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Prologue

 

I fingered through my wind-tousled hair in front of the lighted mirror. I watched my forehead crease in its usual pattern whenever my frown appeared. I mentally chastised myself for encouraging premature wrinkling. It was a definite career killer in my line of work. 

Damn.

No doubt about it. I was going to require a complete redo of hair and makeup. It wasn’t like we weren’t already nearly three days behind on this shoot, somewhere in god-forsaken West Virginia. Leonard, my agent at the modeling firm, was going to hear about sending me out on any more shoots like this. 

Hell, who was I kidding? I was lucky to get this assignment at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. These days, babies practically left the womb ready to stroll down the red carpet. 

I’d had this assignment with Mountain-Step Ski-Wear for the past three years. It wasn’t like I could be choosy anymore. I promised myself this fall would be my last shoot for this sponsor, maybe one of the last shoots of my career.

Oh, that didn’t bother me. Not one bit. I had always known the day would come when it would be time to carve out a real career for myself, one that could take me to retirement age if I so chose. Yeah, I know—who at twenty-seven years of age really thinks and plans for retirement, right?

I was single, fairly independent, and had the type of boyfriend that understood the practicality of my being a model as long as I could get the gigs. Ryan and I had been together for three years. Maybe using the word “together” was a bit of a misnomer. Let me clarify: we were together when I wasn’t on a shoot or he wasn’t photographing cutting-edge pictures in Africa, New Zealand, Alaska, Australia, and other such far-away places. Catch my drift? Yeah, he was a top photo journalist for Global Geographic. We had met on a shoot that involved me posing with wild animals. It was for a designer fragrance called “Jungle Fever.”

Yeah. I know. Whatevs . . .

At any rate, Ryan was apparently attracted to my scent - whether it was my “Jungle Fever” scent, or just my plain old ‘Parrish Pheromone #5’ aroma, he was ready to mark his turf, and guess what? I had no problem with that whatsoever!

We had a great relationship: sexually and otherwise considering the amount of time we actually spent together. The important thing was that I was encouraged by Ryan. No wait. I was essentially blown away by Ryan and his eye for a great picture; along with his ability to totally capture it digitally. (What he did to me digitally was nothing to sneeze at either.) 

I totally slept with him after we had dinner together the first night of the shoot. 

Hey, we were in freaking Africa after all. It’s different there. I mean the whole pheromone/hormone thing is rampant in the air you breathe for heaven’s sake!

Ryan totally got that I wasn’t into posing for glamour shots for the rest of my life—or even into my thirties for that matter. 

He schooled me in the art of photography and damned if I didn’t catch the fever right along with him. We probably spent as many hours in the dark room as we did in our bedroom in New York. It was epic—both rooms, I mean. Yeah, I know, everything is digital these days but not with Ryan. Maybe that’s why his photos are so passionate because his own craft goes into them from shoot to show.

Ryan was thirty-one, just a few years older than me. He was my rock in all respects. He got me. I got him. We hadn’t made long-term plans because we didn’t need to. He had a passion for his career; I had a passion for his career. So much that I was ready to leave the modeling world and start working as his assistant on assignments; until I was ready to fly solo, that is. Ryan supported me on that 100%. I hadn’t been excited about anything like this, well . . . ever . . .

Just then, Mark, the producer, knocked on the aluminum door of my trailer.

“You decent?” he called out in his loud, brusque voice.

“No,” I hollered back, “but I have clothes on if that’s what you’re trying to find out.”

“Smart ass,” I heard him growl as he opened the door to my trailer and poked his bald head inside. “Shoot’s over for the day, technical difficulties with Mother Nature. We were supposed to have snow and it’s been momentarily delayed. Be back here tomorrow morning at seven sharp. Luck is with us, a snow storm is blowing in as we speak. Should have some significant accumulation by dawn.”

“Whatevs, Mark,” I sighed, glad that I didn’t have to mess with hair and makeup any more today.

“The limo’s ready to take you back to your hotel,” he continued. “Same limo will be there at six-thirty tomorrow morning to bring you back out here.”

“Got it,” I said, grabbing my handbag and coat. “See you then, doll.”

“Have a good evening, Parrish,” he replied, giving me one of his geezer winks.
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I was restless once I got back to my room. I was staying at one of the best hotels in Chester, West Virginia, the Mountaineer Inn. To say it was rustic was an understatement. The walls were paneled in frigging knotty pine. 

It was fairly depressing. 

I had no desire to spend what was left of the evening holed up inside, with barely a bar-and-a-half on my cell. The calls back and forth between Ryan and me were brief at best because of the poor reception in this neck of the woods.

I quickly changed into a comfortable pair of jeans, a pullover sweatshirt and my sweater boots. I grabbed the keys to my rental SUV and headed out. I’d heard some of the key grips talking about a club on the other side of the mountain that had fantastic home brew and the best deep-fried fish this side of the Mississippi. 

That was good enough for this home girl.

The weather front had already started. The wind had picked up considerably and the sleet was coming in sheets, hard and deliberate. Snow was supposed to follow within a few hours, but I’d be back safely in my knotty pine room at the Mountaineer Inn before it got really bad.

The road leading over the mountain was two lanes, steep and twisty with a whole lot of narrow berm on the one side which didn’t sit well with my fear of heights. (I also had a fear of expansion bridges - but that’s another story.) 

The evening darkness was already seeping in and it was barely five o’clock.

I had finally reached the crest of the steep incline and was slowly cruising down the other side that had a definite ‘S’ curve going on when I heard Ryan’s ring tone from my cell.

Well, shit.

I hadn’t talked to him today and wanted to; so against all published warnings and my own common sense, I reached over to where my handbag rested on the passenger seat, and started rummaging through it, taking my eyes off the road for just one split second.

As I glanced back to the road, an eighteen-wheeler was rounding the bend on the incline and taking up part of my lane in the process. I quickly turned the wheel and hit the brakes, sending my rental car into a slippery, sliding, fishtailing path on the ice-glazed road.

My hands clenched the steering wheel tightly, as I continued pumping the anti-lock brakes, which of course, simply felt as if they were frozen up and doing nothing to prevent the never-ending skid I was into. 

My vehicle left the road, careening over a ditch, bouncing fiercely enough that my head hit the roof of the vehicle with surprising velocity. Instinctively, I shut my eyes, feeling multiple points of impact as I took out a fence and hit several concrete tombstones. I heard and simultaneously felt the explosion of the air bag as it deployed thunderously against my chest and face.

I’m dead . . .
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I wasn’t sure how long I had sat inside of my vehicle, dusted with the white powder from the deployed air bag, in a hazy fog. 

I knew I was quite a distance from the highway that I’d slid off. The evening darkness blanketed the cemetery, and sheets of icy sleet continued to blow around my incapacitated SUV. There was smoke seeping out from underneath the hood.

I slowly took inventory of my body parts. Everything seemed to be attached. Some wetness trickled down the side of my face. I ran my fingers against my cheek, capturing the droplets of blood from a cut somewhere on my head. I realized it must’ve been my own ring that had cut it when my head slammed against my fingers that had been gripping the steering wheel like a vise. The top of my skull was pounding with the pain that came with having had it slammed against the roof of the car.

I unfastened my seat belt, moving mechanically; still very much dazed by the situation, unable to think clearly as to what needed to be done in order for me to get the hell out of this place and see about getting help.

That’s when I saw her. A young woman standing there all alone in the cemetery.

What the hell was she doing out in this brutal winter storm, wandering around in a freakin’ graveyard? It was beyond my comprehension, but still I was relieved that at least I wasn’t alone out here.

She was standing off to the right, about ten yards from where my vehicle had slammed to a stop against a stone mausoleum. There was a light-post behind her that was next to the empty parking lot. It allowed me to get a better view of her. 

She certainly wasn’t dressed for this type of weather—no coat, no sweater, just wearing a plain black, tailored coatdress with hose and heels. 

She beckoned for me to come over to her, which under the circumstances, I found to be a bit cheeky. After all, I was the injured party here, and it would’ve been nice if she had made the effort to come over to see if I needed help, or maybe call for emergency assistance. I wasn’t sure where the hell my purse had ended up throughout all of this.

I managed to push the car door open, and slid out of the seat, my feet hitting the wet, slippery ground. I was dizzy, but the chick continued to beckon me over, as if she were in a hurry to get somewhere. 

Maybe her boyfriend had ditched her by the side of the road, but damn she had to be freezing cold.

As I staggered closer to where she was standing, I could see that she looked to be in her early twenties. She had thick blond hair—it looked to be permed, because it was super curly, falling well past her shoulders. Retro chick, I guessed, but very pretty regardless.

“Hi,” I called out. “I kind of slid off the road back there and my car isn’t going anywhere for now. What’s your story?” 

I saw her lips moving: but with the wind and the sleet, I couldn’t hear a damn thing she was saying.

“Say again?” I called out as I got closer. 

She didn’t answer, but kept pointing to the headstone that she was standing next to, her hands still beckoning me to come closer. She wanted me to look at what was written on the grave marker apparently. 

Seriously?

I did my best to squat down and focus my bleary eyes on the marker. There wasn’t a lot of light left, but enough filtered through from the lamp post that I could finally make out what was on it.

Karlie Lynn Masterson
 Born: May 15, 1965
 Died: May 29, 1987.

Okkkaay.

 

Was this supposed to mean something? I looked back up to see a smile cross over the young woman’s face as if I should totally understand what it was she wanted me to know, except that I didn’t.

“Look,” I said, my head still throbbing. “I really need to get some help here. I think I need medical attention. Do you have a cell phone, or can you at least point me in the direction of the nearest house or business?”

Her lips moved again, and I strained to hear what she was saying, but it was a silent whisper. 

“What?” I asked loudly, “I can’t hear what you’re saying . . .”

“Let Dominic know,” she whispered. “Tell him everything.”

I felt her words more than I heard them as she walked closer to where I stood frozen in confusion. 

“Okay, well who is Dominic?” I asked, “And what exactly is it that I’m supposed to tell him?”

This chick was seriously freaking me out.

She got closer and I couldn’t bring myself to move away from her. It was if some magnetic force had taken control of my body, and it was drawing her to me. 

“You need to tell him how I died,” she whispered loudly enough that for the first freakin’ time I didn’t have to ask her to repeat it. I totally wished that I hadn’t heard it.

Holy shit . . . she’s a ghost?

I put my hand up to my forehead, feeling the blood oozing out of the gash on my scalp. How hard had I banged it? Was I hallucinating here?

“Uh, if you’ll excuse me,” I continued, trying my damnedest to get my feet to move, “I think I’ll take a pass on that. None of this makes any sense at the moment, and I’d really like to get the hell out of here.”

I tried my best to move away from her, but whatever magnetic force was at play here, wouldn’t let me budge. She came even closer to me, and I felt the warmth from her radiate into me. It was then that I heard her whisper, “Move over, I’m driving.”

I felt an immediate lightness envelop me as her body physically merged with mine. I felt my own body shiver and convulse at the intrusion, but there was no pain involved whatsoever.

Unfamiliar warmth filled me entirely. I could feel a very strong tingling sensation as it did, causing me to blessedly become numb to the pain that I’d been feeling in my head since the accident. Then the heaviness of her possession settled in as if it belonged there.

Suddenly, I could no longer feel the elements of the wind and the sleet that had been assaulting my skin. I was shrouded in silent darkness as my body sank down into a comfortable slumber where there was no longer any pain or confusion.

I was no longer in control of anything, but I wasn’t afraid at all. Instead I felt the clear realization of a new purpose seeping into my consciousness, erasing all the data banks belonging to me, and replacing them with something else . . . with someone else’s data banks. I somehow had the knowledge as I slipped into this strange abyss, that when I came out of it, I would be someplace else . . . would be someone else . . . and it would no longer be my life anymore.





chapter 1


January 9, 1986
 Chester, West Virginia

“Karlie, you’re up,” Lana called out from the hallway. “It’s tall, dark and deadly again, requesting you for the night. Lucky you,” she said, snapping her gum. “Why the hell do I always get stuck with the friggin’ weirdoes?” she commented, shaking her head and flopping down on one of the over-stuffed chairs.

I shrugged as I got up from the sofa in the ‘Ladies Parlor’ as it was called, and gave her a wink on my way out. She was probably the closest thing I’d ever had to a best friend.

“Hope you land a better one tonight, sweetie,” I remarked. “And if not, make sure he’s missing a gnad before he leaves.”

I could still see the hint of a bruise on her right cheekbone that her make-up didn’t quite cover. Her john had gotten a bit rough with her the other night. That was always a risk in our business. It had never happened to me yet, and God-willing it wouldn’t.

“I hear that,” she replied with a meek smile.

As I walked out to the reception area, I shivered inwardly as I spotted “Nick.” I wasn’t sure if that was even his real name. Most of the johns that visited Mountain Belle’s Lodge, a whorehouse if you will, used only first names, and they were probably fake ones at that.

“Hey handsome,” I said with a smile, walking up to his tall, muscular frame, brushing his arm with my hand.

He was sinfully gorgeous which made me wonder why the hell he felt like he had to pay for sex in the first place. Hell, I’d do him for free just to brag that I had.

His mouth curved slightly, giving me a smile, while his rich voice acknowledged me with a word, “Karlie.” 

I watched as his dark brown eyes flickered over me; and I sensed he approved of the clingy black dress I had chosen for this evening. 

He ran a hand through his wind-tousled dark hair, turning toward the staircase that led up to our rooms. He knew mine by heart.

I followed him silently up the carpeted staircase as I always did, checking out his backside appreciatively. 

He worked out. That had been obvious to me the first time I had enjoyed his naked body against mine. His sinewy muscles had flexed powerfully as he had taken me from behind, the mirrored wall of my room capturing it in full definition. I was awestruck; totally turned on by watching this man as he had loved me raw. Hearing his breath catch in his throat, his eyes squeezed shut tightly and his hoarse moans as he climaxed.

His sheathed manhood had been mighty impressive as well. The thing about Nick that was so different from the other johns I had known was that he actually cared about making sure I was pleasured. That was novel in this business.

He also started paying for the entire night. He’d done that around the third time he’d visited Belle’s. That wasn’t common practice here, but hell, it was his six hundred bucks to spend any way he wanted. 

It wasn’t like he wanted to go at it all night either. I mean, we’d hit it two or three times, but then he’d pull me against him and we would sleep. Like a couple; like the way he probably slept with his wife back home, wherever that was.

Yeah, I knew he was married because he didn’t bother removing his wedding band. 

Ever. 

What was the point? Most of the guys that visited Belle’s were married. A lot of them were miners who didn’t feel like driving to wherever their homes were. They stayed in the line shacks that the owners of the mines provided through the week, and then visited Belle’s for liquor and female companionship until they went home on the weekends.

Nick was different. He wore expensive suits—probably had them custom made in London. But even his casual attire was obviously high end. His nails were neat and well manicured; his teeth were perfect. He never discussed what brought him to these parts for a week out of every month, but it was a welcome reprieve for me when he did, because he would spend his nights here. 

With me.

He opened the door to my room, and I followed quietly behind him. Once inside, he tossed his jacket onto the chair and loosened his tie.

“Here, let me,” I said, walking up to stand in front of him. My fingers finished loosening his tie and I removed it, tossing it on the chair with his jacket. He watched me through shuttered, thick lashes as I unbuttoned his shirt, helping him out of it.

“I’ll get the rest,” he said, brushing my fingers aside as I started to unbuckle his leather belt. “Get yourself naked and on the bed,” he instructed, his brown eyes locked with my blue ones. 

I nodded, pulling my dress up and over my head, unhooking my front-clasped bra and letting it fall to the floor.

Within moments we were on the bed, limbs tangled together, lips touching lips, and tongues swirling in matched rhythm.

Nick rolled off of me onto his back, pulling me up onto his naked torso. I reached for the foil packet and sheathed his erection, lifting myself up and over him. His hands braced my hips, lowering me gently down onto him. 

“Mmm,” I moaned with the pleasure of his fulfillment. “You feel so good, Nick,” I whispered as I moved up and down on him. 

I was totally getting caught up in the rhythm of our mating, not prepared for what he said next.

“I don’t want you with anyone else anymore.”

I stopped mid-stroke, temporarily hauled out of my fuzziness by his words to see if he was actually serious. The look on his face said that he was.

“Don’t stop,” he ordered, his hands once again bracing my hips as he rolled me back and forth, and up and down on him.

My mind was in turmoil and to be honest, I don’t remember anything after that until I heard him moaning my name as he finished. Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead, so I guessed we had been at it for a while.

He lifted me off of him, tucking me under his arm protectively.

“So we’re clear on that?” he asked, his tone very normal and authoritative.

I looked up at him, my hands clenching the bed sheet under my chin. “No, Nick, I’m not clear on that. This is what I do. This is how I make a living. I mean, you get that, right?”

He looked at me warily. “You no longer need to make a living like this. I don’t want you making a living like this. I have a better opportunity for you.”

There was something in his tone; something that told me that he’d given this some thought and that gave my interest level a shot in the ass.

“I’m listening,” I replied softly.

“I own several dog tracks, horse tracks and gambling establishments throughout West Virginia and a casino hotel in Atlantic City. I’m headquartered out of Camden, New Jersey, and I make my home in nearby Cherry Hill.”

“Okkaay,” I replied, not sure where this was going. “So, you want me to go to work for you at a casino? A racetrack? A brothel?”

He gave me a glare, which was so not like him to display facial expressions, with the exception of when he climaxed; then he was totally readable.

“If I had a brothel in mind, I could simply leave your ass here in the sticks. No, I want you near me. Accessible.”

“And how would I earn my keep?” I queried, knowing the answer before he gave it.

He frowned, and for a moment, I actually believed I might’ve caught him off guard. 

But not for long.

“By being . . . accessible. To me.”

I sat up, still clutching the sheet against me. 

“So, you’re taking me away from all of this . . . debauchery? Only to become your private . . . whore?” I asked, my eyes flashing. 

At least they felt like they were flashing. I mean, I actually couldn’t know that for sure.

I would’ve been less insulted if he’d asked me to be a window cashier at one of his tracks, or maybe on the housekeeping staff at his hotel/casino.

He looked at me for a second, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. 

“That’s not how I see you,” he replied. “Tell me that I couldn’t offer you more than . . . this?” he finished, his eyes glancing around my sparsely furnished room. “You’d never have to worry about what kind of . . . of freak you were paid to service and what he might do to you. That has to count for something.”

I looked into his dark brown eyes and I saw the truth. Don’t ask me why, but it was the truth. Every word of it made perfect sense to me. Why should I feel insulted? 

But still, in a way I did, because I knew I was capable of much more. The circumstances of my upbringing had led me to Belle’s nearly two years ago. I didn’t want to think about that now when Nick was so obviously waiting for my response.

“Is your real name even Nick?” I asked directly.

“Sort of,” he replied, a slight smile gracing his sensual mouth.

“I don’t know anything about you except what you just now told me. I don’t know your last name or if I’m even permitted to know your last name. You’ve been coming to Belle’s for months now and you don’t share a thing with me . . . well, except for the obvious,” I replied, feeling a flush take over my face.

I actually think I saw him smile genuinely for the first time ever. I don’t know what he found so amusing; it was all fairly confusing to me.

“My last name is Castellano. I’m Dominic Castellano.”

 

Holy Mother of Christ . . .





chapter 2


Four months later

I was finishing up my nails, listening to some Cyndi Lauper tune on the stereo in my upscale condo in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. 

There had never been a doubt in my mind the night Dominic had made his offer to take me away from West Virginia that I wouldn’t go. Especially after he had shared his family name with me. 

I knew of his family. I mean, there weren’t too many people in our neck of the woods that hadn’t heard of the Castellano family. They were Italian mob and had been on the east coast for several generations. They were the reason my parents were dead.

The state of West Virginia permitted gambling only at the dog or horse tracks throughout the state. My parents had owned over a hundred acres that had been passed down on my father’s side for several generations located near South Chester, a small town based at the northern tip of the state. 

My father had been approached several times by various Italian entrepreneurs expressing interest in buying his land. Apparently it was prime land and a perfect location for a horse track and gambling hall that they wanted to build. 

Several times my father refused their offers. He was not about to part with the land that was his lifeblood and livelihood. He farmed and raised cattle just as his father had done before him. The last offer that he had turned down had been made by Salvador Castellano—in person. 

I could still remember the shiny, black limousine as it pulled up the long winding drive to our house. The man had bodyguards flanking him on either side as he stood on our front porch, arguing loudly with my father, insisting that he would have his land one way or another. I remember his dark brown eyes, catching mine as I peeked through the opening in the curtains on the window that faced the porch. I backed away quickly, terrified of this man who was threatening my father. I was only ten years old at the time.

A few nights later, our farm was torched while we slept. The barns; the house and garage—everything was destroyed. Nothing was saved, not the livestock, not my parents, only me. 

I had been the only survivor. I remembered being pulled from my bed as the smoke was curling up the stairs and into the hallway. I’d been totally wrapped up in a blanket and carried downstairs by someone who then gently deposited me on the front lawn. I hadn’t moved, paralyzed with fear and confusion, and overcome with the stench of gasoline that permeated the chilly night air.

I was still rolled up in that blanket, coughing from the smoke that was now billowing all around me; the volunteer fire department arrived long after anything could’ve been saved. 

The official cause of the fire was listed as faulty wiring. Of course, even at my young age, I realized just how far-reaching Salvador Castellano’s power was. He had meant what he said about getting my father’s land.

There were times after that I truly wished that I hadn’t been spared. 

My next-of-kin was my mother’s only living relative, her Aunt Ruby, a widow on a fixed income. I was just another mouth to feed on her low-income budget. 

My aunt often reminded me of how I’d come to her with nothing but the clothes on my back. The land that had belonged to my parents had been foreclosed upon by the bank. Apparently the insurance payout didn’t satisfy the multiple liens against the property. My aunt hadn’t received a dime, and Salvador Castellano had gotten what he wanted when the property was auctioned.

When I was fourteen, Aunt Ruby passed away unexpectedly and I became a ward of the state until I turned eighteen. I was put into a group home, where I met Lana. The day after we graduated from high school, Belle took both Lana and me in. 

Lana and I had ridden our bikes up the mountain path plenty of times to spy on Belle’s place. I mean everyone in Chester knew what it was, and as teenagers, we had a natural curiosity to see who went in and out of there.

Lana and I had even been busted by Belle trying to climb up a trellis on the side of the house to peek into one of the windows upstairs where we knew the whores took their customers for sex.

She told us she’d take a hickory switch to the both of us if we ever tried that shit again, and then let us come inside her kitchen where she gave us cold glasses of Kool-Aid and home-made cookies.

So, it was our decision to approach Belle and see if she’d take us in. She did so reluctantly; more out of pity than out of need, but it was there that we learned how to make a living from a man’s touch. Belle and the rest of the girls became our family, and they were all I needed up until now.

Don’t get me wrong; I hated the Castellanos and everything that they represented, but somehow, it had simply seemed prudent for me to take Dominic up on his offer. I mean the possibilities were much too tempting to ignore.

A part of me wanted—no needed to face his father at some point in time and let him know who I was. Plus, there was always the possibility that Dominic would grow to trust me; at least enough to let me into his confidence about the family business. 

I would have liked nothing more than to bring the whole damn family down, but if I had to settle for just one of them, it would still be a sweet victory, though it would pale in comparison to the loss that I’d suffered at their unscrupulous hands.

I sighed looking at my reflection in the mirror, wondering now about the folly of my plan. It had all made perfect sense four months ago. But that was before I had allowed myself to form an unintentional attachment to Nick - or should I say, to Dominic. 

Once our arrangement had been solidified as they say, I had been instructed to call him ‘Dominic’. Apparently his wife, Anna Maria, called him ‘Nick’ and for some reason he was adamant that I call him something different.

Dominic had been nothing but kind and giving to me over the past few months. He cherished me in ways that should be exclusive to a wife, not a whore-turned mistress. He certainly hadn’t kept me on a shelf like some reclusive mistress either. That was what surprised me the most. It made me feel . . . kind of important to him, I guess.

He took me out to restaurants, the theatre, concerts and we went to Atlantic City several times on weekends. I mean, it wasn’t like he wanted me hiding in the shadows like some dirty little secret. He wanted to show me off to friends, associates — even family.

I had met his two older brothers, Salvador, Jr., a.k.a. ‘Little Sal,’ and Vincente, a.k.a. ‘Vinnie’. I hadn’t met his parents yet, and I wondered how they would react to Dominic’s blatant display of his mistress if he were to bring me to one of their notorious family gatherings. 

His brothers had treated me with respect and acceptance, but I was fairly sure that was because they had their women on the side as well. 

To say that they were warm and welcoming would be a huge stretch. And, to be honest, I wasn’t comfortable around them at all. As in—they totally freaked me out in an intimidating sort of way.

They fit that whole stereotypical Italian mafia persona, whereas Nick — I mean Dominic, didn’t. They were expressionless most of the time, and it made me nervous as hell when one of them would look over at me. I felt as if I were being dissected under their microscopic dark eyes.

I had asked him one evening when he stayed late after sex why he and his brothers cheated on their wives. He had looked at me with an almost devilish grin and replied, “We’re Catholic, Tesoro. There is no divorce.”

I had been quick to point out that most religions embrace the Ten Commandments, one of which specifically prohibits adultery. He had tilted my chin up with his fingers, his chocolate brown eyes gazing soulfully into mine and replied, “I’ll go to confession tomorrow if it’s my soul you’re worried about, Karlie.”

That ended the conversation because Dominic had wanted to make sure that he got his ‘confessional’s-worth’ that night. From that point on, Dominic had a standing appointment at St. Michael’s Catholic Church every Saturday afternoon for confession. 

On Sunday, he was at Mass with his family regularly. He even went to Mass twice on one Sunday, because I had asked him to explain what it was like. I’d never stepped foot in a Catholic church — or any church for that matter after my parents had died. 

So Dominic had taken me to a later Mass, never batting an eye when Father O’Neal had given him ‘the look’ and shook his head ever so slightly as we greeted him in the vestibule afterwards.

My thoughts were interrupted when my phone rang. 

“Karlie,” his voice greeted, and my heart immediately skipped a beat. “I want you to put on the new red dress that I bought for you. We’re going out tonight to celebrate.”

“Celebrate? Can I ask just what it is we’re celebrating?” I asked with a giggle since it had only been several hours since we had last talked.

“My birthday,” he said. “I turn thirty tomorrow and I want you with me to celebrate it tonight. Just the two of us.”

“But, I mean what about —”

“No argument, mio amore bello. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

And that was “Accessible me.” 

“Accessible Me” found it nearly impossible to say no to him. Loving his spontaneity, irked that he had never even told me when his birthday was, forgiving him when he spoke those little chunks of Italian to me that totally melted my heart. 

And that was starting to be a big problem for me. That was not how this was supposed to be. This was not what I had signed up for—or so I had thought.





chapter 3


I sat across from Dominic in the dimly lit restaurant, watching how the lit candle on our table flickered romantically, making his dark features even more dangerously sexy.

“So,” I said, my chin resting on my hand as I gazed over at him. “If I would’ve known your birthday was coming up, I would’ve bought you a present, surprised you with something,” I finished. “But then again, it would really just be me buying you something with your own damn money I guess.”

He stopped sipping his glass of red Merlot to peer over at me, quirking a brow in confusion.

“Is there something you want to tell me, Karlie? Are you upset for some reason?”

“No, well yeah, I guess there is,” I replied, now placing my hands in my lap. “I don’t like this arrangement anymore. I feel like I’m living in some vacuum. No, it’s more than that, I feel like I’m playing some major part in a sick play and I’ve forgotten my lines and I don’t even care if I remember them anymore,” I blurted, my face flushing with embarrassment because I knew damn well that I was babbling like an idiot.

He was silent. 

Watching me, his eyes narrowed just a bit as if he were trying to interpret my sudden mood change and idiotic diatribe.

“It’s not enough,” I sighed. “I want more.”

I saw his face relax just a bit, a soft sigh escaping his lips. He leaned in closer, his eyes searching mine.

“Baby,” he breathed, “If you need more of an allowance all you have to do is ask. I can’t read minds.”

I looked up abruptly, bringing my hands back to the table. “It’s not the damn money, for Chrissake. I want—no, I need to be a part of something. I want to earn my money the right way. I don’t want to continue being a paid . . . whore. I’m twenty years old and when I look forward, I just don’t see my future.”

His hand reached across the table and covered mine. “Don’t ever again refer to yourself as a whore, do I make myself clear?” 

He squeezed my hand ever so slightly for a response. I couldn’t look at him. I simply nodded my head.

“Because I’ve never, ever treated you like a whore, have I? I provide for you, I protect you, I take good care of you and I treat you well. What more can I give to you that I haven’t already?”

“I need some self-respect,” I replied. “And that? Well, that is simply something only I can give to myself. I don’t feel good about what I’m doing, what I’m allowing you to do,” I said softly. “It’s not right, and you know it.”

He looked down at his steepled hands, and was silent for a moment. When he looked back up, I could see the emotion in his eyes. 

“It’s because I never tell you that I love you, isn’t it?” he asked, not waiting for my response. “But you have to know that my heart belongs to you, Karlie. You know that, right?”

“Dominic . . ,” I stammered, totally floored by what he was saying. 

I had never suspected that he had fallen in love with me. Even though I knew that I had feelings of attachment for him, I hadn’t quite gotten to the point where I was ready to call it ‘love’. I had no experience with romantic love. I really had no use for it right now.

“Karlie,” he said, his thumb rubbing my fingers, “I know that I don’t share a lot of things with you, baby, but that doesn’t mean it’s just about the sex with us. I don’t share things because it’s better for you that way. It’s . . . safer.”

Now was the perfect opportunity to open that door with him. I realized that because it was the first time that I had seen any vulnerability in him and I needed to make use of it.

“Don’t you see? That’s exactly why I feel so shut out of your life. I mean, I don’t even know what it is you do for a living. The few times when I’ve asked, you’ve simply told me that you’re involved in mergers and acquisitions. What the hell? I’m not stupid, you know. I’ve figured certain things out for myself, and well—you either trust me, or you don’t. I don’t want to stay with someone who says I have his heart, but shuts me out of everything else. I don’t know if you have children, or if your wife knows about me. What if she decides to have me hurt, or eliminated altogether? Don’t you think I’ve thought about that?”

I was getting emotional now and he was clearly not comfortable with the conversation taking place in a public restaurant.
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