the table of his campaign manager, assistant, and a few other people I didn’t know.

      “I thought it would be a private meeting away from other guests,” I muttered.

      “Everyone, you remember my girlfriend, Penelope,” Heath introduced me, my stomach dropping at the mention of ‘girlfriend’. I was halted by an iron grip on my wrist to keep my response respectful.

      I gave a curt nod. “Hello.”

      “Penelope, glad to see you again. Heath has told me you’ve been really supportive of him running for Congress,” Blake explained.

      I held back my glare. “Heath has a lot he hasn’t told me about.” I placed my clutch on the table, released my breath, and picked up a glass of water to sip. A forced smile would have to get me through the rest dinner, because closed body posture is too noticeable. I scanned all the exits out of habit.

      Devin stood near the front  entrance of the building to have better eyeline of everything.

      Heath placed an arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer. “She’s priceless and I hadn’t gotten to tell her the good news.”

      “What good news?”

      “I was able to get my name on the ballot for Congress next year,” Heath responded.

      “As his assistant and you being his girlfriend, it would be great if we got together to discuss his schedule,” Jennifer managed to say through stiff lips.

      “I’m sorry, that won’t be happening,” I blurted matter-of-factly.

      All eyes looked at me.

      Heath’s voice was rough with anxiety. “She’s pretty occupied with school.”

      “What are you going to school for?” one of the guys at the end questioned.

      “Who are you?”

      “Penelope,” Heath snapped.

      I narrowed my eyes into slits.

      “Mr. Nichols is going to be investing in Heath’s bid for Congressman. We asked him to dinner to celebrate,” Blake chimed in, removing the menu from the table as the waitress took their orders.

      “Well, Mr. Nichols, as Heath said earlier, I will be pretty busy with my studies.”

      Both Blake and Mr. Nichols had a silent conversation with their eyes that could only be interpreted as me being a problem. The only thing I could do was make it known that I would not be running behind Heath—or anyone else. The brief discussion happened throughout the dinner. I let Heath carry on about what he planned on doing once he got into office. I reached for my glass of wine as my phone vibrated in my purse. I picked it up, seeing my best friend, Aspen, checking in on me.

      
        
        Aspen: How is dinner?

        Me: Fine, but boring.

        Aspen: Should have had dinner with me and the girls.

        Me: I know, but the money is good.

        Aspen: Well, I won’t hold you up.

        Me: Thanks Aspen.

        Aspen: Tell Mr. Heath that you’re an undecided vote.

        Me: Lol!

      

      

      The crease in Heath’s forehead let me know I was making it worse on his team.

      “Penelope.”

      A snarky response was on the tip of my tongue as I glared at him. “Yeah?”

      His tone was coolly disapproving. “What’s so important it’s taking you away from our dinner?”

      “Heath.” I tried to maintain my curtness.

      He tapped his finger on my phone. “We’re supposed to be spending time together.”

      “True, but it feels like the focus is on your career.” I closed out of the text thread and dropped the phone in my purse, then extended my hand for my napkin.

      “If something is bothering you…”

      “I’m fine.” I gulped the rest of my wine and waved my palm in the air to the waitress for a refill.

      “You’ve had enough,” Heath whispered harshly.

      A flicker of irritation surged through me. “Heath, if you continue trying to be my father our dinner will end.”

      “Heath, maybe we should table the discussion for another time. Like she says, we can talk business on a later day,” Blake said.

      I wasn’t sure what had gotten into Heath tonight, Normally we had a good time, but I guess he felt some type of way and wanted to exert some power.

      I stood from the chair and grabbed my purse. “Actually, I’m feeling a little under the weather. I am going to head home.”

      Heath stretched his hand to grasp mine. “Penelope, we had plans.”

      “Heath, obviously she’s not doing well. Let the lady return to her place.” Jennifer, his assistant, frowned at me.

      Devin stalked over as I yanked my grasp out of Heath’s hold. “She’s right. We can catch up another time.” I bent down and kissed him on the cheek to ease the tension, sauntered from the restaurant to the limo, and climbed in, kicking off my shoes and rubbing my temples to work out the headache that was building. Lucinda would probably be pissed that I left early and would want some of the money back to make up for Heath not getting his full date. At the moment I had a good enough amount in my savings to reimburse him partially, but I knew Heath desired more and that was something I would never be able to give him. Men like him wanted to make it seem like I was some helpless damsel in distress who needed assistance. There’s nothing in this world I would need saving from that would make me call Heath. Lucinda came into my life when I had no one, but at nineteen, I knew her real intentions, and I wasn’t gullible to her charms.

      After swerving in and out of traffic, we got to my condo, and I stopped the driver at the curb and told him that I would be in touch. Devin tried to hop out, but I blocked him.

      “Lucinda wants you to call her.” Devin held up his phone with Lucinda’s name scrolled across the screen.

      “I will when I’m ready.” I strolled into my building, feeling the long day drain from my body. I turned the knob after slipping the key in and flicked on the lights to my safe space. The memories of living from shelter to shelter, carrying around the same bag of clothes, some nights not sleeping to make sure I still had that same bag in the morning. Then foster homes weren't better, some people would just ignore you and running away to sleep in parks and motels. It caused me to be more cautious of people. I became even more dependent on myself and never letting anyone get close to hurt me again. The disappointment I felt as a child while foster parents only cared about the money they'd get and leave me without food, clothes on many nights. Now, I could have my own place without anyone trying to take it away or force me to be something that I wasn’t. I tossed my shawl and purse on the side table and came out of my heels, letting my hair loose. The red gown peeled right off my body. I was only wearing a thong underneath. I hung the dress up against the bedroom door to get it cleaned. At my 5’9” height, with my thick thighs, round ass, and full breasts, I was glad to not be the ideal size that people tried to pressure women into being. My tired green eyes stared back at me through the mirror in the bathroom. I sighed, prepared to shower and study for the rest of the night. I turned on the faucet, cleaning my face and letting the tub cool down before I climbed in and soaked.

      I finished bathing, made a sandwich to eat with chips, and laid my books on the bed. Feeling more relaxed, I flicked on the TV trying to search for a program to watch but paused on the news station.

      “We have candidate Heath Arnold coming out of this famed restaurant, with his entourage beside him,” the newscaster explained. I muted the channel and watched Heath wave at a few people and jump in a blacked-out SUV.

      “Pathetic.” I took a deep breath, then gazed down at my papers on my bed.

      I marked a few more chapters in my notebook and fell back onto the pillow, rubbing my tired eyes as they fluttered. Slowly a heavy sleep came upon me.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes, feeling exhausted from the previous day’s events. I slid out of bed, then walked to the bathroom to brush my teeth and get ready for the day. I had a study session planned for later, then I would be hanging with Aspen for a girls’ outing. I checked the time. It was going on 9 AM, and my first class was at 9:45, so I had a small window to eat breakfast. Once I had my purse, backpack, and phone I headed out.

      “Penelope, something came for you.” The security guard gestured to me at the front desk. He pushed over some flowers. “Someone’s interested.” Mark winked at me.

      “Is there a card?”

      He held the sign-out sheet for me to check off that I received the gift.

      “No card this time.”

      “Thanks, Mark. Do you mind leaving it at my door?”

      “Sure, as long as I have your permission.”

      “You’re amazing Mark, thank you.” I grinned, placing a twenty-dollar tip on the counter for him.

      I lifted my phone to answer as I came of my building. “Hello, Lucinda.” The sun shined bright, and there was a light wind. Glad I wore a thinner sweater above my shirt.

      “You have cost me money, little girl.” Her mood veered into anger from our last conversation.

      I spoke with a hint of bitterness. “Lucinda, calm down.”

      “I hope you know that means you’ll have to pick up extra dates this week,” she snipped.

      Being that it was Thursday and then this weekend I had plans to relax, Lucinda needed a few reminders of what I would and wouldn’t do.

      “My personal time is booked.”

      “No, you have me fucked up!” she shouted.

      I paused, waiting for traffic to go by, and crossed the street as horns blew. Lucinda continued to argue over the phone. I waited for the light to turn and walked a few blocks to the subway.

      “The money will be in your account in a few minutes.”

      I heard bitterness spill into her voice. “Heath is not only an important client, but my name is also on the line if you continue to drop the ball.”

      I shifted my weight. “Okay, Lucinda.”

      “Glad you're listening for once.”

      “Do you have Devin following me?” I glanced at the blacked-out limo that I had noticed from my building approaching the same light that I crossed.

      “No, why?”

      I bit my top lip. “Nothing.” I shook off the thought. Maybe Heath sent someone.

      I pushed through the crowd and headed downstairs, hanging up on Lucinda and paying for the ticket to hop on the train. Going to Columbia University and living alone in New York made every decision to keep certain things under wraps even more important for me.

      As soon as I took a seat, the train was loaded up with more passengers. I gazed at all the individuals going about their day, having no clue about each other’s lives.

      Not long after boarding we reached my stop. I climbed the stairs, passing a few students that were headed into the building. I froze at the sight of the same sleek vehicle parked at the corner near the library.

      I muttered to myself, “Lucinda’s men probably.”

      I shrugged it off and ambled inside to grab something to eat from the dining hall before class. Today was going to be packed with catching up on my studying and talking with my professors on any extra credit I could do. I’d do any and everything to have my resume look good for graduation and finding a job.

      I strolled out of the building hours later and felt eyes on me. I scanned the area, not seeing the car in the spot from before.

      “Penelope!”

      I continued walking, ignoring my name being called by the asshole I gave my heart to when I first got here. A tug on my arm caused me to stop, look down, then glare up at Alden grinning in response.

      “Alden, let me go.” That smile would have had me blushing years ago, but now it only made me sick to my stomach. We’d dated in the beginning of my first year there, and everything had started out fine—until he became more popular. That led to a big ego and girls wanting to know him.

      Those dreamy eyes I fell for flickered in my direction. “Come on, haven’t you missed me?”

      I jerked my arm away. “Actually, I haven’t.”

      Alden surveyed me with his eyes. “I’m having a party at my place.”

      “Not interested.”

      Aspen had warned me about dating him, and at first, I looked the other way, not wanting to let in the charm and influence of someone I thought really cared about me. He knew about me being abandoned and losing my grandmother, and he’d used that to lie and cheat on me, thinking I would always stay and forgive him. Many phone calls went unanswered when I tried to get in touch with him, and one particular night I had planned a surprise dinner for his birthday and explained to him about meeting at his place for a study session. Well, to my surprise, I came too early that night and found him in bed with another woman. The same woman he was caught making out with at a party after we’d been together for six months.

      He constantly called and brought me gifts until I finally heard him out one day. He apologized and promised it was a situation that meant nothing.

      “Baby you know I still love you.” Those large brown eyes peered at me.

      “I have to go.”

      “Penelope!” I whipped around to see Aspen waving from her car. I ran over and hopped in, tossing my bag in the back of the vehicle.

      Lucy, my other close friend, sat up from the backseat. “What was he talking about?”

      I sighed. “Same story about wanting me back.”

      “Funny, because we saw him in Elisha’s face an hour ago.” Lucy whistled, then sipped a drink.

      Knots coiled in my belly. “He’s crazy if he thinks I would want him back.”

      My group of friends knew my life outside of school and supported me even if they didn’t agree with the escort lifestyle. Aspen worked for her family’s business, which was a catering company, and she went to school at Juilliard. Lucy went to Columbia with me and wanted to be an entertainment lawyer. All three of us planned to take a vacation after graduation as a gift to ourselves. Lucy’s family had more money than the two of us combined, but she always stayed humble and I appreciated her when I was down on my luck and needed help.

      Aspen’s long blonde hair flew through the wind, her red nails tapped on the steering wheel as we listened to Jessie J. While she drove, I took out my phone to see if my bank delivered the money to Lucinda to get her off my back.

      Aspen probed. “How was your date last night? Did Lucinda send Devin again?”

      “It was fine. Heath tried to make it more than it was again.” I made a note for myself to end all future communication with Heath. “Hopefully, he gets the idea because I plan on putting him on the blocked list. I saw on the news last night a few pictures with me in them from the side profile.”

      Lucy pressed the radio button. “He’s running for Congress. Dating him would only put a bigger target on your back.”

      “Exactly, he thinks I will change my mind about us dating and being public.”

      “Men are always trying to pin us single ladies down.” Lucy held her phone up and fluffed her brown curls to snap a few selfies.  She and I were the only ones’ single. Aspen had been in a relationship for the past two years with a guy named Stewart. He was pretty close to the ideal boyfriend and I loved how much he cared for our friend.

      Wind blew in my face, and I tapped my hand on my thigh to the beat of the music. “Where are we going for lunch?”

      “I want a burger and fries.” Aspen turned off on West 21st Street.

      “That’s fine.”

      Lucy leaned forward, showing us a picture of a dress on her phone. “This weekend is set for the party. We need to find something to wear.”

      I sat back, adjusted the seat, and pondered of how to handle Lucinda's demands, school, and Heath’s possessiveness.

      Aspen nudged me in the shoulder. “Hey, you’re too quiet.” She gunned it into overdrive to get to the restaurant.

      “Just thinking.”

      Aspen put on the left turn signal. “About what?”

      “Feels off, like something’s different.”

      “Duh, you’re about to graduate.” Lucy pinched me on the arm.

      “Well, I still have a few more months—at least six—before I obtain my degree. The few internships I applied for haven’t responded.”

      My dream was to be a family attorney and help save future kids from the same things I went through as a child. My parents had dumped me on someone else’s doorstep, and I never heard from them again, only to uncover years later that they were dead, and we could never have a relationship. Sometimes I wanted to stay in a hate-filled state, but I knew that keeping my emotions in that space would never work.

      Aspen parked at Spark Burger Café down from the school. She turned off the car and climbed out of the driver’s side. Lucy playfully slammed me on the butt. We linked our arms together and headed in to eat and relax, while Aspen told us about the party that would be happening this weekend.
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