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Para mi media naranja. Te amo. Te adoro, tu eres…


CHAPTER 1

The Last Time

MARIALENA

April 2003

“WHAT TIME ARE YOU leaving for Mohegan?” I ask Massimo as I’m stretching my arm into the upper cabinet in search of the coffee beans.

His trip to the Mohegan Sun Casino in Connecticut with the guys is today—a prequel to his bachelor weekend next month. One of his buddies, Dom, is a car collector, and several of the guys usually drive down for the car show and auction.

“At 4:30 p.m. I’m picking Benny up at noon. We’re gonna grab lunch at Umberto’s before driving south,” he responds, yawning while sitting at the kitchen counter. Galleria Umberto’s is a long-time lunch-only place in Boston’s North End best known for its Sicilian-style pizza and arancini.

“Mmm, I’m wicked jealous. You know I love their food.”

“What about the rest of the guys? They’re not having lunch?” I ask as I’m filling the kettle with water. After placing it on the stovetop, I set the timer to ensure it doesn’t boil.

I scoop coffee beans into the grinder, place the lid on but don’t press down as I’m waiting for his response. I glance over the top of my glasses and stare at Massimo. He’s beautiful, especially at this time of day, just woken with sleep in his dark eyes, jet-black hair thick and messy.

My heart pangs because this is the last morning he’ll sit across from me as I’m making coffee. Jesus, what I’m about to do is gonna shatter him. But I can’t think about that right now—not with him inches away from me.

“They’re both working. We’ll pick up Dom from his office, and the others will meet us at Mohegan later tonight,” he tells me as he’s scrubbing his hands over his sexy morning stubble.

I press down on the coffee grinder and pour the grounds into the French press. As I wait for the kettle to finish, I strut over to Massimo. He’s perched on the stool on the other side of the kitchen counter, and I step into him so I can be closer.

He welcomes me by widening his legs and wrapping his arms around my thick waist. Gazing up at me, he purses his lips, something he does on the regular. It’s his way of silently asking for a kiss, and no matter how many times he does it, my belly flutters.

I smirk, take my glasses off, and drop them on the counter, leaning down to kiss him. His lips are warm and soft. As I do, he squeezes his arms around me and pulls me down into his lap, deepening the kiss. “Intoxicating” is the only way I can describe his kisses, his touch, his scent, everything about him.

I break away from our kiss and say, “I’m opening today, so I have to leave by 10:30 a.m.” I hate that I have to work today; I’d rather stay home so I can savor him for our last few hours together. But, if I don’t go to work, he’ll know something is up. My arms tighten around him, taking in his strength—committing it to memory.

His fingers draw circles on my lower back. “Okay, now stop talking.” He resumes kissing me, deep and slow, where we spend a few minutes loving on each other.

The timer beeps and interrupts our morning make out session. Reluctantly, I pull back and replace my glasses, touching my right hand over my swollen lips while sliding off his lap.

He smacks my ass, and with a mischievous grin says, “You know exactly how to get me all worked up, don’t you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I sashay away from him, knowing he’s ogling my big ass because I’m still in my tank and panties. He’s right, though, because I’m as worked up as he is. I remove the kettle from the stove, pour water into the French press, and let the coffee brew as I get our mugs ready for us to have breakfast.
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After I finish the breakfast cleanup, I head to our bedroom to shower and get ready for work. I expect to find Massimo in the shower or packing. Instead, when I step into the bedroom, he’s sitting on the antique trunk at the foot of the bed, naked, reclining back, stroking himself. It stops me in my tracks, although it shouldn’t because this is typical Massimo—always ready for sex, want and need at the forefront of his voracious sexual appetite. Fuck, I’m gonna miss it, in all its thick glory.

I lean against the entryway and watch him as I’m licking my lips from the longing he creates in me. “Hard at work?”

His eyes, dark and hooded with desire, bore into mine when he says in a low, husky voice, “Come over here. You’re leaving soon, and I won’t get to be inside you until next week.”

My heart squeezes because I know this is the last time I’ll see him.

The last time I’ll feel him inside of me.

The last time he’ll make love to me.

I push off the doorjamb and remove my frames, placing them on the dresser to my right. I stride across the room until I’m standing in front of him.

He puts his hands on my curvy hips and squeezes before moving them over my buttocks. The pressure of his hands heats me. I peer down at him and lick my lips, my curls cascading around my face. We gaze into each other’s eyes as he’s caressing my rounded cheeks.

The love in his eyes burns at their edges, the embers searing me. Can he see right through me? See the sadness seeping from my pores, itching to escape? If he could, he would call me out on it because the significance of what’s about to happen is too great not to.

“Take this off,” he commands, tugging at the bottom of my tank top.

I do as he asks, tossing it onto the bed. He runs his hands over my belly, cupping one breast in each hand, squeezing, rubbing, tasting. I moan in response and lift my hands to run them through his ink-black hair, tugging at it. With his desire-laden eyes, he watches me and guides my body down to straddle him. I remain up on my knees so he can position himself beneath me. His fingers are hot, scorching me. He runs them along my skin before sliding my panties to the side, allowing him to enter me. As he fills me, my head falls back from the pleasure, and we get lost in each other.
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A couple of hours later, I’m dressed and gathering my things to leave. I work the bar at Massimo’s family restaurant in the Financial District, which he owns with his brother, Rocco, and sister, Stella.

Trattoria Lorenzo Restaurant & Bar is located in the heart of the city and is known for its authentic Italian food, with a full bar to complement it. Last year it won the “Best of Boston” award because the chef hails from Italy, and the signature drinks are the best in the city—but maybe I’m a little biased. When the offices start emptying, the bar is full, buzzing with conversation, great music, and flowing drinks.

“Call me later,” I tell him as I’m lacing up my boots. I stand and turn toward the door, ready to leave. Massimo rises from his place on the couch and struts across the living room until he’s inches from me. I prop my glasses onto my head, and he embraces me, softly kissing my temples.

“I love you,” he whispers, resting his forehead on mine.

I lift my eyes to meet his, green to dark brown, his six-foot-three frame towering over my five-foot-eleven one. “I love you too, more than you’ll ever know,” I respond. As I say the words, tears well in my eyes, and a tear trickles down my right cheek.

“Hey, what’s the matter? Why the tears?” he asks, lifting his hands to frame my face, his thumb touching the beauty mark that graces my left cheek, drying the tear away.

“You know how I get with road trips since Benny’s accident, anxious and nervous,” I say while nodding my head to avoid his eyes as the lie slips from my lips. Fuck, this is so hard. For all the times I thought about this moment, now that it’s here and he’s staring down at me, it’s not like anything I’d imagined. It’s a million times worse.

He murmurs, “Lena, look at me.” His fingers force me to look up. “You always get anxious but tears? That’s new,” he adds in a curious tone.

“I’m just gonna miss you is all.” My eyes flitter down away from his as I whisper the words. Fuck, he’s gonna notice I’m being evasive.

I take a deep breath and lift my eyes, connecting with his again. With more confidence and a smile, I say, “I’ll be fine. You’ll be home before I know it, and then I’ll think back at how stupid I’m being. Call me later?” I ask while snuggling into his arms, pressing my nose to his neck to take in his scent, hiding my eyes from his.

He pulls back from me, his hands cupping my face again, and stares at me for a few seconds, his eyes assessing mine. “Okay. I will, babe. Now go, before you’re late.” He swipes his lips to mine. I hug him, squeezing him tight one last time before leaving the apartment. I close the door behind me, tears dripping from my eyes as I descend the stairs.
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As usual, the lunch rush has the bar full, and it keeps me busy. Today, I am thankful for the full house, the loud voices, and the chatty customers because it keeps my mind from thinking about what I am about to do. I’m dragging today, not my usual upbeat self, who’s on the ball while working the bar. Although I wish I had spent the day at home with Massimo, taking in every last minute with him, it’s better that I’m at work. With me here, he doesn’t suspect anything is amiss.

There are a few familiar faces I see scattered across the bar and in the dining room. Most men wear suits and ties; women wear their business suits or dresses. The lunch crowd is quite different than the happy hour or dinner crowd. Customers at lunch are usually more formal with each other—negotiating business deals over homemade tagliatelle alla boscaiola. On occasion, you get a couple who wants to sit in a back corner to hide away from prying eyes. Makes you wonder what they’re up to. The patrons that stand out the most are the tourists sprinkled into the business crowd. They often walk over from the Old State House or the Custom House Tower, Boston’s original skyscraper, both a few blocks away. The tourists stick out like sore thumbs. They dress in their comfy sneakers, don backpacks or fanny packs, carry folded-up maps, and usually have a camera hanging from their necks.

“Lena, I still need two glasses of Chardonnay and a ginger ale for table six,” Beth, one of the waitresses, calls out from the end of the bar.

“Be right there,” I call back. She must be annoyed with me today; it’s the third time I’ve made her wait. I’ve been in a daze all shift, slow getting orders out and in attending to customers. I haven’t been able to focus on anything.

The rest of the lunch rush passes in a blur, and once it’s quiet with only two customers remaining, I begin cleaning up when Shannon, the other bartender, arrives. She’s a Southie girl, thick Boston accent, long flaming red hair, and milky white skin.

“Hi, Shannon. What’s up, girl?” I ask as she’s tying the apron around her waist.

“Same shit, different day, Lena. You know how it is,” she responds in a flat tone with a scrunched nose.

“Can you cover my lunch shift tomorrow?” I ask her. “I have to go to the doctor and forgot to take the day off,” I tell her as I’m loading dirty glasses into the dishwasher behind the bar.

“Sure, I can use the extra cash. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, just my annual checkup with the gynecologist. Exciting, I know. Thanks, Shannon,” I say, grinning at her before I finish cleaning up.

The end of the shift drags. I’m anxious to leave, get home, and start packing. I keep glancing at the clock on the computer only to see the minutes crawling. It feels like time has stood still when all I want is to leave.

My phone vibrates in my apron pocket, and when I grab it, I see Massimo’s name across the cracked screen. I hurry to the end of the bar to get some privacy when I press the green answer button, placing the phone to my ear. “Hi,” I answer in a hushed voice.

“Hey, babe, how’s work?” he asks.

“Super busy as usual, you know how Thursdays are.”

“Yeah, I feel you. Don’t miss it, not gonna lie.”

“I wish you were feeling me; I could use a little of your loving right about now,” I murmur into the phone in a soft voice, closing my eyes to memories of earlier that morning. I hear him grunt and take a deep breath in response.

“Lena,” he declares in a stern, raspy tone. I know he’s not alone, which means he won’t say what’s on his mind.

“Massimo,” I begin, but his name hangs on the tip of my tongue. There are so many things I want to tell him; my mind races with thoughts. Instead, I swallow the words, and “Have a safe drive” falls from my lips.

“Thanks, babe. Listen, we just picked up Dom. I love you. Everything is gonna be okay,” he says, reassuring me.

“I know, love you too. Call me later. I don’t care what time it is, okay?” I respond.

“You got it. Bye, soon-to-be Mrs. DeLorenzo,” he says in a playful tone. His words sting like a motherfucker—I’ll never be Mrs. DeLorenzo.
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When my shift ends, I hail a cab to take me home because it’s pouring rain. After giving the cabbie my address, I stick my hand inside my pockabook in search of my phone to call my best friend, Luci. Luci is that friend we all have, the one we all need, the one that calls you out on your bullshit when you most need it.

We have been friends most of our lives. I remember when she started the school year in the middle of third grade. The desk next to mine was empty, and Ms. Stewart assigned her that seat. The desk fascinated Luci because the top lifted, and she could put her things inside of it. I said hello to her, and when she spoke, she had a thick accent. I later learned she had moved here from Italy with her family. Talking to her now, you’d never know she didn’t speak a lick of English when she moved here. We’ve been best friends ever since.

She answers my call on the third ring. “What up, bitch?”

“I’m in a cab headed home, just finished my shift. Are you still coming over later?”

“Sorry, Lena, I can’t. I’m actually driving into the city right now because I picked up a shift.”

“Standing me up, huh?”

“Don’t be mad. We can hang out another night.” Little does she know that won’t be happening. I’m going to miss Luci so much. Since we’ve been friends, we’ve seen each other nearly every day of our lives. She’s going to be so upset when she finds out I ghosted, but keeping her out of the loop is the best decision for her.

“It’s fine. I was looking forward to hanging out with you, sharing a bottle of wine, but no biggie.” The lies keep coming, and I’m surprised how easy the words spill from my mouth. Maybe it’s better this way. Who knows? She probably would’ve known something was up with me and foiled my plans.

“Smooch you,” she says.

“Smooch you back.” I hit End and toss the phone back in my purse. Back when we were in college, Luci and I were at a party, both a little buzzed, and instead of saying “love you,” she said “smooch you.” It stuck.

Once inside our apartment, I stop and take in the view of the place. We live in an amazing two-bedroom apartment on beautiful Marlborough Street in the Back Bay. Its exposed brick and open space are what I fell in love with the minute I saw it. As a young girl, I always wanted to live in one of these buildings. Now here I am, living in my dream apartment with the man I love, and I am walking away. I am gonna miss it. Miss him.

After removing my boots, I stride across the room and sit on the couch, giving myself a few minutes to take in the magnitude of what I’m about to do. I’m overwhelmed by sadness, yet I know it has to be done. I’m leaving behind everything and everyone, and it causes the tears to flow. Deep sobs fall from me as I lay my head back on the couch, my feelings inundating me.

When I wake up, it’s dark. I lift my head and rub my eyes. The grogginess of my unexpected nap is heavy, and it takes me a couple of minutes to snap out of it. I rise from the couch and shuffle across the room to turn the light on, the sudden light too bright for my still sleepy eyes. It’s almost 8:00 p.m. I haven’t heard from Massimo yet, which means he’ll probably call me soon.

After I finish eating the sandwich I prepared, I grab my suitcases out of the second bedroom closet, rolling them into our bedroom to lay them open on the floor. I spend the next few hours filling them with my clothes, shoes, jackets, and my favorite blanket and pillow—my life in three suitcases full of stuff—what a sad sight. I lose my balance and need to steady myself with the wall, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves. This is all way harder than I’d imagined when concocting the plan.

I’m in the bathroom brushing my teeth when my phone rings. Not wanting to miss the call, I scurry into the bedroom to grab the phone off my nightstand. Massimo’s name flashes across the screen. “Hello, hang on,” I say, slightly muffled because I’m brushing my teeth. I rush back to the bathroom to avoid toothpaste falling from my mouth. Once at the sink, I put the phone down to rinse quickly.

“Sorry, was brushing my teeth. How was the drive?” I ask as I turn the bathroom light off and pad over to our bed.

As I pull back the sheets and climb into bed, Massimo tells me about the drive and their plans for the weekend. I lie on my left side, moving the phone to my right ear, and hug Massimo’s pillow, inhaling his scent as I listen to his voice. “I miss you,” I interrupt him mid-sentence.

“Me too,” he responds.

We chat for a little while when I hear one of his buddies say, “Hey, let’s go. The casino is waiting for us.”

“Hey, babe, we’re going down to the casino. Get some sleep, okay?”

“Okay, be safe. Good night,” I say, tears sliding down my cheeks. “Love you,” I mutter, squeezing my eyes shut.

“Love you more,” he responds, and the line goes quiet.

That’s the last time I would hear his voice for nine years.


CHAPTER 2

Still Interested?

MARIALENA

October 2000

THE OLD-FASHIONED GLASS SITS on the rubber mat as I pour a double shot of Jack into it. Once finished, I lift it and place it onto a cocktail napkin just as Massimo slides into the stool at the other side of it.

“I almost thought you weren’t gonna make it today,” I say, biting my bottom lip.

Massimo has been coming here every Thursday since the first night he came in late last year, but he’s usually early, before the dinner rush. It’s nearly 11:00 p.m., so I’m surprised to see him here this late but really happy he chose to still come by.

I’ve been bartending at the Florentine Cafe for a year and a half. I started working here during my last year of undergrad because the place where I used to wait tables had closed. Tracy, the manager from that restaurant, started working here, and she knew I always wanted to bartend. When there was an opening, she offered it to me.

The Florentine is an Italian restaurant in Boston’s North End, Boston’s oldest neighborhood that’s a thriving community of locally owned shops, restaurants, bakeries, churches, and schools. It’s often referred to as the Little Italy of Boston because of its long and storied connection to Italy and its culture. Although it’s a restaurant, the bar scene here is formidable, especially since we’re one of the few places that stay open late every night.

“You miss me?” he asks before sipping his whiskey.

“Maybe,” I tease.

“I haven’t missed a week yet. Wasn’t about to start now.” His stare is intense, and my heart thunders in my chest at his words.

“Good to know I can count on you.”

He’s smirking, his tongue running along his teeth, before sipping his whiskey again.

“You can always count on me.” His words make me blush.

“Is that right?”

He nods yes, our gazes lingering on one another.

“It’s quiet in here tonight,” he says, looking around the restaurant.

“It’s quiet now. It was busy earlier since we had nice weather. Probably not many warm nights left, so Tracy opened up the windows. Why you here so late tonight?”

“Tomorrow is our grand opening. We were putting the finishing touches on everything.”

“Well, that’s exciting. You’ve been talking about it for months; I’ll have to go check it out soon.”

“I’d like that.” Happiness spreads across his face.

“Lena,” Marcus, my friend who’s working the bar with me tonight, calls for me. Marcus was here when I joined the team, and we instantly hit it off. We’re on the bar together four nights a week, which means he’s basically my work husband. Almost every Friday and Saturday night we hang out after work, whether it’s grabbing food at one of the late-night spots or having drinks somewhere. We like to wind down after a busy night and scope out cute guys together.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell Massimo.

I stride toward Marcus, who’s at the computer. He’s slightly taller than me, with a short buzz cut and light brown skin. I look up at him and ask, “What’s up?”

“I see your delicious man is here tonight,” he whispers, wiggling his eyebrows.

“No suh! He isn’t my man, not yet at least.” I wink.

“Oh yeah? You finally gonna go out with him?”

“Yeah, I think I’m ready to say yes. But he doesn’t know that yet,” I add, leaning into the shelf to my left. “It’s been two months since Stefano left me; I think it’s time I move on.”

“Girl, Stefano was an asshole. The best thing that ever happened to you was him leaving. Good riddance! Besides, that fine piece of ass—” he points to Massimo, who’s behind me “—is feening for you.”

Once Marcus and I became closer, it was no secret that Marcus hated Stefano. They tolerated each other because of me. Marcus and Luci hit it off right away over their mutual hate of Stefano.

Massimo has asked me out a few times in the past, but each time he did, I rejected his invitations because I was still in a relationship with Stefano. Eventually, he stopped asking, although he didn’t stop coming into the bar every week. When Massimo found out I was single again, he told me to let him know when I was ready to date a real man.

“You didn’t call me over here to remind me how fine he is.”

“Since I’m closing tonight, I’m gonna take a smoke break and go to the bathroom before you leave,” he tells me.

“Okay. Any of your customers need anything?”

“No, I just checked in with all of them. You’re good.” He walks toward Massimo and out from behind the bar, and I follow him but stop when I reach Massimo’s seat.

“Marcus is closing tonight, so when he gets back, I’m done for the night.” I nudge my glasses up to adjust them.

Massimo’s eyes widen, and a grin spreads across his face revealing his canine teeth slightly raised and larger than the others. “In that case, give me my check. I’ll leave with you.”
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“Night, Tracy,” I say, exiting the front door with Massimo behind me. Once outside, I stop, and Massimo stops beside me.

“Where’d you park?” he asks as he’s putting on his leather jacket.

Fall in Boston is unpredictable. Some days are warm, and others are downright cold, more akin to winter than fall. Tonight is one of the nicer nights, high 50s and clear skies. It’s beautiful out, chilly air but not cold and no wind—no doubt the Berkeley Weather Beacon in Copley is steady and blue right now.

“I was lucky today and found a spot a few blocks away.” Parking is one thing that frustrates me about working in the North End. Street parking is hard to come by because I have to find an available visitor’s spot. Most of the street parking in this neighborhood is residential and requires a resident’s sticker. I usually have to drive around for at least fifteen minutes in hopes of finding a spot. Taking the T, the Subway system in Boston, when I work nights isn’t possible because I usually finish after the last train, and I don’t like taking the Kenmore bus home that late.

“I’ll walk with you,” he says, placing his hand on my lower back while guiding me toward North Square.

The North End isn’t just the oldest neighborhood in Boston; it’s steeped in history. Among the narrow streets and hidden alleyways, you’ll find several stops along the city’s Freedom Trail, a 2.5-mile walking path marked by a red line painted on sidewalks that spans the city to highlight locations significant to U.S. History.

North Square is home to Paul Revere’s House, and the streets in this triangular area are paved with the original setts, more commonly called cobblestones, and the street lamps resemble gaslights. The small square is quaint and busy during the day when it’s filled with tourists and parked trucks whose drivers are unloading deliveries to various restaurants. But at this time of night, it’s quiet.

I’m nervous—the butterflies in my stomach swirl in anticipation. Before speaking, the back of my left hand nudges my glasses up the bridge of my nose. “I have a question for you.”

“What’s that?” he responds.

“Are you still interested in going out sometime?”

He stops and spins toward me. “Is that a rhetorical question?” He rewards me with a beaming grin that reaches his eyes.

“Things change; life happens. The answer could be no.” I shrug, adjusting the frames on my face and looking away.

Stretching his right hand out, his fingers graze the underside of my jawline. “Have I ever told you I love this beauty mark here?” His thumb swipes across my left cheek left to right and back again, over the beauty mark that sits in the middle. His pointing it out makes me squirm. I’ve tried to wear makeup to cover it up, but I was never happy with how it looked, so I gave up trying. Every time I look in the mirror, it glares back at me like a big hairy mole. In reality, it isn’t that big. We’re always our own worst critics.

“No, you haven’t,” I say sheepishly. The touch of his fingers burns my skin.

“Lena, I’m gonna kiss you now.” My name falls from his lips as he’s leaning toward me, his mouth landing on mine. I close my eyes. His bottom lip is plump and soft. When he moves, his tongue teases my lips, prying them open, and I comply. Massimo pushes his hands into my hair as our tongues tangle.

When our kiss ends, my glasses have skin imprints from his nose, and I remove them. “I’ll take that as a yes,” I say, blushingly, grabbing the bottom of my T-shirt in an attempt to wipe my glasses. I’ll have to clean them better when I’m in my car.

“The answer is always yes.”

Heat rises to my cheeks, and his proximity dizzies me. I take a step back.

“Sorry about your glasses,” he says.

“It’s okay. I’ll get over it, but only because you’re a good kisser.”

“There’s more where that came from, but we’ll save it for another time.” He winks at me and continues walking.

“This is me,” I say when we reach my car, a white two-door Honda Civic. It’s a hand-me-down from my mom that she gave me a few months ago when she wanted to buy a new one for herself. The car I had after high school died last year. Stefano didn’t want me to get a new one; he said he’d drive me everywhere I needed to go. I now realize it was just another way for him to control me. When my mami offered, I jumped on the opportunity because I was tired of not having a car and relying on Stefano or taking the T.

“When can I see you again?” he asks.

“I work all weekend, but if you’re free next week, we can hang out. What about Tuesday?”

“I’ll make it work. What’s your number so I can call you?” I open my pockabook and look for a pen. I find an old receipt at the bottom to write on. When I look up, Massimo has his cell phone in his hand—waiting for me. “I’ll save it on my phone,” he says.

“617-555-1212.”

He punches my number into his phone and hits send, and I can feel my phone vibrating inside my bag. “I’ll save your number later,” I tell him. “Thank you for walking me.” I toss the pen back into my purse and stick my hand in, searching for my car keys. After I unlock the door, I lob my bag onto the passenger seat.

“Good night, Lena.” Massimo brushes his lips to mine and smiles as he’s waiting for me to get into my car.

I bring my fingers up and rest them on my lips. “Good night, Massimo.”


[image: ]



A Few Days Later

 

“What are you reading?” Luci asks, sitting at the opposite end of the couch.

Luci’s hair is a mahogany red, the kind of red that only comes in a box. She’s always coloring her hair and experimenting with bold cuts. Right now, it’s short, but it falls just above her shoulders, which accentuates her heart-shaped face. The strands are wispy, giving it a fresh, unkempt look.

“Memoirs of a Geisha, finally. I’ve been wanting to read it forever and kept putting it off.” I’m lying on our couch with my knees up to rest the book against my legs.

We share a sweet two-bedroom apartment in Brighton’s Oak Square. We wanted a place in the city, but the rent was extremely expensive, so we decided this neighborhood would be perfect. Considering Newton is a few miles away, we can visit our families easier, and we’re still close to the city for work. Our apartment is on the first floor of a house, has parking, and has a yard for us to sit in when it’s not bitter cold outside.

“Let me know when you finish it. It’s such a great book.”

“I will. I’m going to the laundromat tomorrow. If there is anything you want me to wash for you, toss it into my basket,” I say, closing my book. It’s the one thing I don’t like about this place; we don’t have a washer and dryer, and doing laundry at the laundromat is like torture. It’s my least favorite thing to do in a place I hate being.

“I’m off tomorrow; I’ll go with you. I haven’t done laundry in a couple of weeks, and it’s piling up.”

“I’m going early because I want to get it out of the way. And by early, I mean 11ish.”

“What time is your date tonight?” Luci asks.

“He called me last night, said he’d pick me up at 6:30 p.m.” I glimpse the time on the DVD player next to the TV. I already showered because I had to wash my hair, so I have time before I need to get ready.

“Where are you guys going?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. He just told me it’s casual. We’re definitely eating something somewhere because he knows I love food.” I laugh.

“I won’t hold my breath on doing laundry tomorrow. Who knows? Maybe you go home with him and spend the night.” Luci wiggles her eyebrows.

“I like him a lot! But I don’t know about sleeping with him on our first date.”

“Well, you’ve known him for a while. Doesn’t that change things?”

“I don’t really know him, though. Yeah, he’s been coming to the bar for a year, but we don’t know much about each other, just the superficial stuff. What if I sleep with him tonight and then ruin it?”

“Why would you ruin it?”

“We go out, sleep together, and that’s it. It’s done, and he won’t want to see me anymore. Or, maybe he’s actually a jerk like Stefano was. I rushed into that relationship, and look how well that turned out.”

“Lena,” she says while grasping my wrist. “This guy isn’t Stefano! Remember that. I mean, I don’t know him, but from what you’ve told me about your encounters at work, he seems nice. Besides, he’s been going to see you every week for a year. That’s gotta count for something. And at least you know he’s consistent.”

“I guess. It’s been two months since Stefano left me. You think it’s too soon to start dating?”

“Uh, no! I’ve been telling you to start dating since that asshole left, but you never listen.”

“This is true. I’m too stubborn for my own good.”

“Glad you own it.”
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Despite having seen Massimo more times than I can remember since meeting him, I’m nervous as I get dressed. I try on four different shirts and settle on the purple V-neck top with three-quarter-length sleeves, my favorite jeans, and my Dr. Martens boots.

“Luci, can I borrow your lipstick? That mauve-colored one you have?” I yell as I’m heading toward her bedroom. Her door is open, and I go into her room. She’s inside her closet searching through her clothes.

“Yeah, it’s there in the basket on my makeup table.”

“Found it,” I say and grab the tube. “I’m taking it with me. I need to buy one already; I always forget.”

“Is he here?”

“No, not yet.” I look at my watch. “He’ll probably be here in a few minutes.” I open the lipstick tube and use Luci’s mirror to put some on, starting first with my cupid’s bow. When I finish swiping it onto my lips, I smack them together to spread the color and, with my finger, remove some from the area below my lip. My hair is down, and because I washed it this morning, the ringlets are fresh and bouncy all around my head.

“You look sexy! You’re definitely getting laid tonight, and I’m jealous!”

“We’ll see,” I say, trying to convince myself more than Luci. “What are your plans tonight?”

“Going to my mom’s for dinner, to hang out with her and my sister.”

“Nice, tell them I say hi and bring home leftovers, please. I love your mom’s cooking!”

“I will. Have fun, and make sure to use condoms.” She winks.

“You’re too much,” I say, laughing as I leave her bedroom and walk toward the front of the house. Luci’s right, though. Yesterday I bought some condoms to have in my bag, just in case. Nothing worse than getting hot and heavy with a guy then not having condoms—talk about a buzzkill! Never know how things will go tonight. I sit on the couch so I can look out the front window and see when he gets here.

Moments later, he pulls into the driveway, and I watch as he exits his Jeep, strutting toward the house. He walks with such confidence; it’s so sexy. I rise from where I’m sitting and hurry to meet him.

“Hi,” I say as I open the door.

“Hey, you.” He greets me in his usual manner by leaning in and kissing me on the cheek, except this time, it’s different. In the past, it was a quick cheek-to-cheek kiss, the greeting most acquaintances use. Now, he places his lips to my cheek and lets them linger for a few moments. They’re warm and soft. When he steps back, he gives me his megawatt smile. It makes my stomach flutter in anticipation.

“You ready?” he asks.

“Yeah.” I grab my leather jacket from the coatrack and pockabook off the table, and follow him, closing the door behind me.

We walk out to his Jeep Wrangler, side by side, him with his left hand on my lower back. I climb into the Jeep. It’s a hardtop, and inside it’s black on black—suits him well because he’s always dressed in all black.

When he starts driving, he asks, “Do you like to shoot pool?”

“Yeah, it’s been a while, but I like it.”

“Good, get ready to be schooled,” he says, chuckling.

At that moment, the Backstreet Boys song “I Want It That Way” starts playing on the radio. “I love this song,” I say and look over at him. He’s stretching his hand out to change the station but stops before doing so and scrunches his face. The lyrics begin, and I start singing along. Massimo keeps stealing glances at me as I belt out in song.

When it ends, he turns the volume down and asks, “You sing like that for all the boys?”

“Nah, just the ones I like,” I tease while staring at his profile. His nose is long and straight, and he purses his lips as he drives, his brow slightly furrowed in concentration. “What kind of music do you like?” I ask him.

“Mostly rock. Classic, 80s, heavy metal, but I listen to a little bit of everything. Some rap, hip-hop, dance classics, Italian music. Except country—can’t really get into country music.”

“And boy bands.”

“Yeah, those too.” He laughs.

“Where we going?”

“Jillian’s. Figured we could grab a bite, shoot some pool, maybe play some video games or something. You good with that?”

“Sounds fun. Haven’t been there in a while.”


CHAPTER 3

Cue Ball

MASSIMO

I DRIVE INTO THE parking lot and pay the guy at the booth. Once we’re parked, I unbuckle my seatbelt and shift toward Lena. “Hey, before we get out, come here.” I reach for her hand and tug her toward me.

She unbuckles her seatbelt and scoots closer to me. Her long curls are cascading down her back, over her shoulders, framing her face. I reach up and push the ringlets to the side, caressing the beauty mark in the middle of her left cheek, causing her eyes to flicker.

The first day I saw her, I was awestruck by her beauty, the small mole accentuating her olive skin. Last week before I kissed her, I told her how much I loved her beauty mark, and she squirmed, trying to hide that my pointing it out to her made her uncomfortable.

“You’re beautiful.” I lean in to kiss her but stop halfway and use both hands to remove the frames off of her face, placing them onto the dashboard. Her pouty lips are covered in lipstick, accentuating them. I cup her jawline in my hands and lick my lips before pressing mine to hers. She whimpers when I gently tug on her bottom lip and suck on it. My tongue darts out, delving into her mouth. She opens for me—our tongues meeting and stroking each other.

Lena separates from me and bites her bottom lip. She lifts her hand and rubs her fingers across my mouth. “Your lips are so soft,” she whispers. “And those canines…I liked feeling them with my tongue,” she says and licks her lips. The things I’d like her to do with that tongue—thoughts of her using it—make my dick twitch. “They give you character.”

“Character, huh?”

“Yeah, a little mischief and a whole lotta sexy!”

Lena extends her hand out and, with her thumb, removes lipstick from around my mouth, and says, “Now you don’t have lipstick on your face.” Her touch makes me hard, but I need to take it down a notch if we’re gonna get out. Otherwise, my hard-on will be bulging, and it’ll be uncomfortable to walk.

“Thank you.” I shift in my seat to ease the pressure between my legs.

“Come on, let’s go. I need to kick your ass in pool. Show you how it’s done,” she says and throws her head back in laughter. She grabs her glasses and puts them back on, and uses the visor mirror to remove the lipstick from the area around her mouth.

“Is that right? It’s on, let’s go.”
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We climb the stairs up to the third-floor entrance and stop for the bouncer working the door, asking for our IDs. I reach for my wallet and hand the guy mine. Lena is digging through her pockabook, looking for hers. When she finds her wallet, she pulls her license out and gives it to him. He looks at it and hands it back, and I snatch it before Lena can grab it. The bouncer stamps both of our hands, and we enter.

“You probably make a mug shot look good,” I say.

“A mug shot?” she asks, raising one of her eyebrows in confusion.

“These license pictures are usually terrible. I call them mug shots. Yours is good though, but you’re not wearing your glasses in your picture.”

“Yeah, I didn’t really need them when I had that license issued, so I didn’t wear them.”

“Marialena Lopez. How come you go by Lena?”

“Because, like you, most people mispronounce my name. Been like that my whole life, so when I was young, I had everyone call me Lena. It stuck. It’s easier that way, and now it’s grown on me.” She shrugs, takes the license from my hand, and puts it back into her wallet.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Great, I’m already fucking it up!

“I’m not upset. I’m used to it.” She fidgets with her frames to adjust them on her nose.

“So, how do you pronounce your name?”

“You have to roll your R—Marialena.” I love the way it sounds rolling off her tongue.

“Beautiful, just like you, but I definitely can’t roll my Rs like that, so Lena it is.”

“Show me yours.” Lena extends her hand, palm facing up. I hand her my license, and she draws it close to her face. “You’re right; yours looks like a mug shot. Considering you’ll be thirty in a few months, not bad for an old man.” She chuckles, handing it back to me. I bring my hand up to my heart, feigning being hurt by her words, but can’t hold back my laughter.

“Old man! We’ll see about that.”

She winks at me and says, “I’m sure we will.” She’s flirting, and her sultry voice is such a turn-on. Fuck, I want to make her scream my name in that voice.

“Lopez, I like that name. Where are you from?”

“I was born here, but my mom is from Uruguay, and my dad is Puerto Rican. They lived in Puerto Rico after getting married and moved to Newton a couple of years before I was born. I’m the only one of my siblings born here. The rest were born in Puerto Rico.”

“Next in line, please,” the guy behind the counter calls.

“One table, please.” I hand him my license, which he puts into a slot behind him and then slides a pool ball tray across the counter.

“Table seventeen. It’s along the right side.”

“Thanks.” I pick up the tray, and we walk toward the back. Jillian’s is a large open space. There’s a round bar in the middle of the room surrounded by couches and tables. Video game and pinball machines flank each side of the bar, and several rows of pool tables are in front of us. There are large TV screens all around, all of them showing some sporting event.

The place isn’t busy tonight. The few people you see are in small groups, everyone casually dressed in jeans, baseball hats, and T-shirts or hoodies.

“This is us.” I point to the table and place the ball tray on it, turning to remove two pool cues from the rack on the wall. “Ready, Lopez?”

“I was born ready.”

“Confident, I like that.” I begin to rack the balls so we can start playing, but I want to know more about this woman. I’ve seen her every week for almost a year, but our conversations have always been nothing but small talk. We’ve never wandered into the personal, and I didn’t push because she had that boyfriend. But now, I want to be all sorts of personal with her.

“You said you have siblings. How many do you have?”

“There’s six of us. Three girls, three boys.”

“Oh, wow, that’s a big family.”

“Yeah, both of my parents come from big families too. My mother has nine brothers and sisters, and my father has twelve.”

“Whewww.” I whistle. “My parents each have big families too. Made for big family events with lots of food.”

“All the food is usually my favorite part.” She laughs. “Speaking of, are there menus around here? We should order something to eat before we start playing. I’m starving.” She wanders to one of the high-top tables behind me, drops her bag on the chair, and grabs two menus off the table.
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