
  
    [image: L.A. Rock Scene Complete Series]
  


  
    
      L.A. ROCK SCENE COMPLETE SERIES

      THREE STEAMY INTERCONNECTED ROMANCES

      
        L.A. ROCK SCENE

      

    

    
      
        MELANIE A. SMITH

      

    

    
      WICKED DREAMS PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2026 by Melanie A. Smith

        All Rights Reserved

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the publisher’s prior written permission, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

         

        Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative AI technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

         

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. No resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events should be inferred.

      

        

      
        Published by

        WICKED DREAMS PUBLISHING

        info@wickeddreamspublishing.com

        Boise, ID USA

      

        

      
        Cover design, editing, and formatting by Wicked Dreams Publishing

      

        

      
        eBook ISBN: 978-1-952121-98-2

        Paperback ISBN: 978-1-952121-93-7

        Hardback ISBN: 978-1-952121-99-9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Everybody Lies

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            Playlist

          

          
            Prologue — Frankie

          

          
            1. Frankie

          

          
            2. Julian

          

          
            3. Frankie

          

          
            4. Julian

          

          
            5. Frankie

          

          
            6. Julian

          

          
            7. Frankie

          

          
            8. Julian

          

          
            9. Frankie

          

          
            10. Frankie

          

          
            11. Julian

          

          
            12. Frankie

          

          
            13. Frankie

          

          
            14. Frankie

          

          
            15. Frankie

          

          
            16. Frankie

          

          
            17. Julian

          

          
            18. Frankie

          

          
            19. Julian

          

          
            20. Frankie

          

          
            21. Julian

          

          
            22. Frankie

          

          
            23. Julian

          

          
            24. Frankie

          

          
            25. Julian

          

          
            26. Frankie

          

          
            27. Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Finding His Redemption

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Secrets, Lies, and Temptation

        

        
          
            Content Warning

          

          
            Playlist

          

          
            1. Nils

          

          
            2. Alexsis

          

          
            3. Nils

          

          
            4. Alexsis

          

          
            5. Nils

          

          
            6. Alexsis

          

          
            7. Nils

          

          
            8. Alexsis

          

          
            9. Alexsis

          

          
            10. Nils

          

          
            11. Alexsis

          

          
            12. Nils

          

          
            13. Alexsis

          

          
            14. Nils

          

          
            15. Alexsis

          

          
            16. Alexsis

          

          
            17. Nils

          

          
            18. Alexsis

          

          
            19. Nils

          

          
            20. Alexsis

          

          
            21. Alexsis

          

          
            22. Nils

          

          
            23. Alexsis

          

          
            24. Nils

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        Bonus Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Melanie A. Smith

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EVERYBODY LIES

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Everybody Lies is a psychic suspense romance novel that includes elements that might not be suitable for some readers, including the use of profanity, open-door sex scenes, and other potentially sensitive topics. Visit https://melanieasmithauthor.com/elcw.html for a full list (warning: may include spoilers).

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To listen along, check out the Everybody Lies Spotify Playlist

      

      

      

      
        
        For Those About to Rock by AC/DC

        The Pretender by Foo Fighters

        Wicked Garden by Stone Temple Pilots

        Inside You by Stabbing Westward

        Black by Pearl Jam

        Push It by Garbage

        She by Green Day

        I Won’t Back Down by Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers

        Just Like Heaven by The Cure

        Down in a Hole by Alice in Chains

        Zero by The Smashing Pumpkins

        Fell on Black Days by Soundgarden

        Sabotage by Beastie Boys

        Ænema by Tool

        Terrible Lie by Nine Inch Nails

        Lake of Fire by Nirvana

        In the End by Linkin Park

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE — FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dolly sits on the floor next to Pandy. They drink tea while I wait for Momma and Jack. Jack is Momma’s new friend. Momma says he is a nice man, but I don’t like him. He smells like cigarettes. And he brings me peppermint candies. I hate peppermint candies. Momma says it’s because he likes me. But I know she’s lying.

      “Francesca, dinner is ready, come to the table, now,” Momma calls from the kitchen.

      I watch Momma and Jack carry plates to the table, so I get up. I wait for Jack to go back in the kitchen, then I sit down in my chair. The plastic is squishy and sticky under my bottom.

      Momma and Jack bring the rest of the food and it’s finally time to eat. Tea parties always make me hungry. Momma gives me a big spoon of the beef and noodles. Stro-guh-noff. I say it slowly and quietly to myself. Jack gives me a funny look. He’s always giving me funny looks that Momma doesn’t notice. Just like the kids at school.

      “How was school today?” Momma asks me.

      “My teacher says I’m the best reader she’s ever seen in first grade,” I answer proudly, happy that she finally asked. “She gave me a book called Little Women.”

      Momma looks like she doesn’t believe me. “I think you probably misunderstood her. That book is far too advanced for you. You’re only six.”

      I frown, unhappy that she thinks I’m not a good enough reader for Little Women. “But I’ve already read some of it, and I like it,” I protest.

      “Don’t lie,” Jack snaps at me. He’s been mean before, but I don’t like being called a liar, and I can’t stop myself from saying something back this time.

      “I’m not lying,” I insist. I jump down from the chair to get the book from my backpack, so I can prove it.

      “Francesca Marie, I did not give you permission to leave the table,” Momma yells. I stop, knowing I’ll be in big trouble if I don’t.

      “But Momma, I can show you —”

      “I said, sit down,” she insists. “I’m going to have a talk with your teacher tomorrow about age-appropriate books. You’ll bring it to me after dinner. I won’t have you reading it anymore.”

      “Oh please, Sam, she’s not reading that book. She’s obviously lying,” Jack says again.

      “I’m not a liar, you’re a liar.” The words come out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      Momma’s eyes go wide. Jack’s face turns red, but she puts her hand up and I know she wants to talk instead.

      “You apologize right now, young lady. You know better than to speak to an adult that way.” Momma’s voice is too quiet.

      I know that quiet. But I’m still mad because I’m not lying. And I know Jack lied to her. And even though she told me never to use my gift to hurt people, I don’t care right now.

      “But he lied to you last week when you asked why he was gone so long. He wasn’t taking out the garbage. He is the liar,” I scream back.

      Jack isn’t red anymore. Now he’s white. And that makes me happy because I know that means he’s scared. Momma is quiet now. Jack looks at her.

      “She’s just a kid. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” Lie. “You gonna let her talk to me like that?” Jack’s voice sounds scared too. Because I told on him.

      “Francesca, go to your room, please,” Momma says softly but firmly.

      I swallow hard and nod. I’m quiet as a mouse as I unstick myself from the chair and stand up.

      “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Jack says again. Lie.

      I back slowly into the living room.

      “I was takin’ out the garbage, just like you told me to. I just got sidetracked talkin’ to Jimmy.” Lies.

      The little voice inside me always knows. Now that they can’t see me anymore, I turn around and run to my bedroom. I close myself in my room and hide in my closet, hoping Momma isn’t mad at me.

      I listen to their muffled voices. They get louder. They yell for a long time. Then the front door slams and the pictures on the wall shake.

      Finally, Momma comes. The closet door slides open and she sits on the floor next to me. She looks really mad.

      “I’m sorry, Momma,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to, it just came out.”

      “I know, and I’m glad you told me,” she says, sounding very tired. “But you have to keep it to yourself. The things you know can cause trouble.”

      I don’t understand. “You really didn’t want to know that Jack lied to you?”

      “That’s not the point. If people know what you can do, you won’t be safe anymore,” she says.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      My mother brushes a long strand of my dark hair behind my ear. “Because they’ll think you’re a freak, Francesca,” she says impatiently. “And we don’t need that kind of attention. Besides, most people really don’t want to know the truth anyway.”

      “But I always want to know the truth. How do you know what you should and shouldn’t do if you don’t know the truth?”

      “You can never know the whole truth, Francesca. People lie on purpose, but they also lie by accident. And people lie to themselves. There is no such thing as just the truth,” she explains. “I think you’re old enough now to learn the only real truth. That everybody lies.”
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      The room is dimly lit. I stand against the wall, my feet shoulder-width apart, both hands on the gun that hangs loosely in front of me. My eyes scan the other side of the room through my lightly tinted glasses, watching the shadowy figures come and go. Waiting.

      Finally, I catch sight of my target. I exhale as I confidently lift the weapon, aim, and fire. And I nail the motherfucker right between the eyes.

      The lights snap back to full brightness abruptly. I holster my gun and pull my ear protection off.

      “Dammit, Frankie, you’re supposed to get him in the chest,” Mac grumbles, coming out from behind the safety glass.

      I shoot him a grin. “That’s hardly a challenge,” I scoff.

      Mac scratches at his flaming red beard and scowls at me. “Don’t be thick,” he chides. “You’re not a goddamn sniper — you’re supposed to be learning defensive shooting. If this was in your little club it wouldn’t be so easy. It’d be dark, loud, an’ a whole hell of a lot harder to hit your target. Aim for the torso. Harder to miss and shoot some drunk fecker instead.”

      I can tell he’s really annoyed, because his Irish brogue is thicker than usual. And I can’t argue that he has a point. “Fine, fine,” I reply. “Reset?”

      We’ve been at it nearly two hours, but I can’t help enjoying something I’m so damn good at.

      Mac shakes his head. “Another day. I’m starved,” he insists, rubbing his round belly.

      “I guess I could eat,” I allow. With a sigh I remove my safety glasses and pull out my hair band, letting my bright pink waves cascade back over my shoulders. I work my fingers through the roots at the back of my head, rubbing the tension from the spot as we pack it out of the range.

      “Tacos?” Mac asks, climbing into his junky old pickup truck that’s probably as old as he is. And that’s saying something. You’d think for being such a successful guy he’d have a nicer set of wheels. But it’s part of his charm, I suppose.

      “You know me, I’ll never say no to tacos,” I agree as the old engine rumbles to life. “So who is the meeting with this afternoon?”

      Mac stares straight ahead, navigating traffic on the backstreets. “New money. He wants in on the casino buyout.”

      “Ah. So you’re not looking for my skills in wooing moneybags out of his cash. You want me to tell you if he’s dirty.”

      Mac is one of the few people who knows about my ability. And only because I know he can keep his mouth shut.

      “Got it in one,” Mac agrees with a smirk. “You still sure you don’t want in on the deal?”

      I laugh. Mac is a persistent old bastard.

      “I’ve got my hands full at Baltia, but thanks,” I reply drily. I’m not sure why he even asked. He knows I live and breathe that club these days.

      “Awww, come on, for old time’s sake?” he presses.

      I can’t decide if he’s teasing or not. “All my cash is tied up right now,” I insist. “And that’d be one hell of a favor for old time’s sake. Even for the return.”

      Mac mentored me toward my goal of owning a nightclub. Having more than thirty years’ experience in almost every type of adult entertainment business that exists, from casinos to bars and nightclubs to strip clubs, he took me on as his assistant and trained me. A little too well, perhaps. I got out from under his wing as soon as I felt confident that I knew what I needed to in order to go for it. And while he taught me a lot, he expected more. I was his work horse for the better part of a decade. Not that I’m complaining, but I’ve already got enough on my plate.

      “How is the club? You gonna be in the red at the end of year one?” he asks curiously.

      I laugh. “Of course I am,” I reply. “But I’ll be making money hand over fist by the end of year two. Don’t you worry.”

      “There you go getting cocky again,” he warns with a shake of his head.

      I press my lips together to suppress a smile. He’s not wrong — I’m probably being overly confident. But then, I was a good student and I’ve done my homework. And the club is finally taking off, as per plan. The plan that’s been ten years in the making. I think I’ve earned a little confidence.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting is quick, and Mac’s investor was clean. Just a young, enthusiastic tech millionaire looking to diversify. Don’t get me wrong, he dropped plenty of lies in the meeting, just nothing unusual. The same bullshit everyone spouts.

      I go home to shower, change, and eat before heading to the club. It’s a Saturday night, always our biggest night of the week, so I opt for something “club dressy” but still comfortable enough. If I’ve learned anything these last eight months, it’s that running a nightclub is practically a sport, but one you have to look good while doing.

      I opt for black pants with enough cling to be sexy, but plenty of give in case I need to kick some ass. Metaphorical ass, of course. We have bouncers who handle the other stuff.

      My shiny purple, halter-neck corset-top is also both alluring and still holds everything in properly without being sweltering. I roll my long, pink locks up into a simple twist and pin it in place. The halter and hair-up combo has the bonus of showing off the half-sleeve tattoos on both of my arms that connect over my upper-back. A pair of black, four-inch platform boots adds to the dangerously hot look but also puts me at an even six feet tall. Perfect for seeing eye-to-eye with most males who might think they can intimidate me.

      And I’m not just talking about patrons. Being a female nightclub owner who looks considerably younger than my thirty-four years with tattoos, piercings, and crazy colored hair, well, just about everybody challenges me at one point or another. My employees. My suppliers. The deejays, band managers, agents, dancers, and other entertainers. Everybody. It’s why my two biggest hobbies are boxing and shooting. You can’t be too careful or too prepared, I say.

      As soon as I’m inside, everything else falls away as it always does, and I’ve got my game face on. It’s three hours until doors open at ten p.m., but most of the crew is already bustling around, getting everything ready for the night. Bartenders are checking stock, the cleaning team is working on the floors and bathrooms, and Ace, my stage manager, is talking to who I presume to be the band manager for tonight’s act.

      I watch everyone from next to the coat check for a minute, admiring the scene. This club was dying when I bought it, and I’ve worked my ass off to bring it back to life. It took forever to clean up all the old concert posters on the wall with fill-ins and a coat of lacquer, making it look less like a fading rock club and more like a purposely styled, modern tribute to the club’s history. The old wood paneling was replaced with a sleek, gothic print wallpaper with dark, heavy curtains at the entrances to match. The old bar to the left of the entrance was completely ripped out, allowing us to fill the whole wall with a streamlined, steel designed bar-front onto which we could project any number of shapes, colors, and images throughout the night. The bar-height tables and chairs spanning the deck across the front of the club were all replaced with a similar design to the look of the bar itself.

      But the sunken dance floor behind the seating area was simply refinished, its dark wood polished of scuffs, and it gleams with a new sheen. The stage at the back of the venue was also mostly just spruced up. I didn’t want to kill what had made this club famous in the first place. The acts that have played here over the years are legendary. Every nick and dent on the stage are commemorations of their collective performances. Thankfully we’ve managed to keep the interest of some of the hottest bands around, blessedly smoothing the transition of ownership.

      I spot my club manager, Nils, heading toward me from the hall on the other side of the bar that leads to the back offices. The tall, lanky Swede swaggers across the floor like he owns it. A former runway model, I think he just can’t help it. But his good looks and charm are the shiny outside. Inside, he’s a shrewd and precise club-managing machine. I wouldn’t have survived this long without him.

      “Mr. Larsson,” I greet him in mock formality.

      He does approving elevator eyes over me as he approaches. I return the favor. His fitted, designer black slacks and black button-front shirt are perfectly tailored. His shirt is unbuttoned just enough to show off his hairless, sculpted chest but doesn’t give away too much. And his patterned dress shoes probably cost more than my entire outfit. He is, undoubtedly, ridiculously hot. Though far too much of a pretty boy to be my type. Which is yet another reason he was the best pick for the job.

      “Ms. Greco,” he retorts in a saucy tone, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek, and as usual I note that he smells better than most women I know. His shoulder-length blond hair tickles my collarbone as he pulls away.

      I tip my head toward Ace, who is standing on stage with his hands in his pockets, looking at his shoes while the guy he’s talking to gesticulates wildly. I can’t tell from here if Ace is upset or not.

      “What’s going on there?” I ask curiously.

      Nils gives the pair a glance and shakes his head. “That’s Nick Pappas. He manages a bunch of acts we’ll be hosting. I understand he used to do business with the previous owners as well. He’s a real piece of work.”

      “Aren’t they all?” I ask with a sigh. “Do I need to step in?”

      Nils shrugs nonchalantly. “Couldn’t hurt.”

      I give him a smirk, because his reserved, Swedish politeness always cracks me up. And I really know that’s Nils-speak for, “Yes, please, go schmooze so I don’t have to be the one to brown-nose this guy.”

      I check my makeup in the mirrored bar behind Nils’s back and am pleased that I can see the smoky eye and bright red lip that are my go-to are still perfectly done. Heading down the stairs, I can feel Nils’s eyes on my back. I assume he must have had it out with Mr. Pappas already, because he’s clearly very interested in how I do with him.

      Ace looks up as I approach, relief blossoming over his face. Since Mr. Pappas’s back is to me, he doesn’t notice as I hop the step up to the elevated platform. He is still gesturing wildly as he babbles.

      “Gentlemen,” I interrupt. “How are things going?”

      Ace looks like he could kiss me, and I press my lips together, so I don’t laugh. Mr. Pappas finally stops talking and spins around. Short and dark, his olive skin is greasy, and his suit is cheap.

      “I think we have a misunderstanding about the —” Ace is cut off by Mr. Pappas whipping back around and glaring him into submission. But then, Ace is a go-with-the-flow guy, not really into confrontation. His grungy jeans, seventies band T-shirts, and hippie vibe certainly speak to that. He’s great with the musicians. But stuck-up assholes like this guy don’t really show him much respect, unfortunately.

      “What junior over here isn’t getting, is that I specifically requested separate restroom facilities for my guys. Now, you’ve done this before, and I don’t understand what the goddamn problem is,” Mr. Pappas spits. He looks me up and down. “Why don’t you go get your boss? I’m sure he can straighten this out.”

      I take a subtle breath in through my nose and let all the things I can’t say run through my head quickly before I respond. He’s about five minutes younger than you, asshole; no you didn’t; and no, we haven’t. My next thought, however, I can say.

      “You’re looking at her,” I respond with a sweet smile, extending my hand. “Francesca Greco.”

      Mr. Pappas’s jaw drops momentarily as he stares hard at my chest, but he recovers quickly, roughly grabbing my hand. His shake is overly firm, and I suppress the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Well, good,” he grumbles. “Yeah. It’s, uh, nice to meet you.” He drops my hand and rolls his shoulders, eyes still fixated on my breasts. “So about the facilities.”

      My mouth twitches as I suppress an annoyed sneer. “I understand the previous owners may have been able to provide that; however, with bringing things up to code, unfortunately those restrooms are now shared between my employees and the performers, leaving the restrooms on the other side of the building dedicated to customers,” I explain. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but I assure you my employees will not get in the way of your client’s use of the facilities.”

      If I thought that was going to placate him, I was sorely mistaken. He turns as red as my lipstick, looking me in the eyes for the first time, and I know this is going to take every ounce of charm I possess.

      “I was promised dedicated facilities,” he all but yells in my face. Lie.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes at the inner voice. I didn’t really need it to know he’s full of shit.

      “Do you remember who promised you that?” I ask, still sweet.

      He blinks hard. “Well, no, but —”

      “Okay, did you get it in writing then?” I press.

      He scowls. “Well, no, but —”

      “And you do understand that we’re legally required to comply with health and safety codes that govern the purpose and use of facilities as allowed by our permitting and inspections,” I continue.

      “Well, yes, but —”

      “And I know you wouldn’t want us to risk getting shut down because we were caught violating those codes, since my club manager tells me you have other acts booked here in the future,” I reply.

      His shoulders slump, and if he had a tail, it would be between his legs. “Of course not,” he grumbles.

      “Good, then we’re in agreement that your client will use the same facilities as per usual, and our employees will do their best to stay out of their way,” I say with a smile. I lay a hand on his arm. “I appreciate it, Mr. Pappas. Not everyone understands the long list of rules we have to follow. You must be very good at what you do, knowing so much about clubs and all.”

      In my head it’s said in a much more sarcastic tone. But out loud I manage to sound sincere, or a good impression of it anyway, and it has the desired effect. He perks up and puffs out his chest a little and Ace’s eyes go wide with mirth.

      “Yeah, I do,” Mr. Pappas replies. “I’m glad I could help.” His eyes drop back down south of my face, and I know he’s calmed down and the storm has passed.

      “Good,” I reply brightly. “Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Pappas. Please be sure to let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help. But right now I should check in with my manager to make sure our VIP area is set up for the band.”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah, it was good meeting you too,” Mr. Pappas replies, clearly a little confused as to what just happened. He looks between Ace and me for a few seconds before shaking his head and going backstage.

      Ace bursts into giggles. “Thanks, boss,” he says between snorts.

      One of the roadies looks up from setting up the drum kit. “That guy’s a dick,” he says in a low voice. “I’m glad you didn’t let him push you around.”

      I shrug. “I’ve seen worse,” I assure him. I turn back to Ace. “And next time come get me or Nils sooner, okay? Between Nils’s charm and these tits, we have all the weapons we need to distract asstwats like that.”

      The roadie snorts and Ace offers an apologetic smile. I shake my head and wander off to find Nils to talk promoters.
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        * * *

      

      By midnight I can barely hear myself think. The band is in full swing and the whole club is packed wall to wall. It’s actually my favorite part of the night. Being a human lie detector makes one-on-one conversations exhausting and irritating after a while. But being alone is a special kind of torture for me too. Being in a crowd, though, is strangely soothing. The energy, the excitement, the mass of bodies moving to the same beat, with the same purpose. It invigorates me. Always has. I let my hips sway as I lean against the railing, longing to lose myself in the crowd below me as they rage to the intensity of the music. Being boss has its downsides.

      But it’s been a good night overall so far for the club, so I really can’t complain. Great take at the door and from ticket presales, and that’s not even accounting for alcohol sales yet. Very few fake IDs, no fights, no drunk people passed out in corners. Well, maybe one or two. But Nils is pretty good at getting the bouncers on things like that before I even notice.

      I’m perched in the corner of the VIP balcony, reveling in the atmosphere and scanning the crowd when I see Nils making his way past the velvet ropes and up the stairs. He’s clearly headed for me. I give him a questioning look as he approaches.

      When he gets to me he leans his mouth to my ear. “Johnny says there’s a guy at the bar asking about you.”

      I look up into his ice blue eyes and raise an eyebrow as if to say, So? A lot of guys ask about me. There had been a few articles and news pieces when I bought the club and in the following months as we renovated. Great press, but they’d brought out some weirdos. Nils just shakes his head and motions for me to follow him. This one must be different.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Nils pushes me toward the bar before returning to his rounds. Confused, I slip behind the bar and tap Johnny on the shoulder. He holds up a finger letting me know he’s finishing the order he’s working on.

      I look down the length of the bar trying to spot whoever could be asking after me. In case it’s someone I actually do know. But since the bar covers the whole wall of the club, it’s hard to see everyone vying for a place at the counter, trying to get the attention of one of the four bartenders on duty. Not to mention it’s dark, loud, and I’m starting to lose steam ahead of the second wind I usually get around this time.

      Johnny finishes up and pulls me by the hand through the service door into the private storage area behind the bar we use for the security monitors. The doors are heavy enough to muffle the sound so we can hear each other. Johnny grabs a bottle of water and slumps into a high-backed chair at the bank of monitors on the far wall displaying feeds from the various security cameras around the club.

      “Nils told you there’s a guy looking for you?” he checks. He leans his broad shoulders into the soft backrest.

      Johnny’s short, dark hair is sweaty, his collared dark blue polo shirt also slightly damp. I resist the urge to chastise him for sweating all over the chair. We all sweat buckets every night. It comes with the territory. So instead, I nod and take the chair next to him.

      His dark eyes flick up to the farthest monitor, showing the opposite end of the bar than we’d been on. He puts his finger under a large, hulking guy seated at a stool pulled into the corner. “That guy.”

      I squint at the image. He looks big. Dark hair. Dark shirt. Lots of tattoos. But his head is bowed, his face hidden from the camera.

      “He asked for me? What did he say that made you have Nils come get me?”

      Johnny is usually my first line of fending off the creepers, so I’m curious why he thinks this one is legit.

      “He didn’t ask for you. Mentioned you is more like it. But he called you Frankie, and he’s been sitting there all night like he’s waiting for something,” Johnny replies, finishing his bottle of water. “I’m gonna hit the head before I go back out. Cover me and put eyes on him. Dave knows what’s up, just let him know before you go over there.” Johnny gets up and heads toward the door on the opposite wall leading to the staff restrooms that had been the subject of heated debate earlier this evening.

      “I need exact words, Johnny,” I call after him, staring at the screen and trying to discern more about the mystery man.

      “He said, ‘This is a cool club. It’s Frankie Greco’s place, right?’ That’s it.” Johnny disappears to the bathrooms.

      Now I understand why it raised a flag. There are precious few people who call me Frankie. Mac, my best friend Emma, and my family. That’s it. Nobody at the club calls me Frankie. None of the news outlets had either, I’m sure of that. Not that it’s a super uncommon nickname for Francesca. But it’s just enough to be odd, without being threatening, exactly. Only one way to find out who this guy is and what he wants. With a shake of my head I get back up, throw an apron on, and tuck a few escaped pink strands back into place.

      Heading back through the door, I poke Dave as I pass him to work the opposite end of the bar. He barely looks up, but I see him nod and send Jess back down toward Johnny’s area to cover. I pass the fourth bartender, Peter, and he barely acknowledges my passing as he struggles to keep up with the throng.

      I focus on paring down the line that’s formed in Johnny’s absence. After serving half a dozen drinks there’s a small lull, so I lean against the back of the bar nonchalantly and grab a bottle of water. I scan the bar as if I’m just checking on everyone. The guy is so tucked into the corner, he’s the last thing I see. But this time I’m only ten feet away from him, so I get a good look. Or I would have, had our gazes not locked as soon as mine settled on him. His eyes are dark and intense, and I get the sense he’s been watching me the whole time.

      Unexpectedly, my breath catches in my throat and it’s like someone stuffed cotton in my ears. All the noise around me drops into the background. I struggle to breathe, telling myself it’s an adrenaline response. He’s not “mainstream” handsome, but he’s attractive in a way that makes my insides tighten nonetheless. He has dark hair that is short on the sides, but long and wild on top. His jaw is a little too square and has a significant five-o-clock shadow, his nose is perfectly straight, but his full mouth is crooked under it. His thick eyebrows are set over his big, dark eyes in a way that makes him look like he’s laughing. But the muscled and tattooed arms that extend out of his short-sleeved black T-shirt are no joke. And I wish I could say I’d seen him before, but there’s not even a hint of recognition. Well, beyond my body recognizing that it would like to see more of that perfect physique hinted at under his tight-fitting shirt.

      Before it can be classified as gawking, I stroll over to him, pretending to respond to his look as if he were asking for service. Oh, I’d be glad to service him all right. I can’t help the thought, but I internally chastise myself for it anyway. I’ve never fucked a customer, and I don’t plan to start with my dark, alluring, and potentially creepy stalker.

      I lean in and use my carefully practiced bartender-in-a-loud-club voice. “Need anything?” I ask as casually as I can.

      One of his eyebrows flicks up and he smirks, pointing at the empty beer bottle in his hand. The look is so ridiculously sexy that a flush creeps through me. I swallow hard and nod, taking the empty bottle from him. I reach behind me into the cooler and grab a new one, removing the cap as he watches before handing it to him.

      He tosses a bill on the counter as he accepts the beer and takes a long pull. I pocket the cash and give him change. And before things pick up again, I decide to just go for it.

      “I heard you’re looking for Frankie Greco.”

      He sets his beer down and chuckles. “That’s some grapevine you’ve got here.”

      His voice is deep and luscious and it sends shivers down my spine. God, why am I reacting to him this way? Down, girl. It’s not like there aren’t heaps of gorgeous men in here every night. Thankfully, I’ve had a lot of practice on my poker face, so I shrug in response, not wavering. He gives me an appraising look.

      “You’re her?” he asks skeptically, raising one of his thick brows.

      I raise my eyebrow right back. “Maybe. You a friend of Mac’s?”

      He’s the only one I can think of that might send this slab of a man into my club asking after Frankie Greco. But it’s also bait.

      “Yeah, Mac mentioned this was your place,” he replies casually. Lie.

      The familiar internal voice is like a punch in the gut, even though I was expecting it.

      “Try again,” I say tightly.

      His eyes grow hard and he gives me a look somewhere between cautious and ravenous. But before he can respond I’m distracted by a wave of frat boys asking for shots. When I glance back at the corner, a lone twenty-dollar bill sits on the counter and the mystery man is gone.
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      Fuck. That round ass, come-fuck-me pink hair, and those gorgeous red lips that I can’t stop thinking about having wrapped around my cock completely distracted me. And when those velvety blue eyes locked on me, I swear I almost came in my fucking pants. Control is practically my middle name, and I’m not some wet-behind-the-ears kid looking for a quick fuck in a dirty club bathroom. But fuck me if I couldn’t breathe properly from that moment on.

      Much less think and work the situation like I usually would. Because there was no guessing the most alluring woman I’d ever locked eyes on owned the fucking club. And it made me sloppy. I should’ve known not to show my hand. I’m normally much more subtle than that. I have to be. It’s my job. She’s just a job.

      I’m totally fucked.
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      When I finally climb out of bed early the next afternoon, something about the encounter with the mystery man has me riled up far more than it probably should. My whole body feels restless in a way that the physical exertion of the night should’ve quashed. Unfortunately, Mac is unreachable on Sundays, rising early to hoof it out of the area to places that are beyond isolated so he can fish in peace. Meaning I can’t even check in with him until tomorrow on the off chance he actually does know who this guy is.

      I wander around my tiny Santa Monica apartment totally on edge. I contemplate going for a run, but while I’m mentally worked up, I’m not really in the mood for physical exertion. Suddenly, I have the urge to do something drastic.

      I grab my phone off the counter and place the call before I can overthink it.

      “Hey darlin’, what’s the haps?” Emma greets me.

      “Hey babes,” I reply hurriedly. “Got time for a chat this afternoon?”

      “A chat and …” Emma trails off, knowing there’s more.

      “A dye?” I admit.

      Emma laughs. “About time. You’ve been pink almost two months. What are we doing? Back to blue?”

      “I was thinking my natural color,” I respond.

      “Wow, really? Do you even know what your natural color is anymore?” she jokes.

      “Ha. Ha. Ha,” I snip drily. “Can you take me to a four? That should be close enough.”

      “Sure can. Gimme an hour and be ready to pay me in pizza.”

      “Thanks, babes,” I reply. “I wasn’t kidding about the chat though.”

      “And I wasn’t kidding about the pizza,” Emma shoots back.
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        * * *

      

      In Emma time an hour means two. So imagine my surprise when an hour and fifteen minutes later she appears.

      “Whoa,” I say, answering the door. “You’re early.”

      Her hands are full of supplies, so she pushes me out of the way with a round hip. “Oh please, I’m not that bad,” she gripes as she goes through the open bathroom door just off the living room and plops her stuff down.

      I close the front door and head back to the living room to sink into my favorite squishy chair. “Yes, you are,” I tease. “You were almost two hours late to your own wedding.”

      She emerges, hands on her hips, glaring at me. Her naturally pale-blond hair is pulled up in a tight bun and she is, as usual, wearing far too much makeup on top of an insanely gaudy pink, sequined romper. She’s outrageous in every sense of the word, and it’s one of my favorite things about her. We’ve been best friends since we were six and I love her to death.

      “Doesn’t count,” she replies, folding her arms over her ample chest. “You can do whatever you want on your wedding day.”

      I raise my hands in defeat. “Peace,” I say with a grin. “Now are we gonna do this or what?” I rise from the chair.

      “Someone’s in a hurry,” she remarks. “What crawled up your butt today? Rough night at the club?”

      I press my lips together. I may know when people are lying, but Emma Martin has the most finely honed intuition on the planet.

      “I wouldn’t say rough,” I hedge. “It was a good night overall, actually.”

      She looks at me expectantly. “But?” She puts her hands back on her hips.

      “Some guy came in asking for me,” I respond, grabbing a dining room chair and hauling it into the bathroom.

      She follows me in. “You’re going to make me pull this out of you, aren’t you?” she teases.

      I sit in the chair with a sigh, knowing it’ll trigger her to start on my hair. And I’m not disappointed as she starts brushing it out. “No,” I finally reply. “I guess I just don’t know what to make of it.”

      As she sections my hair and mixes the dye, I fill her in on everything surrounding the mystery man. She’s started slathering my hair with the smelly cream by the time I’m done.

      “So you’re what, mad that the hottie got away?” she asks. “Or worried that he’s a stalker ax murderer?”

      I laugh. “Both, maybe?” I admit. “I don’t know. Something about the whole thing really bothered me.”

      Emma’s nostrils flare, a sure sign that she’s trying not to laugh at me. “I bet.”

      “What’s that mean?” I gripe.

      She catches my eye in the mirror and grins. “It means you need to get laid, Frankie. How long has it been?”

      I try to do the math in my head but can’t even remember enough to recall specifically. At the very least the better part of a year. “A long time,” I allow. “But that’s not what this was.”

      “Mhm,” she hums dismissively. “So what are you gonna do about it? Are we dyeing your hair so he doesn’t recognize you while you turn stalker on him?”

      “I don’t think I could stalk him even if I wanted to. I don’t even know the guy’s name.”

      “Did he use a credit card?” she asks.

      “Nope. Cash.”

      “Fuck. Well, that doesn’t give you much to go on,” she admits.

      “I’ll ask Mac about it tomorrow. But I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t send some guy I’ve never met into my club without giving me the heads-up. He hasn’t been shy about trying to get his friends VIP service in the past, anyway,” I say.

      “Well, I hope you find him one way or the other,” she replies, tucking my last, soaked strand of hair under a cap. “Because at the very least I wouldn’t mind the eye candy.”

      “You’ve only been married a year and a half. Ben not doing it for you anymore?” I tease her.

      She pinches my arm as she goes around me to throw out her gloves and wash her hands. “I have no complaints in the bedroom, thank you very much,” she replies haughtily. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a big, fine man.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” I respond, removing the towel from around my shoulders.

      She snaps the hand towel she was using at my ass as I exit the bathroom and it stings my cheeks through my thin leggings. “Less talking, more ordering pizza,” she demands.
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        * * *

      

      The food arrives right as my hair is ready to be rinsed, so it’s a few minutes before we can get our hands on the hot, cheesy slices. By the time we do, we chow down quickly, both of us clearly starved.

      When we’ve finished eating, Emma catches me up on all the latest salon gossip as she dries and styles my hair into long, loose waves. Most of it is about minor celebrities I couldn’t care less about, but I know she enjoys it so I just let her talk. She doesn’t stay long after, excusing herself as she needs to get home to “make dinner.” Said with a wink that I didn’t need, considering we’d just eaten.

      Trying not to think about all the action Emma’s getting that I’m not, I spend a while looking in the mirror. I barely recognize myself without a crazy hair color. It’s been years since I was anywhere near my natural dark brown shade. Even with the nose piercing, numerous ear piercings, and tattoos, it makes me look more businesslike. So, you know, there’s that at least. But it’s still going to take some getting used to. I’m still not sure why I did it, exactly. I just get impulses like that sometimes and completely switch directions.

      I throw on a simple, tailored pair of black slacks and a shimmering, loose red halter with some red stilettos. And, of course, my signature red lip to match.

      There’s a charity function at the club tonight, so it won’t be an extended affair, just a few hours, tops. Though it should be entertaining, with a burlesque show on stage and a silent auction, the proceeds of which will go to an Alzheimer’s research fund. Nils has already told me he has it handled, but I figure it’s best to put in an appearance anyway.
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        * * *

      

      I arrive an hour ahead of the preshow cocktail hour, and everything is pretty much ready to go, Nils being the miracle worker that he is. I steal one of the canapés and disappear back to my office. On the way, Jess flags me down from the bar.

      “Ms. Greco?” she says as she approaches, staring openly at my lack of pink hair. “Someone stopped by for you this afternoon.”

      My heart pounds in my chest. Could it be him? I clear my throat. “Oh? Did they leave a message?” I ask evenly.

      Jess shakes her head, her blond curls bouncing. “No, it was the guy from last night. He said he wanted to apologize for something? But he didn’t leave a name or a number or anything.”

      My stomach fills with butterflies. He did come back. But why leave in the first place then?

      “Did he say if he’d come back?” I press.

      She shrugs. “He saw there was something going on tonight. I told him it was a private event and he left.”

      A frown creases my face. “That’s all?”

      Jess shrugs. “Yeah. I was a little, uh, surprised. He’s um …” She trails off and blushes furiously.

      “Yes, he’s quite attractive, I’m aware,” I reply drily. “Well, thank you for letting me know.”

      Jess nods and scurries off to continue prep. And I do my best to press on with my duties.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours, a saucy burlesque show, and a smashing success of an auction later, I’ve seen the last employee out before I think about the mystery man again. I try not to feel disappointed at missing him stopping by as I lock up. Though knowing tracking him down will be nigh impossible leaves me feeling something I don’t think I should be feeling. Especially not about a weird, overly familiar stranger that appears and disappears at the drop of a hat.

      I climb into my cherry red convertible, a true American classic and one of the few luxuries I’ve allowed myself, and head home in the cool night air.

      It takes me a while to get to sleep. And not just because I’m going to bed before four a.m. for once. My biggest problem is every time I close my eyes, I remember locking eyes with Mr. Mysterious and the shot of heat that ripped through me. Needless to say, it’s not the kind of thing that’s conducive to sleep.
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      My fuck-up didn’t go over well with the boss. So here I stand, again, in front of the bombshell’s club, nervous. Again. I don’t do nervous. It makes me fucking angry. I’m the one who makes people nervous, not the other way around. But I have only myself to blame. And she’s just a woman. Mesmerizing, hot, and tough as nails. Gah. Get your shit together, you fucking pussy.

      My eyes flick up to the black dome over the door. Fuck all. I’m being recorded. Realizing I’m only making it worse the longer I stand here, I man up and push the service bell. And I say a prayer that nobody is here. Then I can go back and say I tried without having to put my big dumb foot in my mouth again. Or better still, without having to do what I was sent here to do.

      Just when I’m about to give up and leave, the speaker above the button crackles to life.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asks, barely cutting through static. I can’t tell if it’s the same blond dingbat bartender I got before or Frankie herself.

      “Yeah, is Frankie Greco around?” I shove my hands in my pockets self-consciously.

      “Do you have an appointment?” she asks.

      I scrunch my eyebrows together. Seriously? It’s Monday fucking morning. What, did I interrupt this broad doing her nails or something? I seriously hope this isn’t the goddess I’d laid eyes on before, or the illusion is ruined. Or, maybe I should hope for that. It would definitely make this easier if she was a bitch.

      “No,” I reply, trying not to sound irritated.

      “Then I’m afraid Ms. Greco won’t be able to see you today.”

      “This is ridiculous,” I spit out before I can stop myself. “I just need a minute.”

      Seconds later I hear the door unlatch. It swings out just enough for a dark head to pop through. I do a double take, realizing it’s Frankie, pink hair replaced by a deep brown that doesn’t make me want to grip it by the base of her neck as I fuck her any less. I banish the thought and fix my face to a neutral expression.

      Reluctantly, she steps out. She’s got a hand behind her back and I instinctively stiffen before I realize why. I’m freaking her out. It might be the middle of the day, but she’s a woman. Possibly alone in a club in a neighborhood that’s sketchy at best. And while she’s a tall chick who clearly has enough attitude to handle herself, I get it.

      And even if she’s got a gun, I’m not particularly worried. So I do my best to put her at ease, leaning casually against the doorframe and shooting her my best disarming smile.

      “You changed your hair,” I remark. “And you’re tall for a girl.”

      Her dark blue eyes that clearly miss nothing sweep over me, sending chills down my spine.

      “And you’re just tall,” she replies impatiently. “What are you doing here?”

      There’s that attitude. I like it. A little too much. I push myself up so I’m hovering over her. She freezes, so I hold back a little, eyeing her carefully to determine whether its fear or attraction that has her rooted to the spot. My eyes trail down the shooting stars swirling down her shoulders, but I stop myself short of staring at her tits.

      “I wanted to apologize for the other night,” I reply with my carefully rehearsed line. “But maybe that was stupid. It just occurred to me that you probably see a million guys every night and you probably don’t even remember me.”

      She glares at me shrewdly. “Then why would you bother coming back to apologize?” she challenges.

      I can’t help but laugh. This chick isn’t about to fall for anything. I slide my hands into my pockets, feigning embarrassment. “I realized that night I might have been creeping you out, so I just left,” I say honestly. “But then I felt like an asshole. I tried to just forget about it, but I couldn’t. So yeah. I’m sorry if I creeped you out, and I’m sorry that I left so quickly. And now I’m rambling.” I snap my mouth shut and she rewards me with a smile. Those full fucking lips turning up wake the sleeping beast between my legs.

      “That still doesn’t explain why you were looking for me in the first place,” she points out.

      I consider her carefully for a moment. “I knew of a Frankie Greco once. I thought you might be her.”

      She stares back like she’s waiting for something. After a few beats, she narrows her eyes at me.

      “Well?” she prompts.

      Fuck, she’s a tough nut. Time to give her back the upper hand. I shake my head and start backing away.

      “This was a mistake,” I mutter. “I should go.”

      I start to turn, definitely not wanting to go, but needing to play this just right. I’m rewarded when I feel a cool, silken hand slide over my forearm. I turn back, my eyes locking on hers as she grabs me, and I swear to the fucking Almighty my heart jumps in my chest. Like she felt it, Frankie sucks in a sharp breath and pulls her hand back. I try to shake it off, and hurry to regain composure so I can reel her back in.

      “Apology accepted,” she says, beating me to it. “But I don’t even know your name.”

      My eyes sweep over her beautiful, guarded face, and something inside me wants to spill my guts, to really know her and let her know me. But that’s the last thing I should do, for so many reasons. Instead, I extend my hand and offer the simplest answer possible.

      “I’m Julian.”

      She slides her soft hand into mine and squeezes. It does things to me. Primal things.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Julian,” she replies somewhat breathlessly. “But just so you know, I prefer to be called Francesca.”

      I cock my head to the side. “Really?” I ask skeptically. And not just because I was sent after Frankie Greco, but because the nickname suits her. Francesca seems too stuffy for a chick like her.

      She gives me a funny look. “Look, I don’t know you. Frankie is just a little too familiar for me. I’m weird like that,” she replies defensively. She pulls her hand out of mine. Her eyes blaze a path down my face, over my chest and arms, to the hand she just dropped. Her face is red and she’s breathing heavily.

      She fucking wants me. Dammit. Unfortunately for her, that works to my advantage.

      I give her a knowing smirk that makes her blush deepen. “It’s not weird,” I reply soothingly. “I’m the nutjob who can’t stop showing up. It’s not like you know me at all.”

      She starts to chew on her lip, and my eyes can’t help watching. I clench my jaw, willing the thoughts forming back.

      “Then maybe I should get to know you,” she offers encouragingly, her stance loosening.

      I flinch at the vulnerability in her voice and her eyes. I can’t do this to her.

      “As much as I’d like that, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I reply. Fuck, fuck, fuck all. I’m going to be in trouble for this. What is it about this chick that makes me lose all sense? Fuck.

      “Have it your way,” she replies with a shrug that’s so carefully indifferent it betrays her deep annoyance. “If we’re done here, I’ll be getting back to work. Thanks for the apology.”

      My mind scrambles, knowing I can’t let her go that easily. But totally seeing how erratic my behavior is. Though I think it’s obvious to both of us that I’m just as attracted to her as she is to me. I both want to stay and don’t. Ultimately, I remember I don’t have a choice.

      She starts to open the heavy door, and I close the small gap between us and slam my hand against the door, blocking her retreat. She whirls around, and I stare down at her, her face so much closer to mine than I’d anticipated.

      A primal heat passes between us. And she smells so fucking good. Like strawberries, and mint, and the salty ocean air. My fucking mouth is watering thinking about consuming every inch of her delectably curvy body.

      “It’s not a good idea,” I repeat, “but I don’t think I’m going to be able to stay away from you, either.” As soon as I say it, I realize it’s true. Fuck.

      She takes a deep breath through her nose and looks down at her feet, and for a moment I think I’ve lost her.

      “I’m surprisingly okay with that,” she says softly. Her head tilts back up, her dark tresses tumbling back over her shoulders.

      I. Am. So. Fucked.

      I slip my free hand under her chin, looking deep into her eyes. I slide a thumb lightly across her luscious bottom lip.

      “Okay.” My voice is low and husky, betraying me. “Have dinner with me.”

      “That didn’t sound like a question,” she points out with a smile. “But all right. I’ll meet you at the diner,” she points to the one across the street, “at six.”

      I drop my arms back to my sides. “I’ll see you soon, then,” I promise, backing away slowly and keeping eye contact.

      She makes a small noise of assent and slips back into the building quickly. I turn away to walk off whatever the fuck just happened. And I wonder how the fuck I’m going to handle what comes next.
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      I’m back in my office, head in my hands, convinced I’ve made a huge mistake when Nils shows up. The moment he walks in the office and sees me, he turns around and leaves. He’s only gone a minute, returning with two old-fashioned glasses and a chilled bottle of top-shelf vodka.

      He sits across the desk from me and fills both glasses nearly halfway. He slides one across the desk to me.

      “Drink,” he commands. “And talk.” Then he reclines his tall, lean frame in the chair, looking at me expectantly.

      I look up at him for a moment before lifting the glass to my lips. The freezing liquid goes down with little sting. I would have preferred whiskey. There’s nothing like its bold flavor and strong burn to remind you that you’re alive. And then quickly dull that feeling.

      Nils and I have shared a lot, but mostly only about work. That’s not to say we don’t get along personally — there just isn’t usually a lot of time for it. I decide it’s better to tell him what’s going on, at least enough of it anyway so he doesn’t think I’m hiding something about the business.

      “It’s not about the club,” I assure him.

      He leans forward, spinning his glass thoughtfully in his long, slender fingers. Finally, he looks up at me. “Francesca, I think you are an amazing woman. And I know you like to focus on things here, but we all have personal issues that we need to talk about sometimes,” he says calmly. “And I’m here for you.”

      I roll my lips through my teeth. “Thanks, Nils,” I reply. “I appreciate that. I feel the same way, you know.”

      He smiles vaguely and waves a hand, encouraging me to talk. And to my surprise, I don’t just give him the high level. I completely spill my guts. I tell him about the first conversation with Julian after Nils had directed me to the bar. I tell him about the missed visit at the charity event. And finally about the conversation today. About the date I’m supposed to go on in just a couple of hours with the most confusing and alluring man I’ve ever met.

      When I’m done Nils lets out a deep sigh. “Well, you’re obviously into this guy, so you must have decided he’s not crazy. And you have good judgement, Francesca. So why the deer-in-headlights look?” he asks bluntly.

      “I just feel like he’s not giving me the full story. And it’s not like I have a lot of time for dating right now,” I say with a sigh. I don’t admit that I don’t trust my assessment of this guy, as I’m far too distracted by him physically to think clearly. Even though he never out-and-out lied, he was all over the map, and I couldn’t get a good read on why.

      Nils laughs. “You’re too hands-on here. You make my job too easy,” he teases me. “Live a little. Go get laid. Nobody ever offers up their full story right away. Get to know him. See if you even care about his story. And even if you decide you don’t, he’s clearly got other things you need right now.” He looks down into his drink momentarily before downing the remaining liquid and rising from his chair. The man can certainly hold his liquor. Another reason he makes an excellent nightclub manager.

      “Thanks, Nils,” I say to his retreating back. I’m flooded with gratefulness. This is one of the things I like best about Nils. He doesn’t mince words, and I can always count on him for an honest opinion.

      He stops at the door and turns back to look at me. “You’re welcome,” he says. “Stop thinking so much.”

      I snort a laugh as he closes the door behind him. And I take another sip of my drink. If nothing else, a little more liquid courage won’t hurt.
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      A few minutes ahead of our date, I head out of the club and to the diner. As I stride purposefully across the road, I decide Nils is right. I need to stop thinking so much. I work way too damn hard, and this could be good for me. Even if it’s just a physical release.

      I stride into the diner and spot Julian at a booth in the back. He is staring intently down at his menu and doesn’t notice my approach. He’s still wearing the fitted navy polo shirt he had on earlier. The one that I couldn’t stop ogling him in. But he’s switched into nicer jeans and his hair also looks like it has been more carefully styled. The click of my heels on the linoleum alerts him to my approach and his dark eyes snap up.

      He slides out of the booth, standing to greet me. It makes me blush, and I stop at the table, feeling like an awkward teenager rather than an experienced woman in her thirties.

      “You cleaned up,” I remark with a teasing note in my voice. And I notice the shirt is unbuttoned at the top, revealing more tattoos on his chest. My eyes lift back to his and he’s raised an eyebrow, that look of near-laughter playing around his eyes and mouth.

      “Sure, yeah, I guess. I live close by,” he offers as explanation, gesturing for me to have a seat.

      I self-consciously adjust my green tank top and slide into the booth as he reseats himself across from me. “Well, that’s convenient,” I murmur. “Do you come here often then?”

      He smirks unreservedly now. “Is that your best line?” he teases in a husky voice that sends a shiver down my spine.

      “I don’t do lines,” I reply honestly.

      He bites his bottom lip, but it doesn’t keep the smile from pulling at his mouth. “That’s refreshing. I don’t, either.”

      “So what do you do?” I ask curiously. “Since you already know I run a nightclub, it seems only fair that I know what you do for a living.”

      Julian’s eyes tighten and he looks like he might not respond for a moment. “I’m a headhunter,” he finally replies, albeit somewhat reluctantly.

      “So you lure people away from their jobs to go work somewhere else?” I ask. My tone is slightly teasing. I’ve got nothing against the practice, but it’s not really the kind of job I pictured him doing. Maybe a mechanic. Or a construction worker. Anything that uses those big, strong hands and muscles of his.

      He tilts his head to the side and narrows his eyes slightly. “Is there something wrong with that line of work?”

      “Of course not,” I backtrack. “What kind of businesses do you work with?”

      “The kind that like discretion,” he replies, leaning back in his seat and looking away.

      I press my lips together to disguise my annoyance at his non-answer. “That’s vague,” I respond.

      He looks back at me and laughs, and it lights up his whole face. And I melt just a little bit.

      Just then Heather, the perky blond waitress who always works weekday evenings, stops by our table, eyeing Julian a little too openly.

      “Hi, what can I get for you?” she asks, chewing on the end of her pen in an attempt at seduction.

      Julian’s eyebrows scrunch together, and he gives me a look. “Ladies first,” he says to me with a gesture.

      The pen slides out of her mouth and she turns to me with a heavy sigh. Geez, dramatic much, lady?

      I give her the sweetest smile I can muster. “I’ll have a club sandwich and fries,” I say, batting my eyelashes at her.

      “Anything else?” she asks dully.

      And I just can’t help it. “Yes, how about a verse of ‘Killing Me Softly’?” I joke.

      She stares at me like I’ve grown a second head and Julian busts up laughing.

      “Just some iced tea, please,” I tell her.

      She turns to Julian as fast as she can manage and her whole demeanor changes, the pen finding its way back between her lips.

      “I’ll have what she’s having,” he says as he catches his breath from laughing.

      She looks a little disappointed she didn’t get to engage him more. She leans in ever so slightly and drops her voice. “Okay, is there anything else I can get for you?”

      Christ, even I can see her cleavage from here. Julian catches my eye and holds it.

      “No, thanks,” he says firmly, keeping his eyes on me until she leaves.

      “Wow,” I mutter as she walks away, letting her hips sway in a far too exaggerated way.

      “Yeah,” he agrees. “I think she was a little young to get your reference. And a little oblivious to get that she was being disrespectful.”

      “Oh, I think she knew, she just didn’t care,” I reply, referring to the latter. “But you got the reference. Two points.”

      “Oh, really? And what are points worth?” he asks curiously, with a hungry glint in his eye.

      “I’m afraid you don’t get to hear about the points system until the third date,” I tease him, finally relaxing into the conversation.

      “Third date, huh?” he asks with a wink and a cheeky grin.

      “Mhm,” I murmur, blushing.

      He leans back into the blue upholstered bench and slings his arm over the back of it, his muscles rippling distractingly. He runs the tip of his tongue over the inside of his top lip. Distraction turns into a lump in my throat, and suddenly I have a deep-seated need to run my tongue over his mouth, his perfect fucking chest, those arms. I take a deep breath and still myself.

      “You’re something else, Greco,” he murmurs, his eyes dancing with amusement.

      “Yeah? Why’s that?” I ask.

      “I never know what you’re going to say,” he replies seriously.

      “Is that a good thing?”

      He considers me for a moment, scrubbing a hand over the stubble on his chin. “It’s fascinating,” he finally replies with a small, crooked smile.

      I shift uncomfortably in my seat, staring at him for a moment trying to figure out why I feel so awkward, when it hits me. I’m torn between my intense attraction to him and waiting for him to drop a lie. I realize how unfair that is and refocus on getting to know him. Because that doesn’t mean I have to trust him. But I won’t ever get there if I don’t give him a chance.

      Even so, there is still a question I want to ask him. I can’t bring myself to form the words, though.

      “You look like you just got caught with your hand in the cookie jar,” Julian teases, leaning forward. “Care to tell me why?”

      I decide to go for it and ask him about what he said outside the club earlier today. “Why isn’t it a good idea for me to get to know you? Are you married or something? Gay? Escaped from a mental institution?” I try to keep my tone light.

      He runs a hand through the long hair slicked back on the top of his head and it musses it back toward the wild, sexy mess it was when I first saw him.

      “See, that right there is exactly what I meant. I wasn’t expecting that,” he replies, sighing heavily. His eyes flick back up to mine. “Not married. No girlfriend, either. And I think we both know I’m not gay.” He gives me a long look full of promise and desire.

      I look down, blushing, focusing on the tattoos winding around his wrist, words that I can’t quite make out at this angle. It makes me wonder how much of his gorgeous body the tattoos cover.

      “So mental institution escapee,” I murmur, imagining tracing the lines on his arms with my fingertips. Or my tongue.

      He huffs a laugh that snaps me back to reality and I look back up into his face. “No. It’s just given my commitments, I shouldn’t be trying to date you.”

      “And yet here we are,” I reply softly.

      Julian stares at me thoughtfully and I stare back unflinchingly. The attraction hums between us again. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. I just want to touch the man. And it’s not like I can fault him for being too busy to date. I’d just voiced the same reasoning to Nils.

      Waitress Heather chooses that moment to appear with our food, breaking the tension of the moment. She flirts with Julian the whole time, continuing to ignore me as she asks what else she can do for him, with heavy undertones that suggest she’d suck his dick under the table if that’s what he wanted. It’s all I can do to keep my mouth shut, and he brushes her off politely until we’re alone once more.

      “You know, I don’t exactly have a lot of time for this sort of thing, either,” I finally admit after we’ve both started in on our meals in silence. I look down into my plate, playing with a fry. “So maybe we just keep this casual.”

      Julian wipes his mouth with a napkin and sets it down on the table. “Really? Or is that just one of those things women say when they’re afraid a guy is going to dick them around?” he asks matter-of-factly.

      It makes me laugh loudly enough to catch the attention of the few people in the restaurant. “Yes, probably,” I agree.

      He stares at me unflinchingly. “I don’t want to do that,” he says.

      I push my plate away and lean back. No internal voice clueing me in on a lie. So he doesn’t intend to do that. But that doesn’t mean he won’t. I decide it doesn’t matter, and I say so. It makes him laugh, and if I wasn’t so confused I’d appreciate once again how gorgeous he is when he laughs.

      Either way, it breaks the tension that had been building and I take the opportunity to change the subject. We spend a good, long while talking about other, less serious things, ignoring the dirty looks our waitress shoots us as dinner turns into dessert, which turns into coffee, until it’s getting so late that I finally notice it’s pitch black outside. I glance at my phone finally, noting it’s after ten p.m.

      “Holy shit,” I gasp, showing Julian the time. “I didn’t mean to keep you so long.”

      He laughs, his deep, rumbly laugh that shoots straight to my core and curls my toes. “I can’t say I mind,” he replies. “But I should get home. I do have to work tomorrow. You know, in the morning. We don’t all run nightclubs.” He winks at me and rises out of the booth, extending his hand to me. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth to suppress the huge grin threatening to break across my face. Despite my initial reservations, it was an amazing date. And we click on so much more than just a physical level. He’s funny, in a dry, sarcastic way, and we have similar tastes. He almost seems too good to be true as I slip my hand in his and let him lead me out of the diner into the cool October night.

      Walking alongside him quietly and comfortably feels so natural. I’m acutely aware of his huge, strong frame beside me. It’s a short walk, though, and when we reach my car in the lot next to the club, I don’t want to let go of his hand.

      “That’s your ride?” he asks in surprise.

      I shrug. “Yep.”

      He lets out a long, low whistle and swings me around so I’m in front of him, my ass pressed against the driver’s side door. My breathing accelerates as he steps into me, sliding his arms around my waist and dropping his mouth to my ear. His hot breath tickles me, sending shivers down my spine.

      “It’s almost as beautiful as you are,” he murmurs into my ear. He pulls back to look into my eyes. “When can I see you again?”

      This time I can’t stop my smile. “Mondays and Wednesdays are technically my days off,” I reply, realizing how that sounds as I’d worked today anyway. “Or most days in the early afternoon could work too.”

      “Wednesday then,” he murmurs, looking down at me intently.

      I can’t say I’m sorry he picked the next time I’m available. The thought of waiting even two days seems too long.

      I run my hands down his strong arms, relishing the feeling of being held. It’s been far too long. He lets out a small sigh of contentment and, looking up into his face, I think he’s going to kiss me. My whole body tenses in anticipation. But he takes his dear sweet time, lifting a hand to run down my cheek. I press my face into his palm, closing my eyes. His touch is electric, lighting up every nerve ending along its path.

      “Open your eyes,” he demands.

      When I do I can see that his full lips are slightly parted, his massive chest heaving slightly under my hand. My eyes trail up his face. When our gazes meet, my breath stops for a moment.

      “I’m not sure I want to kiss you.” His words stop me cold, like a bucket of ice water on my libido.

      “Excuse me?” I demand, slamming my hand into his chest to push him away. But it’s like trying to move a brick wall.

      He laughs, grabbing my wrists and spreading them apart easily like I’m a rag doll. I struggle anyway, trying to wrench myself from his grasp, but he tucks my arms behind my back, pulling me into his chest once more. I glare up at him, furious at his manhandling me.

      “Easy there,” he says soothingly. “Damn, you’re feisty.”

      I scrunch my brow and pout at him defiantly. “And you’re an ass,” I retort.

      The sexy smirk he’s oh-so-fucking-good-at reappears. “Well, I can’t deny that,” he replies teasingly. “But I meant I’m not sure I want to kiss you, because I don’t know that I’d trust myself to stop. And I really need to sleep tonight.”

      The fight drains out of me at his words, so he releases my wrists and I slump back against the car. “Oh,” I say in a small voice.

      He doesn’t move. He just looks down at me, still smirking. “Are you always this spunky?” he teases.

      “Only when someone provokes me,” I grouse.

      He brings out a lot of things I’m not used to feeling. I turn around, open the car door, and bend over to toss my purse into the passenger seat, forgetting for a moment that Julian’s eyes are on me.

      But I hear his sharp intake of breath. Then I feel his hands pulling at my hips, yanking me out of the doorframe, spinning me around.

      His eyes are nearly black, his pupils dilated. “Fuck it,” he huffs, and his lips are on mine.

      He takes what he wants roughly, covering my lips with his, suckling at my bottom lip with his teeth before running his tongue across the seam of my lips, pressing for entry. Which I eagerly allow, meeting his tongue fiercely with my own, gliding my hands up his arms, across his chest, then wrapping them around his neck to pull myself into him.

      The heat rises in my core as our bodies meld together, as I feel every inch of his hard body pressed against me. With his warmth, his smell, his body wrapped around me, I’m consumed by the intense explosion of our attraction. It overrides my senses, my logic, my whole body. His hands knead the soft flesh of my backside through my jeans, desperately trying to pull me closer. But there’s no more space, and I can’t tell where I end and Julian begins.

      Until he pulls away abruptly, panting. The heat slowly fades to a simmer as he strokes his long fingers up and down my arms.

      “You’re something else,” he murmurs, looking intently into my eyes. “But you’d better get out of here before I bend you over the back of this car and fuck you silly.”

      Holy shit. I gasp, my core tightening in response to his dirty, sexy threat. Part of me wants to call his bluff. But I’m not that easy. I press him away with one hand.

      “You should get home,” I respond, opening the car door and carefully sliding in on unsteady legs. I roll down the window and he leans his arms on the door, his face inches from mine.

      “I’ll see you Wednesday, Francesca,” he says.

      “Thanks for dinner,” I reply, unable to keep the shit-eating grin off my face.

      He leans in through the window and kisses me gently. “You’re welcome,” he whispers in my ear seductively.

      We say our goodnights and I head home, knowing it’ll be a long while before I sleep. And that even once I do, I’ll probably dream about him fucking me over the back of my car.
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      “So you’re seeing her tomorrow?” Sal asks again. The old man runs a hand back over the few greasy strands of hair he has left on his head.

      I shift in his uncomfortable office chair, totally over this fucking conversation.

      “For the third time, yes,” I reiterate. “Want me to draw you a fucking picture?”

      Sal’s sharp eyes narrow, and he points a ringed finger at me.

      “Watch your mouth, kid. Remember who you’re talking to,” he says ominously. He drops his hand to the ashtray in front of him, grabbing his cigarette and taking a drag like he’s gearing up to rip me a new one.

      I clench my jaw. Here comes the “I made you” and “you owe me everything” part of his speech. Old fucking news.

      “Sorry, boss,” I reply sarcastically.

      And to my surprise, the bastard laughs. “You’ve always been a bold little shit,” he scoffs, shaking his head and crushing the butt of his cigarette into the ashtray. “Whatever. This time, don’t fuck it up, just get the goddamn information I’m sending you in there for.”

      I raise an eyebrow but don’t fire back a snarky response. He’s in a good mood. I don’t know why, considering that his business is tanking and I don’t fucking care, but I’ll take it.

      “I assume that means you still won’t tell me what your plans are for this chick?” I ask, casually leaning back in the chair.

      Sal snorts. “You ask a lot of questions. No, not yet. Just stick with her until you see how deep she’s in.”

      “And if she’s clean?” I ask. Because I’m pretty sure she is. I don’t think Frankie would have accepted help to get where she is. At least, not the kind Sal is thinking. And I may not know exactly what he wants from her, but I don’t think she’s going to work for him, if that’s what he’s after. He may need her, but she sure as hell doesn’t need this dirtbag. But, unfortunately, I do. At least for now.

      Sal leans back in his chair, rocking dangerously far back in the piece of junk with a self-satisfied smirk.

      “You like her,” he accuses me in a taunting tone. If I didn’t know him better, I’d say he was genuinely interested in my happiness. But thirteen years’ experience tells me otherwise.

      I don’t break eye contact as I shrug. “She’s cool,” I allow. “But she’s a job.”

      He allows his chair to settle back forward and leans toward me. “Good,” he says with a manic glint in his eye. “Just remember to keep it in your fucking pants. We don’t want this to blow up in our faces.”

      As if I needed the reminder that she’s off limits. That it wasn’t better for her if she never saw me again. That I shouldn’t be having these endless thoughts of touching her, tasting her, making her mine in every fucking way possible.

      So. Fucked.
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      As we arranged, I find myself at Frankie’s door at five p.m. the next day. I tug at my black henley, smooth my dark jeans, and hope I don’t look as fucking nervous as I feel. I tuck the surprise I have for her behind my back and knock.

      When she opens the door, she looks good enough to make a guy forget just about everything else. Her high-waisted black pants fit her like they were spray painted on. The white top she wears bands over her gorgeous tits, a sliver of her soft, feminine stomach showing. Her lips are, as usual, as cherry red as her ride. Her hair is loose and wild, and I just want to wind my fingers into it.

      But she’s looking at me like I might be holding a murder weapon behind my back.

      “Hi,” she says cautiously. “Whatcha got there?”

      “Hey,” I reply. I let a mischievous smile creep across my face as I produce the pinwheel from behind my back and present it to her.

      She takes it, not looking any less confused. “I’ll just go put this in water?” she jokes.

      I suppress a smile, instead leaning in and giving her a brief, but no less stimulating, kiss.

      “It’s a clue,” I explain. “About our date.”

      “We’re going to a kids birthday party?” she teases, stepping out and closing the door behind her.

      “Something like that,” I respond, trying to maintain the mystery.

      She tries to wheedle it out of me the whole way to the car, but I won’t budge. She’ll see soon enough. When we get to my car, I open the passenger door and gesture for her to get in. But she’s stopped on the sidewalk, gaping at my ride.

      “You drive a sedan?” she asks incredulously.

      I raise an eyebrow, hoping she’s not as judgmental as that sounded. It’s no classic American convertible, but it’s a pretty nice fucking car. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No, sorry, not at all,” she responds. “I’m just a little surprised. It’s so practical.” She slides into the seat and I close the door behind her. As I walk around the car and climb into the driver seat, I weigh my response.

      “What did you expect?” I ask curiously as I start the engine.

      She ponders that for a moment. “A motorcycle maybe?” she finally replies as I ease into traffic.

      I give a short, derisive laugh and shake my head. “Assumptions, assumptions,” I scold her. “You look beautiful, by the way.” I glance over at her gorgeous profile, trying not to salivate and reveal just how hot I find her.

      “Thanks,” she says. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      I wave a hand dismissively. “What, this old thing? Pshh.”

      She laughs and we banter back and forth for the few minutes it takes us to get to our destination. As we pull into a parking lot at the Santa Monica Pier, I see her head whipping around to take in her surroundings in shock.

      “You’re taking me to the amusement park?” she asks, laughing.

      I flash her a grin. “Can’t get anything past you,” I reply with a wink. “It closes in a couple hours. I figured we could play a little before grabbing some dinner. Is that okay?” I look over at her as I park, suddenly worried that this was a bad idea.

      To my relief, she shakes her head and laughs. “It’s totally okay, I love this place,” she replies. “I just wouldn’t have guessed it was your sort of date.”

      There she goes again with the assumptions. Part of me is glad I can surprise her as much as she surprises me. Part of me doesn’t want to enjoy this as much as I am. In any case, I can’t help teasing her a little.

      “Do you always stereotype so much?” I ask.

      She opens her mouth, but closes it again quickly, seemingly thinking better of whatever snark she was about to lay down. Because she knows I’m right.

      “Maybe? I don’t know. I don’t feel like I’m usually this judgmental,” she replies, blushing.

      I can’t say I’ve ever seen a woman blush so much. I realize she must really be into me. And I could be a snarky ass in return. Or I could seize the opportunity.

      I cock my head to the side, throwing some intensity at her.

      “Just with guys who are interested in you, then?” I ask.

      A sexy little smile blooms on her face. “So you’re interested in me, huh?” she teases, dodging the question as she slides out of the car.

      Fuck yes. I love a good chase. But I don’t rush, taking my time getting out and following her to the park entrance. I catch up to her in a few long strides.

      “I thought that was obvious after the other night,” I remark, falling into step beside her, but staying a careful distance away.

      She shrugs as we enter the park. “I didn’t want to assume,” she replies airily.

      I laugh loudly. “Well, that’s a first,” I reply with a wink as we round the corner into the main stretch of the park. “Where to?”

      She points to the mini-hoops booth to our right. “How’s your game?” she asks.

      I can’t help letting an ironic smile slip over my features. “I guess we’ll find out.” I eye the plethora of stuffed critters lining the columns and eaves of the booth. “See something you like?”

      I carefully turn my eyes to hers, letting the suggestiveness of my tone do its work.

      She blushes furiously and turns toward the booth. Probably to hide. But she quickly points to a fluffy pink stuffed elephant hanging from the side of the booth. “I’m going to name her Juliana,” she teases.

      With a burst of laughter, I accept the challenge. “I’ll see what I can do, but I make no promises,” I respond. Again, with the double meaning. I swear I’m not even trying to.

      I slap the requisite cash on the counter, and the teenager behind the counter gives me an I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-my-job stare as he plops three tiny basketballs in front of me.

      I line up for the first shot, trying to ignore Frankie’s eyes on me. Fuck, that girl does things to my insides. Distracted, I let loose and it falls short, swiping the tiny net. Out of the corner of my eye I see Frankie cross her arms and lean into the pillar, her eyes flicking between me and the hoop. I notice that her tits are shoved together and peeking out the top of her shirt, unbalancing me even more. My second shot goes wide. I take a breath and try to shove the image of her out of my mind. It doesn’t work, and my last shot misses as well, bouncing spectacularly off the backboard.

      What-fucking-ever. It’s not like I’m trying to impress her, anyway. I turn toward her and raise my arms in an exaggerated shrug. I did warn her.

      Her face is a mask as she pushes up from her leaning position.

      “Nice try, champ,” she says, looking up at me.

      Well, shit. She surprises me once again with her chill response.

      “You want a try?” I challenge her.

      “No, I suck at basketball,” she admits. “That’s why I asked you to do it.”

      The honesty makes me laugh. “Fair enough.” I stare back at her for a minute. I can’t get a read on her. Is she the tough chick or the sweetheart? She can’t really seem to make up her mind. I kind of dig it.

      “What do you like to do here?” she asks curiously.

      Well, that’s a huge fucking can of worms. I suppress a sigh and lead her down a couple of booths to the water gun race. “I used to play this for hours when I was a kid,” I admit, taking a seat on one of the black stools that are cracked with age and use.

      She slips onto the stool next to me, her eyes following my movements as I play absentmindedly with the long, metal tube affixing the toy to its pedestal. There’s still one empty stool, so we’re asked to wait a few minutes before they give up on having a full lineup.

      “So you came here a lot growing up?” she asks shrewdly while we wait.

      I turn to face her, unsure of how much to tell her. She slides her legs between mine unexpectedly and leans in, waiting for a reply. I look down into her eyes. Her long lashes frame her dark blue eyes, her bright red lips begging to be ravished. But being this close to her, I’m moved in a way that’s so much more than the primal reaction I seem to have to her. She’s looking at me like she wants to reach down inside and pull out all the good stuff. If only there were any of that to give her. But something about this moment makes me wish I had something to give.

      “Yeah,” I finally respond. “You’re a local — you didn’t come here when you were a kid?”

      “Not really,” she replies, the corners of her full lips dipping. “I grew up in East L.A. so it wasn’t like a regular thing.”

      “So what was your thing? Were you a daddy’s girl or a rebel?” I ask, keeping the attention on her.

      “Can’t a girl be both?” she asks with a sly grin.

      I’m intrigued, but I’m not going to let her off the hook that easily. So, I just stare at her with a raised eyebrow, waiting for a real response.

      She lets out a sigh. And I get it. I don’t like getting serious either. “My dad died before I was born. So no, not a daddy’s girl. And my mom worked all the time, so I was pretty much raised by my grandma. She’s a fucking saint, and as much as I wanted to rebel, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything to upset her.”

      Raised by her grandmother? Again, she surprises me. And I can see how uncomfortable she is sharing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” I say softly, leaning forward and taking her hand, hoping the reassurance keeps her from bolting.

      Her eyes are locked on our entwined fingers and she seems frozen in place. I disentangle a hand and tilt her face up to look me in the eyes. Her vulnerability is on full display. This is the moment I would usually bolt. And regardless of why I have to be here, right now, I just want her to look at me and know that she’s not just beautiful because of the strength she tries to project, but also because of the things she thinks make her look weak. Of all people, I get how hard it is to share that part of yourself. It takes more guts than most people have. Including me.

      Our intimate moment is broken by the attendant calling everyone to the ready. Simultaneously annoyed and thankful for the distraction, I turn to my ready position. Frankie does the same with a determination on her face that is adorable. I can tell she really wants to kick my ass.

      Not even a minute later, the race is over, and Frankie wins. Coming in a close second doesn’t matter. By an inch or a mile, I fucking lost. To a girl.

      “Fuck. I never lose at that game. I think your gun worked better,” I grouse jokingly as we step away from the booth.

      She elbows me lightly in the side. “Mhm, that must’ve been it,” she agrees, obviously humoring me.

      I shoot her a mock dirty look as we get to the end of the row of games, still keeping a careful distance. Because I know if I don’t, I’m going to lose control of this situation and what I need to be doing.

      “So you grew up in Santa Monica?” she asks, playing with the edge of her blouse as I step up to do the ring toss. Her awkwardness tells me she notices the physical and emotional distance I’m trying to create.

      I pay and take the stack of rings I’m given, weighing one in my right palm while I also weigh how to answer her. Silently, I gently lob the ring in a graceful arc toward the mass of glass bottles pressed together. It slides neatly around the neck of the bottle I’d aimed at. Frankie looks at me incredulously as the attendant congratulates me. I shut them both out and weigh up the next shot as I find my words. I decide she showed me hers, so I should show her mine.

      “Not really,” I reply, eyeing the remaining bottles and looking for my next target. “I was in the system until I was fourteen. I was all over the place before then.” I can’t remember the last time I told someone that. Because you tell someone you were a foster kid and they automatically label you: Reject. Troublemaker. Loser. I fling the second ring a little too hard and miss the toss. The ring goes bouncing around, pinging with the sound of failure.

      Frankie’s hand snakes over my forearm. Reluctantly, I turn to look at her. Just as I saw her, she sees me. Before I can stop her, she slides into me, her soft hands wrapping around the back of my neck to pull my lips to hers. It doesn’t last long, but it feels like her telling me I’m wrong. That I do have the guts to share. The acceptance in her kiss is reassuring in a way it shouldn’t be.

      But as she moves away, I react without a thought. I fling my final ring aside and reach to pull her back in. To taste her again. Just for a moment I let everything out in that kiss, dipping my tongue into her mouth, sliding mine against hers as if the connection could save us both from haunted memories. Despite its depth, there’s purity and innocence in the kiss that stirs something inside of me.

      Someone clears their throat. I pull away to find the booth attendant holding a generously sized stuffed unicorn in offering. We both look at the last ring, nestled neatly around the neck of a small bottle, and burst out laughing. I accept the prize, offering the fluffy creature in Frankie’s direction.

      “You should keep it,” she says. “You earned it, after all.”

      I scrunch my eyebrows together. What the fuck am I going to do with a stuffed unicorn? But I bite that back, opting not to completely ruin the moment. Instead, I shrug and tuck it under my arm, wandering to a bench across from the ring toss. We settle onto it without a word.

      “What happened when you were fourteen?” she asks after a bit.

      I pull at the unicorn’s mane, separating the rainbow of colors, then smoothing them back together, over and over again. Order. Chaos. Order. Chaos. It’s a good metaphor for life.

      “I decided I was over it,” I reply carefully, not making eye contact. “Over hopping houses. Shitty foster parents just looking to collect checks. My fucked up ‘brothers and sisters’ always looking for a fight. I just wanted to be left alone.”

      She takes a minute to absorb that, but thankfully doesn’t offer any token expressions of pity. I fucking hate when people do that. Her atypical reaction makes me want to tell her more. Or maybe it’s just her. Either way, I do. I try to start slowly, but before long the words are tumbling out of me as if they’ve been waiting years to come out. Which I guess they have.

      I tell her about my years in the system, then living on the streets until I was nineteen, when I met Sal. I don’t mention him by name, since he’d fucking kill me, but I do reminisce that he helped me clean up my act, gave me a job, and took me under his wing, ultimately helping me become the man I am today. If only she could really understand what that means. The things he asks me to do. And how, despite my gratitude for being saved from the streets, I’m finally old enough to know I need to get the fuck out. When I’m done talking, we sit in silence for a few moments before she says anything.

      “Wow, I’m impressed,” she says plainly.

      I look up at her in shock. She looks like she means it. I shake my head morosely.

      “You shouldn’t be,” I reply. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      She huffs a small laugh. “True,” she allows. “But there’s a lot I do know about you. You’re considerate. Respectful. Oddly conservative in your vehicle choices. You love classic cars, hard rock, and cheap beer.” That elicits a laugh from me, but she keeps going. “And despite a rough start, you let someone help you, you learned, and grew, and now it seems like you’re doing pretty good for yourself. Oh, and you have excellent taste in women.” She gives me a teasing poke in the side.

      “You forgot my other skills,” I reply suggestively, still smiling.

      She raises an eyebrow at me. “Must have slipped my mind,” she responds sarcastically. The fucking minx.

      “Is that so?” I ask huskily, leaning toward her. “Maybe I need to remind you then.”

      Her pupils dilate and she sinks her upper teeth into her bottom lip, drawing my eyes back to her mouth. It flips that fucking primal switch, and I need to get her someplace. Fast. My eyes flick up to the photo booth behind us.

      Her eyes follow mine, and as I grab her hand it clicks. She lets me pull her into the curtained alcove, closing it behind us. I don’t waste time. I don’t have a choice. I need a fix of those fucking lips. I press her into the wall, urgently claiming them with mine. The stuffed unicorn falls to the floor, forgotten as I taste her.

      There’s nothing innocent about this kiss. I wrap my hand around her neck, trying to plunder her as deeply as I can, our lips working fervently together. My other hand grabs at her, needing to feel her responding to me. It lands on her perfectly round ass, pulling her hips against mine in a grind that causes her to moan against me.

      I feel her wrap her arms around my neck, pulling herself up to slip her leg behind my ass, pulling me in. My cock hardens at the thought of fucking her right here. And I know this has to stop. I slide my hands to her hips and gently keep her in place while I pull away.

      She stares up at me, panting and bewildered.

      I try to play off that I’m just as lost to this as she is. “Well?” I ask as calmly as I can, scooping up the unicorn from the floor and stuffing it in my back pocket.

      She’s clearly worked up, and it takes her a minute to understand.

      “Yes, your other skills are amazing too,” she allows with a roll of her eyes. Seemingly having gathered her wits, she straightens out her clothes and pushes me out of the booth until she can get by me. She’s clearly annoyed, and I don’t get it. It seemed like she wanted me to kiss her before, and by the way she was responding I know I didn’t cross any lines she wasn’t perfectly happy to blow to smithereens. So what the fuck?

      “Fuck, what did I do now?” I let slip. And instantly regret it as she turns on her heel to face me, her nostrils flaring, her gorgeous lips pursed.

      “Try groping me to prove a point,” she snaps. She makes to move away, but I’m not going to let that go without setting her straight, so I grab her before she can get away and turn her around to face me.

      She’s already gone from angry to hurt, so I slide my hands around her heart-shaped face, willing her to understand.

      “For fuck’s sake Francesca, that’s not why I did it,” I try to explain. But I can’t think of any way to tell her why. So I show her, leaning down and capturing her lips with mine once more.

      But different this time. Slower, more deliberately. I’ve always been better at show than tell, and I can feel her respond as her body softens into mine. I take the opportunity to slip my hands around her back, gently cradling her as I say with a kiss what I can’t put into words.

      The desire, the connection, the acceptance of each other is all spelled out mutely as we gently explore each other’s mouths with our tongues. She tastes, and smells, like heaven. It’s the silent primal bond that’s between us made tangible in the perfect fit of our mouths and our bodies as she melts into me.

      When we break apart, she puts her hands on my chest and looks up at me. The intensity of emotion is overwhelming, and I just can’t deal with this right now. I’m all over the fucking map.

      I lace my fingers through hers with one hand. “Come on,” I say, pulling her to the ticket booth at the Ferris wheel. I’m hoping we can just enjoy the scenery and get a break from the intensity of the evening.

      After we’ve climbed into one of the gondolas, spinning slowly to the top, I ask her more about her family, as nonchalantly as I can. I don’t want to scare her off.

      It’s obviously a tough topic for her to discuss. She talks about her contentious relationship with her mother, that her grandmother always has to be their referee, but since the arrival of her younger brother twelve years ago they’ve managed to be more civil with each other for his sake. But that there’s always an undercurrent of tension. I can tell there’s a lot she’s not telling me, but I know pushing the issue wouldn’t help, so I just let her talk.

      I try to put physical distance between us again, but I’m so wrapped up in what she’s saying that every time I think to notice, I’m touching her. Holding her hand, stroking her thigh, wrapping my arm behind her shoulders. It’s all too easy to fall into.

      When she goes silent, finally, neither of us tries to fill the void. On our second circuit, as we flip oceanside we can see the sun setting in brilliant oranges and pinks reflecting off the dark ocean. It’s always been one of my favorite sights.

      “Did you plan this?” she asks, gesturing to the setting sun and nestling closer, leaning her head on my chest. It feels so fucking good to be close to her.

      I let out a small laugh. “Maybe,” I admit.

      “You’re smooth, I’ll give you that,” she replies.

      If she only knew. A nagging feeling tugs at my gut. It takes me a minute to name it.

      Guilt.

      Here’s this complex, smart, feisty, and gorgeous creature opening up to me. I’m such a fucking asshole.

      I shake my head at my own thoughts, causing her to look up at me questioningly.

      “Thank you,” I say softly. I said it because I didn’t know what to say, but I suddenly feel it, and more. “For opening up to me. And for not pitying me. The few people I’ve told did, or worse. It’s why I don’t usually say anything.”

      She nods. I can tell she understands, at least more than most people do. “I can’t pity something that made you the man you are,” she explains. “Because I like that man. A lot more than I want to admit.”

      There’s that feeling again. Fuck. Sal was concerned about me fucking her. But now I’m concerned about something so much worse. “How much more?” I ask. Even though I think I know the answer, because I’m in the same fucking boat.

      Her eyes rake over my face, and she’s clearly unsure of what to say. But I’m not sure she needs to. I think we’ve both been hit harder by whatever this is than we expected. It takes a whole lot to scare me, but this might just do it. This situation is already too fraught with bullshit. I can’t let this girl fall for me. She deserves so fucking much better.

      “We’ve only been on two dates,” she finally replies. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I shake my head, withdrawing into myself, looking out over the water as the wind whips through our hair. As we descend to the bottom, the operator opens the gate and ushers us out, telling us the park is closing in a few minutes.

      We wander silently to the exit, to my car. I open the door and turn to find Francesca looking at me with an expression between sad and scared.

      “I freaked you out and now you’re thinking this was a mistake.” Her voice is low, but she’s close enough for me to hear. And it’s not a question.

      We stare at each other in silence. What can I say to that? I do think this was a mistake, but not in the way she thinks. I want to punch something. I want to beat the ever-loving shit out of the forces of the universe that made us meet now. Under these circumstances. Because there’s no way in hell I can be loyal to both Sal and Frankie. And I refuse to do that to her. Sal can get his intel some other way. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have to stay away from Frankie. There’s no winning for me in this situation. And the why doesn’t matter. No explanation is going to make this easier.

      “I don’t think we should see each other again,” I reply sadly, avoiding admitting that I don’t think she is a mistake at all. I’m the fucking mistake.

      But if I’ve seen anything in my fucked-up life, it’s the face of a woman determined not to cry. The face she’s wearing right now.

      “I’m not usually …” she trails off, clearly not sure what to say. “I didn’t expect this.”

      I shut the car door and close the distance between us. I pull her face up so I can look her in the eyes.

      “Me, neither,” I respond. “I’m sorry, Francesca.”

      She blinks hard and nods. And her tough girl mask drops in, just like that. I’m almost thankful for it. Anything to make this easier.

      She takes a step back. “Goodbye, Julian.” She backs away.

      “Let me drive you home,” I plead. I want to reach out to her, but on some level, I know it’s best to just let her leave.

      She makes the choice, shaking her head and giving me a sad smile. “Take care,” she says. And with a wave, she turns and walks away.
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      I don’t walk all the way home. It may only be a couple of miles, but that would be murder in heels. Instead, I stop in a coffee shop a few blocks away on the Third Street Promenade and grab a latte, sitting at a table outside to people watch. Wondering how the hell things went so fast.

      Before the water race, in that out-of-nowhere intimate moment we shared, I realized there was a sincerity about Julian that made me like him more than I’d let myself like anyone in a long time. Chalk it up to all the lying jerks I’ve encountered. But Julian seemed different. Or so I thought. Though I’m an intense person. I don’t hide who I am. If he can’t take it, best that he figures that out now.

      Though the disappointment on his face as we parted is going to haunt me. But it’s for the best. The man affects me in ways that are not normal. I can’t even figure out why.

      I need Emma. As I place the call, I know she’s going to kill me for not calling her last night or earlier today.
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        * * *

      

      “Three fucking days, Frankie. I can’t leave you alone for three fucking days,” Emma says, shaking her head and grabbing a breadstick from the center of the table.

      “A little louder, babe, I don’t think the chef quite heard you,” Ben remarks drily, taking a huge gulp of his beer and shaking his head.

      “If you wanted quiet you shouldn’t have married her,” I point out. I note that I sound as tired as I feel.

      Ben, totally oblivious, laughs behind another sip of beer.

      Emma points a finger at me. “Deflecting,” she accuses me. “So that’s it? It’s just over?”

      I shrug. What else is there to say? I’ve already relayed everything to her that’s happened since she left my apartment on Sunday.

      “You know if he hadn’t ended it, I would’ve gone home, freaked out, and never called him again,” I reply.

      Emma snorts a laugh. “At least you know yourself,” she allows. “Damn, I really wish I would’ve gotten a look at this guy.”

      Ben scoffs. “I’m sitting right here,” he points out, annoyed, running a meaty hand over his short brown hair.

      “So you didn’t even get to …” Emma trails off, opening her mouth wide and gently inserting a breadstick into her mouth, sucking it suggestively.

      Ben drops his head into his hands, groaning in embarrassment. They’ve cracked my pity party, and I laugh until I’m choking. I take a sip of water to calm down, then shake my head, wiping tears of laughter from my eyes.

      “No!” I protest, still chuckling.

      Emma grins widely, takes an enthusiastic bite of the breadstick and nudges Ben’s arm, knocking his hand away from his face.

      “You can look up, I’m done fellating the appetizers,” she teases him. “And girl talk is over. For now anyway. Tell her about your promotion.” Emma smiles encouragingly at Ben.

      “Hey, you got a promotion? Congratulations,” I offer with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. “What’s the position?”

      Ben shrugs his wide shoulders in a bad impression of modesty. “It’s no big deal. They made me foreman.” Lie.

      Oh, boy. Here we go again. I suppress a sigh. I glance over at Emma. She looks extremely happy. I put on my practiced poker face.

      “That’s great,” I reply, flicking my eyes back to Ben’s sturdy frame. “Does that come with a raise?”

      “Sure does,” Ben says proudly. Lie.

      “God, we’ll finally be able to take a proper honeymoon,” Emma gushes.

      This is one of the things I hate most about my gift. Lying to people I love about the people they love who are lying to them. Because Emma specifically asked we never tell Ben about my ability for times like this. She thinks she wants to know. And while I’ve always known Ben is a compulsive liar, I learned long ago to keep my mouth shut about Emma’s boyfriends. It just drives a wedge between us. And after all, everybody lies anyway. Though I just wish Ben didn’t lie quite so much. Normally, I let it go. But this one is kind of big. And I know I’ll have to say something next time I get her alone.

      “That’s exciting,” I respond as sincerely as I can. But I don’t ask questions, subtly discouraging continuing the conversation, saving Ben from digging himself deeper.

      Thankfully, our meals arrive and there’s silence as we tuck in. Well, as they tuck in. I pick at my food, realizing I don’t have much of an appetite after all. I’m still yearning to really talk this out with Emma. Giving her an overview of what happened was fine with Ben around, but I left out a lot of the details. Especially the steamy ones, and we totally skipped a full dissection of the date. So now there are two things I need to talk to Emma about.
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        * * *

      

      I dreamt of Julian that night. And every night thereafter. His eyes. His body. His vulnerability. The terrifying realization that I was already falling for him after only two dates. By Sunday, the daily emotional dream rollercoaster on top of three crazy nights at the club in a row has me wiped and ready to take a couple of days off completely to regroup.

      Unfortunately, life moves on, and I have to drag ass out of bed at ten-thirty to get showered and ready to go to my mom’s for lunch at noon. Despite knowing I often need to work until six a.m. on Sundays, she insists on the monthly routine. At least it’s not every week.

      The drive takes thirty minutes, about the same as it usually takes me to get to and from the club. It reminds me of that saying that everywhere you go in L.A. takes only thirty minutes. If only. I’m lucky I rarely have to drive during rush hour.

      Pulling into my mom’s driveway, the modest rambler looks the same as it always does with its peeling yellow paint and white trim. Mom’s tank of a classic German automobile, still solid despite its obvious age, sits in the spot closest to the front door. Tony’s bicycle leans against the bushes under the front window. And as soon as I pull in I can smell melted cheese. It doesn’t matter what meal it is at Mom’s house, it always smells like melted cheese.

      Before I’ve even made it halfway up the path, the front door springs open and Tony comes flying out, nearly knocking me over with his tall, gangly, twelve-year-old body.

      “Frankie,” he greets me with a squeeze.

      “Geez, Tony, you’re huge,” I groan. “What’d you grow, like a foot since last month?”

      He pulls back, shoving me playfully. “Yeah, and I bet I can kick your ass now too,” he teases, balling his fists in front of his face.

      “Hey, watch your language, kid,” I tease back, slipping a punch in under his defenses.

      He rolls his eyes and allows me to drag him inside. I drop my purse and keys on the coffee table in the living room, my hand instinctively reaching behind my back to put down the handgun that’s usually nestled there. But I stop short, remembering where I am. I never wear it to Mom’s. She hates guns, so I don’t ever bring them here, much less discuss my affinity for them.

      I go through to the kitchen, where I know I’ll find the women and sure enough, they’re busy stuffing pasta shells when I walk in. Tony bounds in behind me, sneaking a finger into the ricotta mix they’re spooning from. Mom slaps his hand away and looks up.

      “Frankie, you’re early,” she says, her eyes tight and unwelcoming.

      “Nice to see you too, Mom,” I reply sweetly, walking over to the older of the two women. “Hi, Nonna.”

      My grandmother turns her papery cheek toward me and I plant a kiss on it. “Hello, dear, how are you doing?” Nonna asks, her rhythm unbroken as she fills the casserole dish.

      “Tired but good,” I reply. “Need help?”

      Mom nods at a cutting board piled with a loaf of bread, a stick of butter, a head of garlic, and a bunch of spices.

      “You can make the garlic bread,” she directs.

      I huff a laugh. Mom is all business in the kitchen. Wait. Scratch that. Mom is just all business. Everywhere. At least around me.

      I watch her for a moment, her greying head bent over, her slim, strong fingers deftly working. She’s always been a little too serious and focused for her own good. Unlike Nonna. Watching Nonna is like watching a dance. She floats through the kitchen, spinning and preparing the food in a graceful rhythm, always with a smile on her ancient, wrinkled face.

      With a chuckle, I turn to the bread and get to work.

      “How’s work, Ma?” I ask without looking up.

      “Busy,” she says crisply.

      I snort. My mother runs the cleaning business her father started decades ago. She busted her ass to prove herself to Grandpa so she could take it over. I’d say it’s the reason I barely saw her as a child, but I can’t blame it entirely on that. Though I think it was a good excuse for her to avoid me, as she very purposely has never involved me in any of it, even as the business has seemingly grown and taken off.

      “That’s good?” I reply questioningly.

      “It keeps food on the table,” she replies in a curt tone.

      Nonna looks askance at her and shakes her head.

      “Hey, Tony,” I call, over trying to make conversation with my mother.

      He pops up on the other side of the counter I’m working on. “What’s up, Sis?”

      “How’s school?” I prompt.

      He grins and slides onto one of the bar stools and proceeds to catch me up on his last month. I don’t miss that, for the first time, he mentions a girl. Twice. I give Nonna a look and she just smiles beatifically.

      I’ve long since finished preparing the bread, but Tony keeps me captive, talking until the food is all in the oven. He’s still quite possibly the sweetest kid on the planet with his enthusiastic positivity, and the fact that he’s still not too cool to hang out with his big sister. I always forget how much I miss him until I’m here, away from the distractions of the club.

      Mom leaves the kitchen once she’s finished cleaning to go do God only knows what. Heaven forbid she actually have a conversation with her only daughter. But then, there hasn’t been much mother-daughter bonding my whole life. Why start now?

      In any case, Tony pulls me into the living room to show me his newest video games, and Nonna settles happily into her favorite armchair. She crochets quietly until Tony is contentedly playing his game solo. I take the opportunity to slide onto the couch next to her.

      “How are you doing, Nonna?” I ask her loudly enough so she can hear me.

      Her hearing has been declining for years, but she refuses to acknowledge it. I think she’s just too vain to wear hearing aids. It drives everyone nuts.

      “Oh, just peachy,” she assures me without looking up from her work. “How are you, really? You look sad.”

      “I’m just tired,” I respond.

      Now she stops. And gives me The Look. “Frankie, I’ve raised you from a babe. I know the difference. Who is he?”

      Dammit, how does she do that?

      “Nobody, Nonna. Just a blip on the radar,” I grumble.

      Nonna cackles. “Anyone who can stir up the imperturbable Frankie Greco isn’t a nobody. What did he lie about?”

      I sigh and shake my head. “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?” she asks simply.

      “It was just going too fast. It wasn’t right.” It sounds lame even to me. I expect her to chastise me, to encourage me to give it a chance despite my reluctance to let people in, to get in a serious relationship.

      But Nonna always surprises me.

      “You know what’s best for you,” she replies with a shrug, returning to the blanket she’s making.

      I look at her skeptically. “Is this a trap?” I ask.

      Nonna smiles widely. “Allow an old woman to plead the fifth when her lie detector of a granddaughter asks a question to which she already knows the answer.”

      Before I can respond, my mom walks in.

      “What’s the question?” she asks curiously.

      Tony calls out in a singsong voice, “Frankie’s got a boyfriend.”

      Fucking kids. They’re always listening.

      “Oh?” my mother asks, suddenly very interested as she sits next to me on the couch. “Why didn’t you bring him?”

      I reach over and slap Tony on the back of the head, but he just grins and keeps playing his game.

      “I do not have a boyfriend,” I grumble.

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Nonna teases.

      I clench my jaw, knowing the more they get a rise, the more they’ll keep going. So I just cross my arms and sullenly sink back into the couch cushions.

      My mother stares at me for a minute before rising to head back to the kitchen. Probably to clean something that’s already been cleaned six times. Any excuse to avoid direct conversation.

      “I’m sure, like every man in her life, it’ll pass,” my mother says archly as she walks away.

      “Geez, that was low, even for her,” I snipe after she’s disappeared.

      Nonna finally puts her crocheting down. “Now, Frankie, darling, you know she’s just projecting.”

      As if I needed the reminder that Mom has never been married, or even able to keep a man around for very long. But for very different reasons. She’s unbearable and frigid. My relationships usually end over whoppers. Except with Julian who, ironically, only lied to me once, the first time we met, in an attempt not to seem like a stalker.

      “I know,” I respond. “But she’s not wrong.”

      A weathered, frail hand slips over mine. “I love you, you know that,” she says forcefully. “So I’m going to give it to you straight between the eyes. Learn to stop trying to make things go how you think they should, and go with what is. Even if it doesn’t end up where you want, at least you let it run its course. But your expectations are stopping you from being happy, Frankie.”

      “Even if I wanted to go with it, I’m pretty sure I scared him off,” I explain. “We hadn’t even known each other a week and I was spilling my guts to him.” I stop myself short of saying I was also ready to rip the man’s clothes off in public and do naughty things to him. I shudder lightly at the memory of his lips and his hands on me in that photo booth. Some things you just don’t discuss with your grandmother.

      The old woman smiles knowingly. “That’s how it should be, Francesca.”

      I open my mouth to protest, closing it again rapidly. The truth of her words is like a smack in the face. I was so scared of it because it was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was so fast. That is, compared to my previous relationships. But those didn’t work out. So what if how I feel around Julian really is how it should be? The real deal? I suddenly feel nauseous.

      “Mhm,” Nonna mutters smugly, leaning back into her chair and picking up her crocheting again. “You let that man know you want to give it a go, and you’ll see whether he’s really too scared.”

      Needless to say I’m pretty quiet the rest of the visit as I process things. But by the time I’m passed around for hugs on my way out, my resolve is set.

      As soon as I settle into the driver’s seat of my car, I cradle my cellphone in my lap, a blank text message to Julian waiting for my words.

      I’m sorry about the other night. I just got freaked out. Can we talk?

      And before I can chicken out, I hit “send.”
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