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      Prince has been whining all day and has worn me down to my last nerve. He has already eaten one of my black leather Hugo Boss work shoes, which he stole from my closet while I was in the shower this morning, and I am missing a handful of socks that mysteriously disappeared from my laundry. I see some scraps of material near the sofa in my living room, no doubt remnants of what are left of my socks—his new favorite chew toy.

      I drop the pen I am using to review the contract for our latest investment property onto my desk with a huff. Sitting back into the soft leather of my desk chair, I take a minute to observe the furry troublemaker. I cross my arms over my chest and shake my head because he knows as well as I do that he’s got me by the balls. His tail wags in wait, and I turn in my chair to get a closer look, positive I see a slight smile on his face as his tongue hangs animatedly from his mouth.

      “I know, boy, I know,” I say to him with a sigh, scratching him behind his ear, fluffing his soft golden fur. I don’t know a lot about dogs, but Prince seems to understand what I am saying. Occasionally, I get a bark in return; other times, he just tilts his head to the side a little. Today, he is jumpy and full of energy, wanting to command all my attention and wanting to do it now.

      It’s not unusual for me to work on a Sunday. My position in the family Merger and Acquisition business at Marshall & Co has me working long hours, and I rarely have a full day to myself anymore. My older brother, Shaun, is the CEO, but the day-to-day operations fall to me, and I never have enough time during the week to do it all.

      I also help Stephen, who is not my brother by blood but still my brother all the same, with his nightclub Nitro from time to time, especially now that he has Molly, Shirley, and Jasmine to look after. That man does everything for his girls, and they would do the same for him. He has found a nice little family with all those women.

      Shaun usually works just as hard and as long as I do, but ever since he and his wife, Scarlett, had their baby boy, Baxter, a few months ago, he has been working less so he can spend more time with them. Shaun is just as smitten with Baxter now as he is with Scarlett and their cute little family bubble is sacred to him.

      Since I am still living the single life, I have taken on more and more work these past few months, and while I don’t mind, it is starting to get exhausting. I am pleased to at least have our head of security and all-around best friend, Jake, to help out here and there, although I know he is just as overworked as I am. Every six months, he usually takes off and spends a few weeks at his cabin by the lake, needing the solitude and peacefulness that it offers him so he can disconnect. His cabin is his sanctuary. When he is here in Boston with us, he works seven days a week and those days are long. The cabin is his place to sleep and re-energize himself before he comes back to the city for another six months of merciless work.

      Perhaps I need a cabin. Somewhere that I can just check out for a few weeks for some legitimate R&R. I make a mental note to see what the real estate is like around there and to ask Jake about how he came to find his little getaway.

      I don’t mind taking on more to support my brothers, which right now, includes looking after Prince. Prince is Shaun’s dog, and he is much too excitable to be at home with the new baby at the moment, so he is living with me in my apartment as they adjust to being parents. Given my experience with him from the last few weeks, I am one hundred percent certain that due to his abundance of enthusiasm around people, he would accidently jump on Baxter or something, so it was a smart move for Shaun to bring him over to my place.

      Except now, my apartment is full of dog hair, and I am missing my favorite pair of shoes and will need to purchase more socks. I’m not sure where they got him from, but this Labrador is constantly full of energy. If I don’t run him first thing in the morning, then he whines at me all day until I take him out for some fun, which is what he is reminding me of right now.

      I push back and away from the desk and stand, the movement sending Prince into a frenzy as he starts dancing in circles around my feet. He is celebrating because he knows he has won this battle. Moving from my desk, I walk to the front door and grab his lead, careful not to trip over him as he bounds closely behind me with every step.

      We walk outside, and I feel the sun on my face for the first time today. It feels good. Refreshing. Something about today gives me an extra pep in my step, and we make our way to the Boston Public Garden. It is usually a short walk from my place on Chestnut Street, but Prince stops and smells everything, from the sign poles to doorways, even attempting to chase a bird that is flying low, so it takes a little longer to get to our destination.

      Once we are at the gardens, I take a big breath in, trying to relax my tense shoulders. Tilting my head from side to side like a boxer, my sore neck cracks and groans. Although I am only twenty-nine, sitting for so long in concentration has my body feeling like an eighty-year-old’s. I need to up my gym sessions.

      I see people walking and running, kids playing, and there are other dogs barking. Prince is strongly pulling on the lead, probably trying to chase a squirrel, and with every tug, I try to regain my hold. The lead falls from my grip and before I can catch it, he bolts away from me, his lead dragging on the ground behind him.

      “Prince!” I yell at him, knowing that I now need to run to chase after him before he gets us both into trouble. He won’t hurt anyone; he is a gentle giant, but he is a big, boisterous dog and jumping on people for a pat is one of his favorite things to do. No matter how many obedience classes he has been taken to, he doesn’t change. His other favorite pastime is eating ice cream. Last weekend, I had to pull him away from a young girl who had an ice cream cone because Prince was eager for a taste. Her mother wasn’t impressed with his manners.

      “Prince!” I yell at him again as I start to increase my pace, hoping that he stops soon so I can grab him before he wreaks havoc at the park—especially as I spy a few ducks splashing on the water's edge that I’m praying he doesn’t notice.

      He stops and I am grateful that it appears he is actually being obedient for once, but then suddenly, he takes off running in the opposite direction. I watch mesmerized as he jumps up into the arms of a woman who is oblivious to him, and together they both start falling to the ground as she lets out a startled cry before landing on her back.

      “Shit,” I mutter as I run over to find Prince, now lying on top of her, excitedly wriggling and licking her face. I see the ice cream she was eating is now in Prince's mouth and it disappears in exactly two seconds. Ben and Jerry’s Netflix and Chill’d again, I presume. It seems to be his favorite flavor, so I need to see if I can get something similar in a dog-friendly option.

      I frantically look over the two of them, concerned that she might be injured because Prince is a large dog, and well, from what I can see, she is tiny. I immediately grab the lead and pull Prince off her. “No, Prince. Bad boy,” I scold him before looking down at the woman.

      Lying on the grass, her dark and vibrant red hair is splayed around her head like a disheveled halo. Her chest is rising and falling quickly under her tight white t-shirt, showcasing her curves. She’s wearing cute little denim cutoff shorts, displaying her long, lean legs. My gaze drifts back up to peruse her ample breasts that look like they would fit nicely in the palms of my hands. I quickly flick my eyes back to hers, and they are piercing amber as she looks right at me.

      I swallow hard, because one, she is fucking gorgeous, and two, she is fucking gorgeous.

      “Are you just going to stand there looking at my breasts all day or are you going to help me up?” she asks matter-of-factly with a stern look on her face. The fact that she just called me out on my blatant perving does something to my body, and there is an immediate buzz that has made its way to my pants.

      “Of course, sorry. Here, take my hand.” I shake my head to collect my thoughts because suddenly I have a vision of her underneath me in my bed, and I need to get a grip. I reach out to grab her hand and I engulf it in mine. Pulling her to her feet, she stands and is now right next to me, our bodies grazing, and I can feel her perfect breasts now pushing against my torso.

      I grit my teeth together as electricity starts to pulsate through my body. It is also taking all my concentration not to reach out and touch her again, and I try to think of anything other than the way her body feels leaning against mine before the bulge in my pants gives me away. We stare at each other for a split second, both of us suddenly transfixed by the other before Prince breaks the tension by jumping up on us both.

      “Shit, Prince, calm down, boy,” I say, which gives her enough time to step away from our unspoken connection. “He is a friendly guy,” she says, looking at Prince and patting him. He is lapping it up, pushing his head into her hands in a silent request for more. I have never been jealous of a dog before, but I guess there is a first time for everything.

      “You could say that. He always finds mischief, though, that’s for sure.” She looks up at me and gives a small smile before her face clouds over just as quickly. “I have to go. Have a nice day,” she says and starts to walk away as I stand there open-mouthed, gaping at her.

      I am not sure what has me in such a spin; I am usually great with people. My conversation skills and networking abilities are better than any one of my business counterparts. I am requested to speak at conferences and business summits regularly. But today, here in this park with her, I’m shy and stumble over my words that are struggling to escape me. I watch her walk away, and I know I can’t just let her leave.

      “What’s your name?” I blurt out to her and internally cringe. What’s your name? That’s the best I can do? No wonder I am still a bachelor, my game is way off. Although, I did receive lots of attention at the club last night, so maybe it is just this woman who has me losing it. I am cursing myself internally for my sudden outburst, and I watch as she stops walking and turns back to me.

      “Frankie,” she yells back, then turns around again and continues to walk away. My eyes follow her beautiful form until she is a speck in the landscape on the other side of the park. Looking down at Prince, who is now at my side, sitting near my feet like a well-behaved stately hound, I pat his head. “Frankie,” I say out loud to him, and he looks at me and barks, clearly just as smitten as I am.
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      As I walk away, I need to fight the urge to look back. To look back at the man who completely took my breath away. His dog was pretty cute too. Prince, such a fitting name considering the man attached to him is a king in this town. Marco Marshall. I knew exactly who he was the minute my eyes caught his, but not before my body started to betray me as we stood so closely to each other. Thank God Prince jumped on us, waking me up from my body’s involuntary reaction to his. I have never felt such a spark with a man just from their energy. My stomach is still doing somersaults; my face is still blushed; my legs are still wobbly. All because of him.

      His family are extremely well-known business tycoons who are not only known for their business success and wealth, but also for the criminal drama that has plagued them for the past few years. They are always in the media, and I am surprised that he can walk around the gardens on a Sunday without any paparazzi following him.

      Now, after having seen him up close, I can see why people are so interested in him. The man is extremely good-looking, with dark hair and an immensely seductive smile. He’s tall and obviously works out because he has large shoulders and taut muscles that his shirt molded to flawlessly. But his eyes are piercing blue, different from what you normally see on dark-haired men and they are striking. One look from him and my breath left my body; I was transfixed. I couldn’t move away from him, I could only stare and breathe him in. My hands were itching to touch him.

      I shake my head to dislodge the thoughts. I can’t be daydreaming. Daydreaming about attractive men is for other women, not me. I need to remain hidden, away from prying eyes, at least for a little while longer. Luckily, I stepped away when I did. I need to stay the hell away from him if I want any chance of a normal life. Thank God the chances of running into him again are slim because I never come to the park. I don’t go out. I don’t socialize. I can’t be seen. Even being at the park today was a big step, but it was too beautiful a day to stay indoors. I ensure I live very simply and try my best to not attract attention to myself. I can’t. It is too dangerous.

      Walking quickly to the other side of the park, I try to get as much distance between us as I can before I let out the breath that I was holding in. I lean against a tree, shielding myself from his view and close my eyes to calm my beating heart. The heart that I thought no longer had any life to it is now all of a sudden roaring to attention, which started the minute Marco’s hand grabbed mine to help me up. His hands were big, and he had no trouble pulling me to my feet. Sure, I was short next to him, but what I lack in height, I have in passion. I am Italian after all.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself, apparently too loudly because the older lady walking past with her Chihuahua shakes her head at me as if to tsk-tsk and walks away quickly. I roll my eyes. If only she knew that I learned swear words before I did English or Italian in my house growing up. Dirty language was a common daily occurrence in my home. Not that Papa or Mama would tolerate it, but it happened all the same. Growing up with an older brother in the type of family that I come from, I learned a lot and very quickly.

      Papa’s men were always around our house, using language that wasn’t fit for a young girl like me. I was bound to pick it up and use it. It isn’t the only thing that I was taught, though. Not that I have had to use my other skills recently, and I don’t want to, ever again. I do not want that life for myself. Not any of it. I just want to be normal. Just a normal girl in a normal world.

      I want to forget a lot of what I know, a lot of who I know, and a lot of what I’ve seen. It isn't easy being the youngest daughter of an Italian family, especially of a family like mine. I miss them, I do, but it is better this way. It is better for me not to be near them. I don’t want that life. Not that they gave me a choice. No, I don’t get choices in my family; I just get expectations and requirements. I can’t ask questions. I need to do what I am told and when they tell me to do it.

      It worked out just fine for me while I was young, but as soon as I got through puberty, the level of expectation changed, and I didn’t want to conform to that anymore. When Papa told me what he expected me to do next in order to secure the family and our business, I had to make a choice. So, I did, with help from my older brother, Sebastian.

      Sebastian has looked after me since the day I was born and continues to do so today. Sure, his position in the family is a significant one, but we are close, and I know he has my back and I have his. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for him. He is the only one who helped me, the only one who could get me out, the only one I trust.

      I look at my watch. I have an hour before my shift starts at the neighborhood bar where I work, so I continue walking and make my way home to have a quick shower and get ready for the night. I still don’t look back as I march across the park and through the backstreets to my small but cozy apartment on Willow Street, tucked away safely where no one will look for me.

      I open the front door of the building and push my way inside, ensuring it locks behind me. I take the stairs to my top floor apartment and lock those doors behind me as well. Throwing my keys on the counter, I make my way into the kitchen to grab a glass from the cupboard before standing near the sink and filling it.

      My apartment is all mine and I love it. It is warm and inviting, even without any photos or other family keepsakes that many other people have in their homes. I have everything I need, and it is secure, which is my biggest priority. I am safe here. It is my haven. With only one bedroom, a small sitting room and kitchen, and a tiny bathroom, it is home, and has been for the past eight months since I moved here from New York. Leaning against the kitchen counter, I silently sip my water and get lost in my thoughts again of Prince and his king.

      Just as I start to put my glass down on the kitchen counter, my phone rings. Startled, my hand jerks and I bang the glass onto the side of the counter, breaking it on impact in my grip, glass and water going everywhere.

      Pain shoots across my hand and blood starts to pour down my fingers. “Fuck!” I say again for the second time in under an hour as I take my hand and place it under the running water in my kitchen sink. My phone continues to shrill beside me. Grabbing it, I see on the screen it is Sebastian, which is odd, because we only talk on certain days at certain times and today is not one of them.

      “Hi,” I say as I answer it quickly, trying to contain the pain that is burning through my palm.

      “Lay low for a few days,” he replies before the phone clicks and the line goes dead.

      All it takes is that small statement and my world begins to move on a totally different trajectory. It is a warning, and I already know that I need to stay at home. I can’t be seen, and home is the safest place for me to be. I send a quick text to Alf at the bar to let him know I won’t be in, and then I drop my phone on the kitchen counter.

      Blood continues to pour down my hand and the running water does little to alleviate it. Pulling it away for closer inspection, I can see that the cut across my palm is deep and will need stitches. I squeeze my eyes shut in despair. It is painful, sure, but it is nothing compared to what I have experienced. I put it back under the water, hoping that there are no glass fragments stuck in the cut and think about what I need to do now.

      The warning from my brother is not unusual. It is normal for me to lay low every few weeks, and I prepare in advance for it in terms of having food and supplies so I don’t need to leave home—even for a moment.

      Usually, I just stay home for a few days and any threat usually subsides. But this is different. Because now I need medical attention. Turning off the kitchen faucet, I grab a towel from the drawer and wrap my hand as tightly as I can in the hope it stops the flow of blood. I walk into my bathroom and look through my supplies under the sink. I have bandages and saline, so I grab both along with my medical kit and walk back to the kitchen counter and take a seat on the stool. I place everything down on the counter and get to work.

      I have never had to stitch myself up before, and the thought makes me a little nervous and slightly queasy, especially since I am right-handed and it is my right hand that I need to fix. I fumble around trying to get everything organized, doing the best I can with my left hand. I wash my wound with saline, spilling most of it, and then grab some alcohol wipes, hoping to God that I don’t get an infection.

      Using my very uncoordinated left hand, I try to start the stitches, but the blood is still flowing freely, making it very difficult to see what I am doing and get the stitches right. The throbbing increases and now that I have started sewing the skin together, the pinching pain adds to the pressure. But I breathe through it all. Feel no fear, feel no pain. The chant runs on repeat in my mind, giving me strength.

      My left hand continues to fumble, and I huff out in frustration as I look at my hand. It is still bleeding, my counter now decorated with red blotches. I am making such a mess. I know I shouldn’t leave, but if I don’t get stitched up, then my hand could be in serious trouble. I don’t want to get an infection because a hospital visit cannot happen right now. I also don’t want to have a large scar because that will just identify me more. So, I sit at home, applying pressure to the wound, and I wait a few hours until the sun goes down. Once dark, I grab my bag and walk the backstreets to the only place I know to go. Hoping and praying that no one sees me on my way.
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      My head is pounding, and I rub my eyes in frustration. I have tackled five meetings for this deal this week, and still, the team can’t get it over the line. I am tired and frustrated, and I can’t concentrate any longer. Since Prince ran off on me at the park on Sunday, he has been like a kid in a candy shop, running here, there, and everywhere. He is full of energy and no amount of morning running will help. It’s only Thursday, and I have already run more than I usually would in a whole week. Each morning I have taken him out before work and then again when I get home because he is too jumpy at night to settle down.

      Usually, I would come home and he would be napping on the sofa, or I would catch him chewing on either a shoe or sock in my room. But ever since Sunday, he has met me at the door as soon as I have walked in, tail wagging, jumping on me, eager to run. Each day he leads me in the same direction, back to the park. Together, we run around it and then come home when both of us are exhausted and ready for sleep. The new exercise regime is doing wonders for my health and my cardio stamina is getting better, but I am sick of running in the dark at both the start and tail end of my already long workdays.

      I tell myself that it is because Prince needs it, which he does, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t doing extra laps of Boston Public Garden in the hopes of running into a certain woman. I haven’t seen her again, and it has been four tortuous days since Prince tackled her in the park. Every time I close my eyes, I see her. I see her lying on the grass; I see her standing next to me, chest to chest; I see her walking away with her cute, perky ass on display in those cute as fuck tiny denim shorts she was wearing.

      I know the chances of running into her again are next to none, but for some reason, I can’t get her face out of mind. It is driving me crazy. All I know is that her name is Frankie, but I don’t know anything else about her. My dick has been permanently hard for her all week. My showers have become my sanctuary where I imagine her with me, and my hand relieves some of the pressure I harbor for her. But only for a short while, because every time I think of her, it is back, standing to attention, creating a situation in my pants that is hard to ignore.

      As I sit here at my desk, once again thinking of Frankie, there is a knock on my office door.

      “Hey, you ready?” Shaun asks as I look up. He is in the office today, and we are heading out with Stephen and Jake for a drink. We all see each other every Wednesday at my mom’s place for family dinner, but it has been a while since we all got together just the four of us. While my brothers have been laying low with their women for the past few weeks, Jake and I spend a lot of time together, both for work and for leisure. As head of security, Jake Holland manages the security at Nitro, Stephen’s New York and Boston nightclubs, and also manages our family security—which you would think would be a quiet job, but unfortunately, it isn’t. He has dealt with his fair share of serious shit from us over the years and as a result we consider him a brother.

      I nod to Shaun as I grab my suit jacket and follow him out the door. I take pride in my appearance; I like to look good for both work and pleasure, and I enjoy wearing suits each day. I either have them tailored and made for me or get the latest from Hugo Boss or Prada. However, today I am frustrated, and my suit is annoying me. I tug at my collar and remove my tie, then undo a few buttons on my white shirt, needing to remove the restrictive feeling around my neck. Letting out a breath of air in relief, Shaun gives me a raised eyebrow in question.

      “I’m just tired,” I huff out.

      “What’s been going on?” Shaun asks, turning toward me as we step into the elevator and he pushes the button to the basement where our private parking garage is located.

      “Prince is a bit crazy at the moment. I need to run with him twice a day to get him to calm down. I am sure I will get home tonight to everything being trashed since he didn’t get his extra workout today.” I run my hands through my hair, trying to relieve the stress, but at the same time, not wanting to stress out my brother with worry. Even though he doesn’t need to worry about me, he will. He is a typical older brother.

      “Ahhh, I’m sorry you got lumped with him. We can take him to Mom’s. She does have more room at her place.” I think about it for a short second but shake my head, knowing that although the family mansion is huge and Prince would have lots of room to run, he would also dig up Mom’s entire garden which is precious to her, not to mention the havoc he would create inside.

      “No, it’s fine. He has just worn me out this week.” I slap Shaun on the shoulder, wanting to lighten the mood. We walk from the elevator over to his car. As with any men with money, us boys like our cars, and Shaun has his red Ferrari today. It’s not a car that we can be inconspicuous in, though, and I wonder why he is using it. We usually don’t like to be seen in it as it draws too much attention. But after being in dad mode for the past few weeks, I think he may need his sports car to bring back his youth.

      Together we drive a few blocks to a small neighborhood bar which is not far from my place. It is a ‘blink and you miss it’ kind of place and it’s perfect for our few beers tonight. I have never been here; I never knew it existed.

      Most of the time, we go to Nitro, but even Stephen wanted a change of scenery today. Jake selected this place because it is small and quiet. If no one follows us, then we should be able to lay low and enjoy our evening together without any attention from the media or the swag of women who seem to know exactly where we are all the time.

      Shaun and I walk in and see Jake and Stephen already there with beers in their hands, playing a game of pool. Whenever we are together, the four of us make an interesting sight and we don’t go unnoticed by the few ladies who are here tonight. Given that Jake and I are the only single ones in our foursome, a fact that is well known around town, the two of us can become a little overwhelmed at the female attention we receive.

      I try to take it all in good grace since I am a people person. I like to meet and talk to new people all the time, but tonight I am keen to just spend time with the boys, so I proceed to ignore all the flirtatious glances.

      I slap Shaun on the shoulder. “I will go grab us some beer, then I’ll meet you over there.” He nods and makes his way to the boys by the pool table while I take a short detour to the bar. Leaning on the old-school timber bar, I rest my head in my hands and rub my eyes for the hundredth time today. I am so tired and it has been a long fucking week, but I perk up the minute I hear her voice.

      “No Prince with you tonight, I see.” Frankie is standing right in front of me behind the bar, red hair draped around her neck in a big mermaid-like braid framing her olive skin. One hand is leaning on the bar, the other on her hip, and my eyes immediately home in on the most kissable lips. They are lusciously full and red, causing my dick to immediately perk up in my pants.

      I flick my eyes to hers again and she is staring right at me, raising an eyebrow in question, and I know I have been caught checking her out again. So I laugh, because I am fucking happy to see her. Seriously, what are the chances of running into her again four days later? Slowly, I take a seat at the bar, not able to tame the wide, cheesy smile that has formed on my face. I’m thanking the universe for putting her in front of me again.

      “No Prince tonight, although, not for his lack of trying. He has been super excitable ever since we saw you at the park on Sunday, and I can’t get him to calm down,” I say with a grin. I do love that dog; I can’t hide it.

      “What can I get you?” she asks as she leans her hip into her side of the bar, coming slightly closer to me, and I get a whiff of her scent. She smells like jasmine and lavender and it is enough to drive my insides wild. My nostrils flare, and I feel like a bull that needs to charge.

      “What do you recommend?” I say back to her quickly, wanting to flirt but also trying to knock her off-kilter a little to see what she is like when she is ruffled.

      “Surely, you can do better than that, King?” she questions me as she picks up a towel, and I notice a bandage on her hand.

      “King?”

      She blushes ever so slightly, intriguing me even further by her use of a nickname. “Yeah, King.”

      I raise my eyebrow to her in question, but she gives me nothing.

      “What happened to your hand?” I say, reaching out and brushing her fingers with my own. I tentatively pull her hand toward me and flip it over to see that the bandage is wrapped around her entire palm. I caress her soft skin, then rub her wrist below the bandage and gently cup her hand. I hear her breath hitch, which nearly has me jumping over the bar to her, but I force myself to stay seated, not trusting my body if I were to move even an inch.

      “Just had a fight with a glass and the glass won,” she says lightly, and I notice a twinkle in her eye. I think she is having just as much fun with our banter as I am.

      “Are you ordering drinks or just talking to pretty ladies all night, brother?” Shaun says as he slides up next to me at the bar. Frankie pulls away from my grip and is back to business, making me want to punch Shaun for his awful timing.

      “Hey, I’m Shaun, Marco’s brother,” Shaun says to Frankie and they do a friendly shake of hands.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Frankie. What can I get you?”

      “Peroni, please” he replies, and as she reaches into the fridge to grab a bottle, Shaun looks at me quickly and gives me a smirk like he has caught me in the act. Frankie stands back in front of us, opens the bottle, and passes it to Shaun.

      “He will fix you up,” Shaun says, pointing to me with a grin, and he leaves just as quickly as he arrived.

      “What about you?” Frankie asks me again.

      “Your number.” Okay, so perhaps I’m not being as low-key as I could be, but fuck, I want to get to know this girl. I would all but beg her at this point.

      Frankie laughs. “I’m sorry, I don’t give out my number.”

      “Not even for the king?” I say, smiling, hoping that may be enough to convince her.

      “Not even for the king.” I am disappointed because women usually throw their number at me; I don’t usually have to ask for it. Of course, the one time I do ask, I get shot down. And her number is the only one I’ve ever wanted. But she is smiling and doesn’t appear to be in a hurry to stop talking. So I keep going, wanting to do exactly that with her for the rest of the night. The bar is quiet, so it may be a possibility.

      “So, you work here?” Having not been here, I gaze around the small bar which has a nice homey neighborhood feel to it. It isn’t a place people would seek out, but rather a local bar where just those living on the nearby streets would know about. It has dark wood decor, a few booths, and the stools around the bar seem mainly full of locals. There is a jukebox in the corner where a few women are holed up while they select music and steal glances at the boys from afar.

      My brothers are at the pool tables, having a friendly game as they catch up. There are a few tables scattered around where people are eating dinner. A TV is on in the corner, showing the latest sports game, and an older guy is the only one behind the bar with Frankie. He looks like he may own the place or be the manager, given his casual stance while talking to some men a few feet away at the other end of the bar.

      “I do,” she answers and gives me nothing else, not that my ridiculous question merited more than that. I decide that I need to take the hint that this girl who has my dick hard just by breathing and has haunted my thoughts for the better part of a week just isn’t into me.

      “Peroni,” I say to her and see her eyes flick with disappointment which is quickly and expertly replaced with a well-practiced smile. She grabs another bottle and after opening it, she passes it to me on the bar, and as I grab it, our fingers graze again. Our eyes shoot up to meet each other’s, and there and then I know that my feelings are not one-sided. I smirk, grab my beer, and walk off to my brothers to leave her to work. But I will be back, that she can be sure of.
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