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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Once upon a time, this series started with Trapped by the Mob, not Paid by the Mob, as it does now. Trapped was quickly followed by Freed from the Mob, and that was supposed to be it. They were intended to be a duet.

      But the characters, this world I had weaved, wouldn’t get out of my head. Most authors refer to this issue as their muse talking.

      For me, it was several muses. And they wouldn’t shut up.

      As luck would have it, about a year after I published those two books, I was invited to participate in a group project with several other mafia romance authors. I had to write a brand new mafia book for this project.

      This led to Paid by the Mob, which takes place roughly along the same timeline as Trapped by the Mob (but involves different characters who will intersect throughout the series).

      By this point, the mafia writing addiction had me firmly in its grasp, and I (probably a little obsessively) wrote the next three books in the series.

      As I worked on the final book in the series, Return to the Mob, I spent a fair amount of time verifying timelines, making sure the characters were born in the right decade for their current age, making sure people aged the way they should, little details like that. From there, I became mildly enamored with the 1980s… all over again. (I lived them, so…)

      At the same time, I was invited to participate in a holiday romantic suspense project. Combine the two scenarios and I thought, how fun would it be to write a prequel to my Detroit Mafia series, base it in the ’80s, and use as much ’80s slang, clothing, and music as I possibly could? (Oh, and it had to occur during the holidays, so hello, lots and lots of tinsel and those big, fat, heat-radiating outdoor lights!)

      Thus, Destined for the Mob was born. This book takes place in 1989 and is about Marco Romano’s parents. You don’t know Marco yet; he makes his debut in book 4, Born into the Mob. And the grand finale of this series, Return to the Mob, is Marco’s love story.

      If you want to read Destined for the Mob, click the link below. It’s going to ask if you’d like to join my newsletter list, and then you’ll be emailed a copy of the book. I hope you enjoy it!

      

      Download Destined for the Mob HERE.

      

      Thanks for reading!

      xoxo

      Tami
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        Samuele Adelmo’s job is to do whatever mafia kingpin Gino Sarvilli pays him to do. No questions asked, no emotional involvement. It’s just a job.

      

        

      
        When he meets Lola Pennington, a sweet and beautiful woman who always sees the glass as half full, he starts to care about how his chosen career affects other people.

      

        

      
        Problem is, when you’re paid by the mob, there’s no retirement plan.
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            JUST MINDIN’ MY OWN BUSINESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Samuele pounded the pavement, the burning muscles in his legs steadily propelling him down a path he’d taken so many times he could close his eyes and probably still stay on the trail, so long as he didn’t have to dodge oncoming bikers, dog walkers, and other runners.

      It was an old railroad track, converted into a link of trails meant to encourage the local community to get out and get healthy. Hey, Samuele was doing his part.

      His brain was exercising, too, thinking through the latest complication in his life. He wasn’t a fan of complications. He preferred that his life stay even keel, at least when he wasn’t working.

      When he was working, he never expected even keel. Which was at least partially why he was so good at his job. The other part was probably his heritage. Italians had a history of figuring out how to get shit done, by any means necessary.

      So, yeah, this latest complication. It was annoying as fuck, to say the least. He was content with the way things were. Why did Gino Sarvilli have to throw a kink into their arrangement?

      How fucking complicated did it need to be? Gino needed a job done, Samuele did it, Gino paid him a lot of cash, and everybody was happy.

      Everybody who mattered.

      Even Gino’s brother Antonio, who handled the books and otherwise liked to pretend that he wasn’t related to the mob, thought Gino was stupid for his most recent suggestion. Antonio didn’t say as much, of course, because if anybody called Gino stupid, even his own brother, they’d end up wearing cement shoes at the bottom of the Detroit River. But Samuele could tell during their meeting that Antonio agreed with him; they should not rock this boat. It had been awfully smooth sailing up to this point.

      So how the fuck did he tell Gino as much without insulting the guy and potentially putting a bull’s-eye on his own back?

      Or did he just suck it up and do as Gino suggested? Would that really be so bad? He’d have to give up his other clients, but if he were being honest with himself, Gino’s jobs were already 95 percent of his income.

      And, seriously, the raise Gino proposed was tempting as fuck. Samuele wasn’t stupid; he didn’t want to be a mob hitman forever. He’d been steadily socking money away into offshore accounts for years. When he was ready, he planned to bail, to disappear off the radar and enjoy whatever was left of his life.

      With the pay scale of this new complication, he needed to put in only another five years and he’d be golden. He’d be retired at thirty-five. How many professions allowed one to enjoy retirement for fifty or sixty years?

      Movement caught his eye, and Samuele went from introspective to high alert over the course of a single heartbeat. He even started to lean forward, ready to grab the Beretta Nano strapped to his ankle.

      But it registered that the movement came from a pile of fluff that had curled up in the middle of the jogging path, and he was reasonably certain this little guy meant him no harm, so Samuele did his damndest to avoid stepping on the animal, whatever it may be.

      This resulted in him twisting to the left, which still likely would have been okay, except when his foot hit the path a few inches away from the animal’s body, his running shoe sank into something soft, squishy, warm, and smelly.

      “Fuck me,” he growled. He’d just stepped in shit. Without thinking it through—unusual for him—he twisted again, which in retrospect was stupid because his shoe was already coated in some sort of feces.

      This resulted in his foot going one way while his knee went the other, and then a shooting pain hit his ankle and he went down like a sack of potatoes.

      Thank Christ he didn’t land in the pile of shit that started this whole mess.

      “Ohmigod,” he heard a high-pitched voice cry out, and then something warm and faintly abrasive was sliding across his face, and it took him way longer than it should have to realize the animal he’d been trying to avoid was a dog—a puppy, actually, that might be a golden retriever—and it was now licking his face.

      He pushed the muzzle away. “Okay, okay, I’m alive, leave me alone.”

      “But are you okay?” that same feminine voice said, and Samuele turned away from the overly enthusiastic pup to look up into the very concerned looking face of an angel.

      That was maybe a bit of an exaggeration. But, fuck him, she was beautiful. Vibrant red hair pulled back into a ponytail. A mass of curls draped over her shoulder. Big, bright blue eyes. High cheekbones. Full, rosy lips. A narrow neck that curved down to a smooth chest and breasts that weren’t too big or too small.

      He kept up his perusal, because why the hell not?

      Below those tempting breasts was a narrow waist that flared into hips that were so perfect for grabbing during sex that his cock began to swell, which was problematic since he was wearing a pair of running shorts and not much else.

      “Uh…” He finally checked himself because Jesus, Samuele, you aren’t in a fucking strip club. This particular neighborhood was one that pretended it didn’t cater to his kind, even though a fair number of the residents were likely connected to Gino Sarvilli in one way or another.

      Samuele cleared his throat. “I stepped in dog shit.”

      Classy, real classy. What the fuck was he thinking?

      The woman’s gaze flew up past his head, and she scrambled to her feet. Yeah, he tried to grab a peek up the leg of her shorts as she hurried past him. Then she bent over, and all sorts of far-less-than-appropriate thoughts hit him at once, and if his dick wasn’t swollen yet, it would be in about five seconds flat.

      When she straightened, she had the fluffball in her arms, holding it close to her chest, and he really wished he and that dog could trade places.

      “I’m so sorry,” the woman said. “I just adopted him and I don’t have a fence and I only turned my back for a moment and… I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Like he could hold that against her. Like he could hold anything against her, except maybe his own body. Which was stupid of him to even think because houses in this neighborhood didn’t go for less than half a mill, and a woman her age didn’t live here unless she was part of a dual income household.

      Translation: she was married.

      Not that Samuele hadn’t ever had an affair with a married woman before. To be honest, some of his craziest fucking experiences had occurred while he was banging married women.

      And yeah, if this woman was married and still wanted to go a round, he’d not turn her down. She was fucking hot, after all. If she was married, she probably wouldn’t have her eye out for a fuck buddy. There was something pure about her, something innocent. No, naïve was a better word. Her guy might fuck around on her, but she’d never betray him like that.

      Had he mentioned that he was good at reading people? Another aspect of his personality that made him damn good at his job.

      He tried to stand and grimaced and dropped to one knee when his ankle gave out. “Fuck. Sorry.”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. I swear on occasion too. Especially when I’m frustrated.”

      He tried again and she scurried over to his side, like she thought she could help support two hundred pounds of solid muscle. Oh yeah, while she was cradling a puppy in her arms to boot.

      “I got it,” he said, waving her away while gritting his teeth and trying not to let it show on his face how fucking much his ankle hurt right now.

      “Okay, stop.” She pressed on his shoulder, pushing him back to the ground. He lifted his gaze to give her a solid glare, and she said, “Stay here. Let me put him in the house and I’ll come back to help you.”

      Seriously, what did the woman think she could do for him? He had no damn idea, although watching her jog across the expanse of lawn toward a massive mansion in the distance definitely helped him to momentarily forget about the pain.

      And then she was jogging back to him, her boobs bouncing in what was clearly not a sports bra, until she was once again bending over, trying to help him, this time pulling his arm across her shoulders.

      “This isn’t going to work,” he complained. “I’m going to squish you.”

      “I’m sturdier than I look,” she retorted, and lo and behold, she was right. She managed to get his arm wrapped around her shoulders, and then he was leaning heavily against her as they made their way excruciatingly slowly toward a crumbling patio attached to a mansion with peeling paint, broken gutters, and cracked windows.

      “You live here?” he asked when she helped him into a chair with stuffing sticking out of a hole in the middle of the cushion.

      “At the moment.”

      He eyed the splintered bannister. The neighbors must loathe that this piece of crap sullied their neighborhood. “I’m guessing it’s not what I was initially thinking.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That you’re married to a man twice your age. Or possibly divorced from him.”

      She chuckled. “Nope. Not even close. Now give me your shoe so I can use the hose to rinse off the dog poop. Oh, and let me grab an ice pack too.”

      She hurried away, and he barely had time to digest what she said before she was back again with his shoe, now free of dog shit, and a plastic bag filled with crushed ice and wrapped with a kitchen towel.

      While she lifted his ankle onto another chair and then gently placed the homemade icepack on his injury, he asked, “So if it’s not one of those options, what is it?”

      She gave him a quick smile and said, “Do you want something to drink?”

      “Are you offering water or booze?” He should drink water, but if she suggested an icy cold beer, he wouldn’t turn her down.

      “I have water, obviously. Or I have a lovely rosé I’m happy to share.”

      “What the fuck is rosé?”

      She laughed. “Wine. Cool, refreshing. Not too sweet, not too dry. Perfect summer beverage. Besides water, of course.”

      He swiped his hand over his face. What a fucking dumbass. He knew what a rosé was. He was just off his game, that was all.

      “Yeah, wine’s good. Thanks.”

      She hurried away again, giving him yet another eyeful of a seriously perfect ass. Not that he expected to have the opportunity, but if she did let him tap that, he’d sure as hell bite that fleshy bit of skin. A couple times. Leave his mark, like he was an alpha wolf or some shit.

      She returned carrying two wineglasses and a bottle in a ceramic container designed to keep it cool even in warm weather like this. And then she poured the wine and offered one to him.

      This was, by far, the most surreal experience of his fucking life.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” he asked, unable to keep the suspicion out of his voice.

      She sipped at her wine. “My dog could have broken your ankle. And then you might have sued me, and I can’t really afford to be sued right now.”

      He could tell, based on the condition of her house. Still, he arched his brows. “Is there a good time to be sued?”

      She laughed. “No, I suppose not, but right now is really not good for me.”

      He leaned back in his chair, watching her while he let the ice soothe his ankle and the wine cool his insides. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      She laughed again. “I don’t even know your name.”

      Stretching out his arm, he said, “Samuele Adelmo. Nice to meet you.”

      “Italian,” she said, shaking his hand but not offering her name.

      He nodded.

      She blew out a deep breath. “I hate Italian men.”
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            CONTRACTOR, YOU SAY?

          

        

      

    

    
      Lola cringed as soon as she said it. Okay, that had been harsh. She didn’t know this guy from Adam, and not all Italian men were assholes.

      Right?

      Cripes, she had no personal experience to back that up. One of the most harrowing and scariest periods of her life pointed to one fact: Italian men were assholes.

      But hey, this guy hadn’t stepped on poor Tippy, had twisted his own ankle to keep from hurting her dog, and that had to mean something, right? Her last boyfriend had run over her fifteen-year-old deaf and blind dog, and he hadn’t even managed a sincere apology afterward.

      Samuele chuckled. “Sounds like you’re quite familiar with guys like me.”

      She winced. “Sorry, that came out wrong.”

      He waved at three stories of crumbling sandstone. “How did you end up with this rickety pile of rock if you aren’t married and aren’t divorced and can’t afford to be sued?”

      When she didn’t say anything, he arched heavy black brows. Damn, the man was gorgeous. All that thick dark hair, those piercing brown eyes, that chiseled jawline, and, for God’s sake, why couldn’t he run while wearing a damn shirt?

      She was supposed to hate Italian men, even if they were gorgeous.

      “Do you want me to guess? Are you going to give me a hint?”

      “Like what?” she asked, although why the hell was she even interacting? Tippy had damn near taken the guy out, so she needed to make some sort of retribution, but wasn’t ice and wine enough? Flirting was definitely not a good idea.

      “How about your name?”

      This time, she arched her brows. “How is my name going to help?”

      He lifted one shoulder, let it drop. She stared at the muscles that rippled with the action.

      “I might recognize it. Therefore, a clue.”

      Uh-oh, here they went. She sucked in a breath, let it out slowly. “Pennington.”

      “That’s your first name?”

      She smirked.

      He chuckled.

      “Lola.”

      “Now that I like.” He sipped at his wine. “This isn’t bad either. I admit, even though I’m Italian, I’m not a big wine guy. But I could get behind this.”

      “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “So Pennington, huh? Not ringing any bells, unless you count that ambulance-chasing lawyer who died not too long ago.”

      She tried really hard to school her features, but she could tell that he saw the wince anyway.

      “I know for a fact you weren’t married to that guy because he was married to a senator’s daughter. Who isn’t you. So what’s your connection?”

      Why was she even talking about this? “He was my brother.”

      “Oh.” This time, Samuele winced. “That sucks.”

      She shrugged. “He was a sleazeball, so other than leaving me to clean up all his messes, I’m doing okay.”

      “What sort of messes?”

      Good Lord, where did she start? “Nothing I want to talk about. So, how’s the ankle?”

      He reached forward, the muscles in his arm rippling as he did so, to lift the ice pack and rotate his ankle. “I probably need a little more wine before I’m able to limp home. Vodka would be better.”

      “Maybe a ride would be the best option?”

      He arched his brows. “You’re offering to drive me someplace? The two of us, alone in a car?”

      She waved at her yard. “You already know where I live.”

      “Fair point.” He chuckled. “If it helps, I’m not a serial killer. At least, not by the strict definition of the term.”

      “Funny.” She tossed him another smirk. “Let me know when you’re ready to go and I’ll take you home.”

      “I could just call an Uber.”

      “Fine. Do that then.”

      “But I don’t want to.”

      Their gazes collided, and she held her breath. It was a simple statement, yet for some reason, there was a heaviness to the words. Like he was saying a whole lot without saying much at all.

      He leaned back in his chair, appearing entirely relaxed, as if they were old friends sitting around on a Sunday afternoon, having a casual get-together.

      “So your brother was a sleazeball ambulance-chasing lawyer. What do you do, Lola Pennington?”

      At the moment? Repair God-awful, rundown houses in a fancy neighborhood on a ridiculously thin budget so I can try to get out from under all the debt my brother left me in.

      “I’m between jobs.”

      His brows shot into his hairline. She sighed.

      “I took some time off when my brother died. I had to settle his estate”—try, at least—“and I need to fix up this house so I can sell it.”

      This house was, hopefully, her saving grace. If she could get it into saleable shape fast enough, she might have enough capital to truly get on with her life.

      Brant had purchased it shortly before he died—clearly another in a long line of poor business decisions. As if that weren’t bad enough, his intention wasn’t to move his new bride into this house but to use it as a place to hook up with the post-wedding dalliances he had already planned to have behind his new wife’s back, because that’s the kind of guy her brother was.

      “You need to fix it up? As in, you’re doing it by yourself?”

      “Well, I have to hire out the electrical and plumbing, but most of the rest…yes, I’m remodeling this house all by my poor, girly lonesome.”

      Samuele lifted his hands, palms facing out. “Hey, I wasn’t being sexist.”

      “Oh? What were you implying with that question?”

      He paused and then let his shoulders drop. “Okay, I was totally being sexist. My apologies. I’m sure you’re very capable of fixing up this house.”

      Shows what he knew. “Thank you.”

      They fell silent for a few moments, each sipping at their wine, until Lola groaned and said, “Okay, I’m not at all capable. I mean, I know some stuff, like laying tile and painting, but there is so much more to updating a house, and I have no freaking clue what I’m doing.”

      To his huge credit, he did not laugh at her admission. Instead, he leaned forward and said, “Would you like some help?”

      She stared at him. “Are you serious?” She glanced over her shoulder at the bane of her existence, aka the shitty house her brother had purchased for an even shittier reason. “Are you a contractor or something?”

      Something flashed in his eyes, something she didn’t understand, before he said, “Not that kind of contractor, although I am handy. And I enjoy remodeling. It’s sort of a hobby of mine.”

      She laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

      He didn’t laugh. “I am.” He drank his wine and leaned back in his chair again. “But if you don’t want my help, that’s fine.”

      “What’s the catch?” There was always a catch, especially with Italian men. There she went with the stereotype again, but damn it, her history proved it true.

      “Well, the catch is, you’d have to put up with my company. Oh, and I probably can’t be here every day since I have to work once in a while. And if you want to keep a steady supply of this wine on hand, I wouldn’t complain.”

      “This can’t be real.”

      “I guess you won’t know unless you accept my offer.”

      She waited for a couple of beats and then said, “Okay, fine. I accept. When can you start?”

      He waved at his leg. “Obviously not today. I’m pretty sure I just twisted it, so if I stay off it until then, I should be able to start on Tuesday, I’m guessing. What time do you want me here?”

      “Tuesday?” Was this really happening? “Don’t you have to work?”

      “Not at the moment. I admit, that could change on a dime, so we should probably exchange numbers in case I do end up having to, er, go into the office at the last minute.”

      She stared at him. Her mouth was probably hanging open.

      “Is your phone out here?”

      She glanced around, not sure where she’d left it, and spotted it lying on the only section of porch railing that was left around this crumbling patio. Probably shouldn’t leave it there. The whole thing could collapse at any time. Hell, this entire house could do that at any given moment.

      Samuele motioned, so she handed him her phone, and he typed something onto the screen.

      “Got it,” he said, pulling his phone out of the holster and presumably adding her as a contact. “If something comes up, I’ll call. Otherwise, I’ll be here on Tuesday. How early do you start?”

      “I’m kind of an early riser.”

      “I’m not. But I can be here by nine if that works?”

      “Sure. That works.”

      “Okay, now how about that ride home?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Samuele stood on the front porch of his condo and watched her back out of the driveway and head down the street.

      Lola Pennington. A woman who obviously had issues with Italian men in her past. But she wasn’t married and she hadn’t kicked him out and she hadn’t turned down his offer to help her fix up that gigantic, in desperate need of repair house she was living in.

      Why the hell had he done it? He didn’t owe this woman anything, and honestly, he wasn’t interested in a one-night stand. Not with Lola Pennington. No, if she allowed him in, he had a feeling it would be the real deal. He’d never want back out again.

      And considering their intermingled past she knew nothing about, that was never going to happen.

      Because Samuele had almost taken the contract to kill her brother.
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            ARE YOU HITTING ON ME?

          

        

      

    

    
      As promised, Samuele showed up at nine on Tuesday morning. He even brought gifts: two cups of coffee, a couple of breakfast sandwiches, and dog biscuits for Tippy the dangerous puppy.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking an appreciative sip of the dark brew he handed her. “I blew a circuit this morning, so I couldn’t make any coffee. This is a lifesaver.”

      Mental note, bring coffee every day.

      She offered to show him around the place, and the first thing he did was scoop the dog into his arms because, seriously, this little guy liked to be underfoot and Samuele did not need to tweak his ankle again.

      As she walked him through the house, explaining what she planned to do to get it into shape so she could sell it, he focused more on watching her than the details she was listing out.

      Her hair was in a bun this time, wrapped and twisted and held in place with a clip that allowed a few tendrils to escape and curl onto her shoulder. He was pretty sure she wasn’t wearing makeup, although her skin was so smooth and clear, she didn’t need it anyway.

      She wore a pair of running shorts—did she like to jog or did she buy them for the comfort factor?—and a ribbed tank that showed off every curve from her breasts to her waist to the flair of her hips.

      Maybe a one-night stand wasn’t off the table. Because hot damn, he really wanted to fuck this girl.

      He wasn’t an emotional guy. He’d never fallen for any of the other women he’d messed around with, and he’d hooked up with some smokin’ hot ladies in his time. The ones who hung out at the same clubs Samuele did had a thing for bad boys, and he definitely qualified. Unfortunately, Lola didn’t even need to throw off I hate bad boys vibes; she’d come right out and said it.

      Which meant that idea of a one-night stand was nothing but a pipe dream.

      They’d ended up in the back of the house, in a room off the kitchen. It looked like it was supposed to be a master suite, although some of the walls had been stripped down to the studs and there was no door on the bathroom. A blowup mattress covered by what looked like a homemade quilt was parked in the middle of the room.

      “Is this where you sleep?” He looked around. “I’ve been in barns that are more inhabitable than this. Look at those frayed wires hanging from the ceiling.” He waved at the offending wiring and then nodded at the door. “Not to mention that French door. It leads straight out to the backyard and doesn’t even have a lock.”

      “It’s safer than upstairs. I’m afraid I’ll fall through the floor in my sleep if I stay up there.”

      “This place should be condemned.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have that luxury. This is all I have to my name right now, and without it I have to start over from nothing at thirty years old, and I really don’t want to do that.”

      He lifted his hands, palms out. “Claws in, kitten. I was just making an observation.”

      She blew out a breath. “Sorry. I’m just really frustrated. Every stupid little thing I try to do costs way more than I can afford, and the electrician who left right before you got here said exactly the same thing.”

      He was really curious as to why she was so down on her luck. He didn’t know much about her brother, but the sort of lawyer he was, they generally made pretty decent coin. And if she was his benefactor—“Oh, his wife got everything.”

      She shook her head, clearly understanding his line of thinking. “There was nothing to get. He was in debt up to his eyeballs. As it turned out, he was really good at spending far more than he made. I mean, really good. I think he thought Ronda—that’s the woman he married right before he died—was going to be his sugar momma. Except he had a problem with monogamy, in that he didn’t know how to do it. I watched him hit on the wedding planner at his own reception. And then when she told the parents of the bride, she ended up getting fired. And three months later, he was dead.”

      Holy shit, did she suspect that his death wasn’t an accident? Vito, the guy who ultimately took that contract, was usually really good about covering his tracks.

      “Okay,” he said, waving his coffee cup, “we start in here. I’m not going to be able to sleep at night knowing you’re living in this pit.” It was on the tip of his tongue to offer to let her move in with him—he even had a spare room if she didn’t want to share his bed—but he was reasonably certain she’d decline his offer. As she should. They barely knew each other, after all.
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        * * *

      

      For the next two weeks, he spent every day at Lola’s place. He’d replaced the door in her bedroom with a steel one that had a deadbolt lock, and he’d bullied an electrician into getting his ass in there and capping all those fucking live wires hanging from the ceiling.

      Together, he and Lola put up drywall and dropped in a sub-floor before laying faux wood parquet. They painted, a basic beige since she was planning to get rid of the place as quickly as possible, and he installed a ceiling fan so she’d have some relief during the hot summer months, since this place didn’t have air-conditioning. Well, there was a unit out in the backyard, but he was afraid to turn it on, given the shoddy wiring everywhere.

      He also made sure the electrician fixed the outlets in the kitchen, too, so Lola could have fresh coffee in the morning, even if she decided to blow dry her hair when the coffeepot was on. Which, he pointed out to her, wasn’t necessary, because he loved her hair when she let it go natural and curly.

      Gino left him alone the whole time, which was nice. Their last conversation had ended with Samuele saying he needed time to think about Gino’s offer, and Gino either hadn’t had a need for his services since then or he was using one of his other guys.

      But Samuele knew his reprieve wouldn’t last forever. Sooner or later, Gino was going to demand an answer, and really, there was only one to give if he enjoyed his current state, that being alive.

      He was going to have to accept Gino’s offer and join his payroll on a full-time basis. Yeah, the money was going to be fantastic, but there were definite downsides. The first being, it was going to be a lot harder to disappear when he was ready to retire. Gino didn’t take well to people retiring from his services. When they did it was usually in a body bag.

      The second reason was Lola.

      He’d learned a lot about her in the two weeks they’d worked on her house. Once she’d relaxed and started to trust him, she’d let the flood gates open. Yes, she really did believe her brother’s death wasn’t accidental. Nor were her parents’, which had happened only two years prior.

      Samuele hadn’t been the one to kill her brother, but he wasn’t sorry the bastard was out of her life.

      She also gave him some insight into her dislike of Italian men. Which was the shittiest aspect of this whole thing, truth be told.

      Because Lola, sweet, innocent Lola, had once dated some guy named Enzo Lombardi, who, based on what she’d said so far, was a world-class asshole, the kind of guy Samuele had no qualms whatsoever with offing if he were given the contract to do so. Not that he ever did, to be honest, but guys like Enzo, yeah, he might get a little extra satisfaction out of those contracts.

      “Tell me more about this Enzo character,” he said through his dust mask as he used a sledgehammer to destroy the mint-green tile attached to the walls in the master bathroom. It was an appropriate task given the subject matter. Because the more she told him, the more he envisioned it was Enzo’s face he was smashing the sledgehammer into.

      “I was so stupid,” Lola confessed as she picked up chunks of broken tile and tossed them into the trash bin. “I’ve never been that girl who’s attracted to bad boys, and yet I dated him for months. And he was abusive, too.”

      Crunch.

      “Hey, calm down, Incredible Hulk. You’re going to put a hole in the wall.”

      He rolled his shoulders. “Sorry. It just pisses me off thinking about you with that guy.”

      She shrugged. “Lesson learned. And now you know why I have such a strong dislike of Italian men.”

      “Yeah.” He wiped his brow and ground his teeth. “I get it.”

      It sucked, because he really wanted her to take a chance on one particular Italian guy.

      Which was stupid to even think about, since, while he’d never abused any of the women he’d dated, he wasn’t any better than Enzo in any other respect. In fact, he was probably worse.

      He was a contracted mafia hit man. His job was to intimidate people into doing whatever his boss wanted them to do. Those tactics increased in pain factor if the person being intimidated didn’t get the message. Samuele had done some pretty bad shit in his career.

      “Enough about my sordid dating history,” Lola said. “Tell me about yours.”

      He laughed. “There isn’t much to tell. I’m one of those bang-’em-and-feed-’em-breakfast-and-kick-’em-out-the-door types.”

      “Hey, at least you give them breakfast before kicking them out.”

      “You’re a glass half-full girl, aren’t you?”

      She chuckled. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “That’s good. I hope you never lose that faith.”

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He tugged down the dust mask and wiped his hands on his shorts, not that it did a whole lot of good, and fished out his phone.

      Shit. It was Gino.

      “I gotta take this.” He hurried out of the bathroom, through her bedroom, and out the door into the backyard, where Tippy was tied to a lead to keep him out of the way while they demolished the bathroom. The dog greeted him like he hadn’t seen him in weeks.

      “Samuele here,” he answered the call while rubbing the dog’s belly.

      “Have you had enough time to consider my offer?” Gino rarely bothered with formalities such as greetings or goodbyes.

      “Yeah. I mean, no.”

      “Well, which is it?”

      “I’m, well, I’m helping a friend remodel their house. And it’s on a strict timeline. So I’ve been thinking about your offer, but if I do accept, I can’t really do anything for a while.”

      “A while? What’s a while?”

      Forever. Wow, it was amazing how desperately he wanted to say that word. And there was only one driving force, and she would never give him the time of day beyond friends, so he really shouldn’t let thoughts of Lola have anything at all to do with his decisions.

      “How about I check back in another two weeks? We’re really making progress, and she needs to offload this house as soon as possible.”

      “She? I hope you’re getting nightly blow jobs for this favor.” And then the line went dead. Not that Samuele would ever admit to the man that no, he wasn’t getting blowjobs. He wasn’t getting anything at all.

      Except her friendship.

      “Everything okay?” Lola called from the doorway. He stuffed his phone back into his pocket and headed toward the house.

      “Yeah, it’s good.” It wasn’t, but he wasn’t about to burden her.

      She followed him to the bathroom. “You aren’t acting like it’s good.”

      He picked up the sledgehammer. “Let’s just get back to this, okay?”

      “I realize I’ve done most of the talking in our relationship, Samuele, which, to be honest, has been really therapeutic. But I’m a good listener, too. You should give me a try.”

      He snorted. “Anything I have to share would require a whole lot of stiff drinks ahead of time.”

      “Then why don’t we call it a day and head over to your place for those stiff drinks?”

      He dropped the sledgehammer with a thud. “Are you hitting on me, Lola?”
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      She shook her head, even backed up a couple of steps for good measure. “N-no, no. I’m not. No.”

      Oh yes she was. “Oh my God, I think I am.”

      He laughed. “You didn’t even realize that was what you were doing?”

      She shook her head again. “I guess not.”

      “Okay, look. We’ll go to my place. Grab a pizza on the way. And a bottle of that rosé. That goes with pizza, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      “We can watch a movie or play cards or do any fucking thing you want. Except that.” He lifted his finger, like he was reprimanding her.

      “Except what?” she asked dumbly.

      “Fuck.” He said it so matter-of-factly, and holy wow, was it hot.

      “Um…”

      “I’m serious, Lola. I’m not good for you. I may not be Enzo the bastard ex, but I’m a pretty damn close second. We can be friends, but that is it.”

      It was like he was issuing her a challenge. I dare you to try to seduce me. Damn, what was wrong with her?

      Everything had been going along just fine for the past two weeks. He’d helped her with the remodel, showing up every single day, seven days a week. When she asked about his job, he said he was between contracts at the moment, so had plenty of time on his hands.

      And he was spending it all with her. Fixing up her house. And getting nothing at all out of it. In fact, he was spending even more money than she was. He’d bought the new door, steel, which she knew wasn’t cheap. And that electrician—she only wished she’d ever made an electrician’s hourly wage, and the guy had spent almost a week repairing and replacing wiring.

      Not to mention the drywall and the paint and the food. She didn’t have a working stove at the moment, so they either ate out or they went back to Samuele’s place to eat. And they never seemed to run out of wine, either, although she supposed he drank a lot more than she did.

      But still.

      “You are nothing like Enzo,” she insisted.

      “Do you want to go back to my place or not?”

      She nodded.

      “Then drop this subject. Now, let’s go. Are you showering here or there?”

      “There, if you don’t mind.” The pipes in this house were rusty as hell, and she had to run the water for ten minutes until it ran clear before she could brush her teeth or make coffee or bathe.

      “Of course I don’t. I’ll grab the dog.”

      His condo had two full baths and two bedrooms. She’d been tempted more than once to ask if he minded if she crashed there, but something had always held her back. Apparently, it was her fear of rejection, which, as it turned out, was a valid concern.

      After her shower she twisted her hair into a bun and clipped it on top of her head. Samuele told her at least daily that he liked her hair curly, so she’d only straightened it once since she met him. They spent most of their time working on her house, so there was no point in applying makeup.

      The one thing she hadn’t yet let him see was the handful of cute little sundresses she owned. Her favorite outfit at this time of year. But of course, not practical for remodeling a house.

      Today, she pulled on a fitted yellow one with a scoop neck, tiny blue flowers stitched into the fabric, and a flouncy skirt that brushed the top of her knees.

      The way he looked at her when she stepped into the kitchen made her wonder if maybe he was second-guessing his decision to just be friends.

      He offered her a glass of wine and a plate piled with two slices of pizza. “You drive a hard bargain, you know that?”

      “What do you mean?” She followed him into the living room and dropped onto the couch next to him, curling her leg underneath her and taking a generous bite of pizza.

      “This dress. It’s beautiful. On you. I feel like we should be going out instead of staying in.”

      “Maybe we should, one of these days. Just as friends, of course.”

      He snorted. “Maybe.”

      He flipped through the movie options on Netflix until he landed on one they could both agree on, but then he pressed pause. “How about tomorrow?”

      “What about it?”

      “Let’s go out.”

      “Really? I haven’t been out dancing in forever.”

      “Sounds like we’re going dancing tomorrow.”

      She smiled behind her wineglass. This was totally a date.
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      This is not a date.

      Maybe if he told himself enough times, he’d finally start to believe it. To be fair, it wasn’t starting out as such. Because the pipes at that piece of shit house she lived in sucked she was here, in his home, getting ready, so there was no pickup. He’d seen her before she headed into the spare bedroom to shower, and she’d come out halfway through getting ready to grab a glass of wine, so it wasn’t like he would be surprised by her appearance when she was finally done.

      But then she opened the door and stepped into the living room where he was waiting impatiently, and holy hell, had he ever been wrong.

      Her smooth, straight hair fell almost to her ass when it wasn’t curly. That smoky eye makeup, heavy on the mascara. Those kissable, berry lips. That dress. A tight, red number with only one sleeve and missing half the damn skirt.

      Great, now he wanted to fuck her more than ever.

      And yeah, this was totally a date. Because he was about to act like the biggest fucking alpha male on the planet. If some other guy so much as looked at her he was getting punched in the face.

      As she breezed past him, she patted his chest. “What’s with the flexing muscles?”

      “You.”

      She paused and arched her brows.

      “You’re fucking beautiful.”

      She laughed. “Thanks. You clean up nicely too.”

      He’d showered and shaved and put on a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up over his forearms, and wore a pair of black jeans. He didn’t look anywhere near as nice as she did.

      “Okay, let’s do this.”

      He escorted her to his truck, holding the door and then her hand so she could climb up into the passenger seat. They went downtown. She had the biggest grin on her face when they walked up to the club and there was a line to get in. But she frowned slightly when he led her over to the bouncer, exchanged a few words, and tucked a couple of bills into the guy’s breast pocket. The guy unhooked the rope and let them cut in line.

      “I told you I’m bad news,” Samuele whispered next to her ear as he followed her, so close that his eager dick kept bumping her ass, into the club.

      She shivered and twisted her head to look at him, and the smile was back. She was so close he could drop a quick kiss on her lips. She’d probably roll her eyes and laugh it off, but he managed to hold himself back. Barely.

      She cupped his face. “You’ve been pretty good to me so far.”

      Of course she’d say that. Sometimes he gave serious consideration to actually telling her who he was, what he did for a living. She sure as shit wouldn’t be able to sugarcoat that.

      But he didn’t, because even though he needed to not strike up a romantic relationship with her, he honestly liked their friendship, and he wasn’t in a hurry for it to end. And if she knew anything at all about him, it would definitely end.

      Rightly so.

      They wound their way through the crowd to the bar, and she ordered a girly drink while he settled on a local brew in the bottle.

      The place was packed, writhing, sweaty bodies crammed onto the dance floor, swaying and grinding to something upbeat from the ’90s if he had to guess.

      “Hurry up and finish your drink,” she said, standing on tiptoe to reach his ear. “I want to dance.”

      He glanced at her hand, but it was empty. She’d apparently downed her drink. Of course, those pink ones usually tasted like Kool-Aid, so no big surprise.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll watch.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. You’re going out there with me.”

      Hell yeah, he was. She was a fucking siren, and he was Oedipus, heading straight for the rocks. He was going to crash, spectacularly, and he was going to have a huge smile on his face and hearts in his damn eyes as it happened.

      He placed his half-full beer on the bar and took her hand, and she led him out to the dance floor. Once she found a spot she liked, she turned and lifted her arms, doing a little shimmy that was so damn sexy he wanted to press her against that pillar over there and fuck her into next week.

      Oh, he had it bad. He hadn’t realized how bad until that moment, though. When he placed his hands on her hips and deliberately brushed his fingers against the top swell of her ass while he moved his body to her same rhythm, slowly and gently pulling her closer until they were pressed together, their bodies moving as one; that was when it hit him.

      He was going to fuck this girl tonight.
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      Samuele was an amazing dancer. He was especially good at the sensual moves. It was like he was mimicking sex, which, she supposed, was the purpose to those steady, rhythmic beats. But it was more than that.

      Something had changed tonight. He was…different. Less reserved. He wasn’t keeping himself in check like he’d been doing for the past two weeks.

      And she loved it.

      She loved it when he danced around behind her, wrapping his arm around her midsection and splaying his hand on her abdomen, his fingers a hairbreadth away from inappropriate in public territory. Rubbing his erection against her ass, dropping kisses onto her exposed shoulder. He was getting her so riled up, she wanted to suggest they head to the restroom together so they could screw up against the wall. Just a quickie, to take the edge off. Later, when they were exhausted and done with dancing, they’d go back to his place and get naked and take it slow, a lot slower. Like all night slow.

      She shivered.

      “Cold?” he murmured before nipping at her ear.

      She giggled. “Hardly.”

      He twisted her around to face him, keeping her practically molded to his body as he dipped his head down next to hers. “You know this is happening tonight, right?”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      “You need to understand that I really am not a good guy.”

      He kept insisting that, yet his actions positively screamed otherwise.

      She cupped his face, holding him so that they could make eye contact. “You are good enough for me.”

      He blinked, and then he dropped his face until his mouth pressed against hers. Tilting his head, he opened his lips and thrust out his tongue, and she met him halfway, twining her hands in his hair while he squeezed her ass and dragged her up and down against his erection.

      “Home,” she said, gasping as she broke the kiss, shaken and desperate for more, yet still lucid enough to realize they should get the hell out of this place before they got kicked out for public indecency.

      “Yes,” he said, and he grabbed her hand and led the way off the dance floor.

      “Samuele.”

      He stopped abruptly. Lola reached out and caught herself against his back before she embarrassed herself by bouncing off him and possibly falling on her backside.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while. Where’ve you been?”

      “Home improvement projects,” Samuele said, his voice sounding strange, not at all like him. “Taking some time to get some shit straight.”

      “I heard rumor you were offered a permanent position on payroll.”

      Samuele grunted.

      “You got someone hiding behind you? Who’s back there?”

      Whoever Samuele was talking to leaned to the side so he could peer over Samuele’s shoulder at her. He was a couple of inches shorter than Samuele and wider in the shoulders. His dark eyes roved over her person in an uncomfortably predatory way, like he was a wolf and she was a rabbit and she was about to be dinner. Lola gave him a bland smile and shifted her gaze to the side.

      “Damn, you know how I like the redheads. And she’s a hot one. You always get so fucking lucky at these places.” The guy clapped his hand onto Samuele’s shoulder, but Samuele brushed him off.

      “We’re getting out of here. See you around, Vito.”

      The next thing she knew, Lola was being propelled so that she was in front of Samuele, and with his hands on her hips, he guided her out into the muggy June evening.

      He was breathing like he was having a panic attack.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, fine. I just…that was a mistake.”
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