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      To old lunch group, my faithful, fun friends! I miss scarfing down Greenwood Deli sandwiches with you in 23 minutes.
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      Some mistakes are worth repeating.

      

      Liza knows that cocky billionaire Matt Russo is the wrong man for her. She could make a long list of reasons why she’d be smart to stay away, including his tenacious ex-girlfriend, the fact he’s trying to destroy her family, and, oh yeah, did she mention he’s a cold, distant bastard? However, after their tempestuous one-night stand, she’s finding it hard to hang on to their well-established nemesis routine.

      Matt is the master of control—of his life, his emotions, his future. Except, of course, for that night he slipped up…with Liza Moretti. Reassuming his grip on the reins, he’s determined it won’t happen again. Unfortunately, doing the right thing in regards to the tempting woman fails because doing the wrong things with her—to her—are too alluring to resist.

      An impromptu invitation to share his private plane leads to an unexpected break from reality and some very steamy nights in Hawaii. Until real life comes knocking and Matt is forced to face the mistakes of his past. Mistakes that could destroy the one thing he can’t control, and the one thing he can no longer live without—Liza.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Matt Russo rubbed his forehead wearily, then swung a right at the next light, kicking his own ass for agreeing to this dinner. He was too hungover—an uncommon state for him—to deal with this shit tonight. He never drank to excess, but he had last evening. Or more accurately, this morning.

      The bottle of Scotch he’d consumed in the wee hours before dawn had been the final fuck-up in a long list of mistakes he’d made last night.

      Matt sighed, concerned the three ibuprofen he’d just taken weren’t going to kick in before he got to the restaurant. This dinner date was going to be tricky enough with all his faculties functioning. Doing it with this nonstop, throbbing pain behind his eyes…shit.

      He applied the brakes at a red light, his mind drifting back to why he was in this predicament to begin with.

      Last night had started just like any other night. He’d donned his tuxedo, picked up his current plus-one-with-benefits, Patricia Eddington, and headed to the Ritz-Carlton for the Snowflake Gala, a fundraiser held by the Philadelphia Initiative to raise money for the Promise House. The charity was a good one, one he was more than happy to support, seeing as the money went toward helping teenagers in the city who were facing homelessness or who had been victims of sex trafficking.

      The problem wasn’t the fundraiser; it was the organizer.

      Liza Moretti.

      Simply the name Moretti should have been enough to ensure Matt kept his damn distance from her, but Liza had captured his attention a year and a half ago, and since then, she’d been the cause of too many sleepless nights.

      As chairman of the board overseeing the Philadelphia Initiative, Matt crossed paths with Liza more than was comfortable—for either of them—as they tended to butt heads regarding the Initiative’s goals. Of course, their professional disagreements notwithstanding, they were also dealing with the fact their families had participated in a four-generations-long feud fueled by marital infidelity, broken hearts, destroyed businesses, and outright petty revenge.

      Matt wasn’t stupid enough to pretend the Russos hadn’t been the perpetrators of most of the bullshit, and that he hadn’t contributed more than his fair share to the continued ill will.

      The moment he’d walked into the gala last night and seen Liza in that deep red ball gown, he’d known he was in trouble. He hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her, and in a moment of weakness, he’d asked her to dance. That dance had been his first mistake because holding her in his arms, recalling the softness of that tiny bit of skin exposed by the keyhole slot in the back of her gown, had sent his thoughts down paths best left untrodden.

      Unfortunately, his date hadn’t appreciated him paying so much attention to another woman. Asking Patricia out had originally seemed like a smart move because they traveled in the same circles, both had more money than God, and neither of them was looking for a relationship. In hindsight, he could see he’d been short-sighted, given the fact he had quite a few business ties with her father—her doting, spoiled-Patricia-rotten father.

      Matt hoped Richard wouldn’t be petty after the way things had ended between him and his daughter, but he couldn’t bet the bank on that, either. Patricia had given off “woman scorned” vibes when she’d stormed out the hotel last night.

      Matt pushed the gas when the light turned green, recalling his argument with Patricia. After the gala, he had broken things off between them in the lobby of the Ritz, proclaiming their relationship—the word he’d really wanted to use was “association”—had run its course. Patricia, whose jealousy had reared its ugly head throughout the evening, took his rejection badly.

      Very badly.

      

      “How dare you end things this way!” Patricia yelled.

      “Keep your voice down, Patricia. I have no interest in drawing a crowd.”

      “I will not keep my voice down. I don’t think it’s unreasonable for me to expect my date to treat me with courtesy. To pay attention to me. I didn’t enjoy watching you staring at her all night.”

      “She has nothing to do with this,” Matt replied.

      “Bullshit,” Patricia scoffed.

      

      Absentmindedly, Matt raised his hand to his cheek, the one Patricia had slapped before stomping off. The argument had been unfortunate, but he hadn’t viewed it as something he couldn’t recover from. He suspected everything might have been okay…if his night had ended there.

      But there had been a witness to his and Patricia’s confrontation.

      Liza Moretti.

      She’d seen—and heard—everything.

      

      “She slapped you?” Liza asked.

      “Yes.” Matt didn’t bother to touch his cheek. “I will admit she’s not the first woman to slap me.”

      “I suspect she won’t be the last, either. You broke things off?”

      Matt nodded.

      “Because you were staring at…someone?”

      “You know I was,” he said, holding her gaze. “Because you were staring back.”

      

      After that, they had walked to the hotel elevator together. They’d both gotten rooms at the Ritz, anticipating very different endings to their nights. Matt had planned to spend the night with Patricia in his bed, Liza with her date for the gala, Davis Taylor.

      Liza had given her date the heave-ho before the party had even ended, and it had bothered Matt to see her looking so…depressed didn’t seem like the right word. No. Liza had looked resigned. Like she was so used to getting the short end of the stick in her relationships, she didn’t even feel disappointment or sadness anymore.

      He had to give it to her. Liza rallied quickly, bantering with him as they walked to the elevator.

      

      “You got a room here for tonight?” she asked.

      “I did.”

      “Hoping for a romantic interlude?”

      Matt shook his head. “Hoping for sex.”

      “Oh.”

      “You have a room?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Romantic interlude?” he threw back at her.

      “Nope. I was hoping to get fucked. So, I’m resorting to plan B.”

      “What’s plan B?” he asked as the elevator doors slid open.

      “A long soak in a hot bath. And self-care.”

      

      Matt wasn’t sure what had driven him to kiss her the second the elevator doors closed. All he knew was one second, she was reaching out to push the button for her floor, the next, he had her back against the elevator wall as he drove his thigh between her shapely legs, working them both into a frenzy.

      That had been his second mistake.

      And because he was on a roll, he’d made the third—and deadliest—mistake just moments later when he asked her to join him for a drink in his room. She’d accepted the invitation, the two of them making small talk on the couch in his penthouse suite. Liza had spotted the gift he’d bought for Patricia, and he had insisted she open it. Her curiosity won out as she unwrapped the diamond tennis bracelet. He’d put it on her, despite her demands that he not. He’d loved the way the gems sparkled against her skin, even as he pictured her in something much different.

      

      “This isn’t what I would have bought if I’d been shopping for you.”

      “No diamonds for me?” Liza asked.

      “No. Diamonds pale next to your skin.”

      “Nice line.”

      “It’s not a line,” he insisted. “If I’d been shopping for you, I would have bought you rubies. I can imagine how the rich, vibrant red hue would shimmer against your skin. I’d cover you in rubies. They’d dangle from your ears. From your throat. From your wrists. And I wouldn’t stop with the traditional pieces.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My rubies would dangle from your nipples,” he whispered.

      “Where else?” she asked, her voice husky with need.

      “From the clamp I’d put on your clit. But the largest ruby would peek out from the plug I’d put in your ass.”

      

      After that, any reticence that lingered between them vanished and they’d moved to the bedroom, all restraint gone.

      Matt had slept with countless women in his life—beautiful, sophisticated, experienced women—yet none of them, not a single one, had made him feel the way Liza had. Sex with her had been life-altering, amazing. He’d always suspected the chemistry between them would be explosive, which was why he’d kept his distance from her for as long as he had.

      Now having it confirmed was going to be hell on his self-control because he hadn’t expected to discover exactly how compatible they were.

      Liza Moretti wasn’t just beautiful, intelligent, his kryptonite.

      She was submissive.

      When she’d snuck out of his hotel room before dawn, it had taken everything he had not to go after her, to capture and drag her back to his bed where she belonged.

      Matt closed his eyes, wincing at the pain in his head.

      Not where she belonged.

      He’d resisted the temptation to follow her, opting instead for the Scotch. He wanted to call the alcohol mistake number four, but there was an annoying voice inside his head insisting that the fourth mistake was not chasing her down and going for round two.

      Matt pulled up to the restaurant, sighing heavily, girding his loins. He was perfectly aware that if he hadn’t been three sheets to the wind this morning, he wouldn’t have answered the phone, and he sure as hell wouldn’t have agreed to this dinner date.

      Not that he didn’t need to talk to her. Because he did. But he would have liked to have had this conversation without the hangover and after a good night’s sleep. Right now, he was running on fumes, which put him at a definite disadvantage.

      He patted his inside suit pocket, feeling the gift box tucked there, the diamond bracelet Liza had left behind when she’d snuck out of his hotel room.

      The valet walked to the driver’s side as he opened the door, and he handed the young man his car keys, even though every fiber of his being wanted to snatch them back, jump in his car, and get the hell away from here.

      Instead, he took a steadying breath and walked toward the entrance of Vetri Cucina. The hostess smiled when he gave his name, pointing toward the intimate table for two by the front window. If he hadn’t been so distracted, he might have seen her sitting there when he’d entered.

      Walking toward her, he worked overtime to turn his grimace into a smile.

      “There you are, darling,” Patricia cooed as he bent down to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. She tried to turn her head at the last minute, hoping to take the platonic out of his kiss, but he moved too quickly, avoiding her lips.

      He claimed his chair, aware she’d reserved them a table that ensured everyone who walked by outside would see the two of them dining together. Patricia Eddington loved nothing more than being in the limelight, the center of attention, while Matt preferred to lurk in the shadows.

      “I’m so glad you agreed to join me tonight. I wanted—” She paused mid-sentence, frowning when the sommelier arrived to pour him a glass of wine. She didn’t like that whatever speech she’d prepared had been interrupted.

      “Sir?” The man held the bottle so that he could read the label.

      Patricia reached over, grasping Matt’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “I hope you don’t mind. I took the liberty of ordering a bottle for us.”

      “Not at all,” Matt said, though wine—hair of the dog or not—was the last thing he wanted. Nothing short of water…a gallon of it…was going to help his head.

      The sommelier poured him the obligatory taste, which gave him an excuse to pull his hand out of Patricia’s, using it to lift the glass. He took a sip, then nodded that the wine was fine. He planned to nurse a single glass, so he didn’t give a shit what they drank. Pleased, the man filled their glasses, then left.

      Patricia took a sip of the wine. “Oh, that’s delicious.”

      And knowing her, extremely expensive.

      Looking across the table, he was somewhat surprised to realize this was their first time dining together alone in a restaurant, as he’d only dated her in that plus-one-with-benefits capacity, inviting her to galas and fundraisers and charity events—all of which came complete with meals at tables for eight to ten people. That had saved him from having to converse with her too much, so now—on top of the hangover—he was stuck having to make small talk with the obnoxious woman. Previously, there had been no expectations between them for dates such as this, no morning-after calls, and no contact between swanky events.

      It had been perfect.

      Until last night.

      It belatedly occurred to him that Patricia was viewing this as a date. Yet another reason why he’d been stupid to accept the invitation. He should have suggested they meet for lunch in the middle of a workday somewhere a hell of a lot less romantic.

      “I’ve heard wonderful things about this restaurant,” Patricia continued.

      “I’m sure it’s very nice.” Matt glanced around the small dining room. There were no more than a dozen patrons, all couples, all looking as in love as his brother, Gage, who spent ninety-nine percent of his time these days walking around with damn hearts in his eyes.

      Gage, much to Matt’s surprise, had fallen head over heels in love with Penny Beaumont, the quirky woman who had worked in the IT department of Russo Enterprises for seven years. Married not quite a year, it appeared the honeymoon was nowhere near over for Gage and Penny.

      It was Gage’s marital state that had opened his eyes to Patricia’s changing view of their—fuck it—association. What they’d shared had not been a relationship, and he didn’t give a shit if Patricia took offense to that word. Last night, she’d wondered aloud if all Russo men made good husbands before suggesting the two of them get married. He’d dismissed the idea out of hand, but she’d doubled down, and that was when he had known it was time to cut his losses.

      Patricia put her wineglass down, then leaned closer in a blatant attempt to draw his attention to the cleavage revealed by her low-cut dress. She had seduction in mind.

      The small table ensured they were too close for Matt’s comfort, especially when she reached out and cupped his cheek in a way that, from any other woman, might feel like affection, but from her felt more like a calculated move.

      He reached up and grasped her hand, pulling it away from his face. “Patricia,” he started, ready to set her straight.

      “I was unhappy with the way things ended last night.” She’d said as much on the phone this morning when she called to invite him out to dinner.

      If he’d been clear-headed, he would have pushed her off, suggested the lunch date, but Scotch, a lack of sleep, and fucked-up feelings about Liza had worked against him, and his brain had failed to engage.

      “I handled things poorly,” he said.

      Patricia lit up, her smile wide, and Matt realized he’d given her the wrong impression. Score one for the hangover.

      She laid her hand on his forearm. “I’m afraid neither of us was at our best. Such a silly misunderstanding.”

      He hadn’t misunderstood a damn thing.

      Patricia had proposed the marriage idea not because she’d caught feelings but because she coveted power and fame, and she viewed merging her family’s billions with his as a way to catapult herself into the same category as the Bezoses, Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan, the Gateses—pre-divorce—the Beckhams, and God only knew who else.

      As she’d said last night, she wanted more.

      And he had more.

      “It was an unfortunate misunderstanding,” he said, though he meant it differently than she did. Time for damage control. “I hope the two of us can remain friends.”

      He had to hand it to Patricia. Her poker face was rock solid, her smile firmly in place.

      “Of course.” She lifted her glass to take a sip of wine. “But I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t continue our previous arrangement.”

      Matt wasn’t about to consider that offer, though he was curious about Patricia’s motivation. She was, by society’s standards, a very beautiful woman and heiress to a fortune. Men would line up around the block to marry her, as evidenced by the fact she’d already been engaged four times to men she claimed to feel a romantic attachment to. Matt suspected the reasons Patricia hadn’t made it down the aisle yet had everything to do with the fact those previous fiancés hadn’t had that “more” factor and the only person she would ever truly love was herself.

      He shook his head. “No, and I’m sorry if by coming here tonight I gave you the impression I was interested in pursuing that. I’m here because I wanted to make sure there are no hard feelings between us. We’re bound to run into each other from time to time and, as I said, I hope we can do so as friends.”

      Friends was a stretch, as that was something they’d never been and never would be. Too many nights out with Patricia had opened his eyes to who she really was. Her stuck-up nature was only surpassed by her narcissism, and neither was attractive.

      The waiter returned with their first course. Clearly, Patricia had taken the liberty of ordering more than just the wine. He mentally cursed, annoyed by the prospect of having to sit through a five-course meal with her.

      He took a drink of water, relieved to realize the ibuprofen was kicking in, the throbbing in his head reduced to a dull ache.

      He braced himself, expecting her to pick up the argument where they’d left it last night—Patricia wasn’t the type to go down without a fight—so he was pleasantly surprised, and somewhat suspicious, when she dropped the subject.

      “I understand,” she said genially. “And to show there are no hard feelings…” She reached into her purse and pulled out a small square box. Holding it on the palm of her hand, she presented it to him in what felt like a “voila” manner, which was strange. “Your Christmas present. I intended to give it to you last night.”

      Last night, it sounded as if her “gift” was sex with her, so he couldn’t help but wonder if this was purchased today. Matt reached for the box, grateful he’d had the foresight to grab the bracelet at the last minute. He’d intended to use it to “buy” her forgiveness if she persisted in making things difficult.

      He’d only just touched the box when Patricia flipped open the lid, her smile odd. In some ways, it looked as if she was the one receiving the gift rather than him.

      He thanked her for the diamond-studded cuff links, then he reached into his suit pocket, retrieving her gift. “For you.”

      She oohed and ahhed over the bracelet, asking him to put it on her. It had looked much better on Liza.

      After that, the conversation turned to superficial things, as Patricia talked about her plans for the holidays. Apparently, the Eddingtons celebrated Christmas and the New Year in Aspen, skiing ’til they dropped, according to her. He was content to let her do the lion’s share of the talking, nodding and responding appropriately as she gossiped about people in their social circles, bemoaned the lack of good restaurants in the city, and discussed her plans to start her own fashion show on YouTube.

      It wasn’t the most stimulating dinner he’d ever had, but considering he had expected Patricia to be difficult about him breaking things off, he couldn’t complain. His coming here had achieved what he had hoped, put him back on steady ground with the Eddingtons. Last night’s mistake-apalooza hadn’t been completely detrimental.

      Even if his emotional state was on shaky foundation, professionally, he was fine.

      Once the bill was paid, they walked out together, her driver waiting at the curb.

      She turned to him as he opened the back door to the limo. “I will miss our nights together.” She lifted her face to his. He bent slightly, giving her a quick kiss on the lips, but Patricia was better prepared for him this time, her hand capturing the knot of his tie. Using a strong grip, she managed to lengthen the kiss a few seconds longer than he wanted. He was about to break the connection when she let him go.

      “Goodbye, Patricia.”

      “Goodbye, Matt.”

      He walked back to his car, accepting the keys from the valet. As he slid behind the wheel, he frowned.

      The dinner had gone better than he dared to hope for, yet some niggling, suspicious voice in the back of his brain told him it had been too easy.

      And now there was only one thing he knew for certain. He hadn’t heard the last of Patricia Eddington.
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      Liza and her cousin Luca dropped down on the couch dramatically and at the exact same time.

      “Why?” Luca moaned. “Why do I always eat too much?”

      Liza wanted to answer, but she was too full to speak. The food coma was setting in hard. She leaned back and debated unbuttoning the top button of her jeans. She’d watched her dad, Nonno, and two uncles do it while still at the dinner table.

      “I should have worn sweatpants,” she finally managed to force out.

      It looked like Luca would have laughed if he weren’t in such pain. Instead, he grimaced and nodded. “Next year, let’s suggest a pajamas-only dress code.”

      That wasn’t a bad idea, Liza thought, making a mental note to do just that. Her extended family was close enough and crazy enough that they’d probably make a contest out of the best pj’s. Plus, it was Christmas Eve, and they did tend to party until the wee hours, so the relaxed dress code would just make things easier when they all returned home three sheets to the wind.

      Or at least, they used to party until dawn. Now the next generation of kids had come along, and her brother Bruno and his wife, Viv, had to leave early so their children were asleep before Santa came. The same held true for her brother Elio, and cousins David, Holly, and Tony, who also had milk and cookies to leave out for Santa Claus and kids to put to bed.

      While she adored her nieces and nephews, sometimes she missed the times when they’d been a family of adults and the wine had flowed until daybreak as they sang, laughed, told stories, and ate themselves into oblivion.

      She’d been blessed with a huge, close-knit family, most of whom still lived in Philadelphia, so the holidays were always a big-ass affair. Liza looked around the room and counted no less than twenty-five people crammed into Nonna and Nonno’s living room with her, all of whom appeared to be talking at the same time—at full volume, with those truly Italian hands gesturing wildly.

      Of course, there weren’t just twenty-five people in the house. That was just the people in the living room. There were at least that many more in various other rooms, including both kitchens and the dining room.

      Keeley stepped over to her and Luca, perching on the arm of the couch and holding up her phone. “Penny just texted. She and Gage finished dinner and they’re on their way now.”

      “Cool,” Liza said, sharing a glance with Luca, who smirked. Liza had been shocked when Nonna had invited Penny and her husband, Gage, to join them for Christmas Eve dessert.

      Penny, at Liza’s request, had stopped by a couple of weeks earlier to help her grandparents set up their new computer. Nonna had finally downloaded enough sketchy spam to cook the old one entirely. Penny, the family’s go-to IT guru, had suggested what computer they should buy, then offered to set it up and teach her grandparents how to use it. She’d also done a tutorial on what emails and links not to open, though Liza was certain Nonna hadn’t understood half of what Penny had said.

      When Nonna had issued the dessert invitation, Liza and Penny laughed it off, certain her grandmother hadn’t thought it through, forgetting that Penny Beaumont was now Penny Russo.

      While the younger generation of Morettis had—for the most part—gotten over the long-standing feud between their family and Gage’s, the older generation—Liza’s nonno, dad, and uncles—most certainly had not.

      Penny had politely demurred, not mentioning why, but Nonna hadn’t taken no for an answer, insisting it was time they put the past behind them, and that Penny brought her husband to meet the family.

      Nonno, who had been standing there, hadn’t rejected the idea, but he hadn’t exactly embraced it either, remaining uncharacteristically quiet, which made Liza suspect her grandparents had discussed the invitation prior to Penny’s arrival.

      Penny had given a very noncommittal “we’ll see” because neither she nor Liza expected Gage to voluntarily step into the lion’s den. They should have known better because Gage, the charming idiot, had been thrilled by the invitation, asking Penny to call Nonna immediately to accept.

      When Liza had told her brothers and cousins about the possibility of a Russo coming to Christmas Eve dinner, they’d started a betting pool on how long it would take before one of the older men broke their promise to Nonna to be on their best behavior, then they debated who it would be.

      Of course, none of the older men had taken that vow to mind their manners until Nonna had started threatening to cut certain favorite dishes from the Christmas dinner menu. Then, suddenly, they were all singing a different tune, begrudgingly promising to be civil.

      Luca leaned toward Liza. “I’ve got Uncle Cesare losing his shit after twenty minutes.”

      Liza laughed, sure Luca was going to lose that bet. Cesare, Liza’s dad, had gotten an earful from her mom before they’d arrived tonight, Mom swearing up and down that she would make his life a living hell if he embarrassed her by being rude to “the Russo boy.”

      Gage would probably love that he was being referred to as a boy, even though he was in his mid-thirties.

      “That’s hilarious,” Liza said. “Because I picked your dad. Uncle Frank will be the first to crack, but he’ll make it a whole forty minutes.”

      “What are we talking about?” her cousin Joey asked, perching on the edge of the coffee table in front of them.

      “Gage is on his way,” Luca replied. “We’re comparing our bets.”

      Joey’s eyes lit up, the damn pool his idea in the first place. “I’ve got Nonno blowing a gasket within the first ten minutes.”

      They all laughed, Keeley shaking her head. “You guys are terrible. You should be ashamed of yourselves. This is a historic occasion, and I think it’s wonderful of your nonna to try to build a bridge between the families.”

      Joey snorted. “You know, your little speech might make me feel guilty if I didn’t know you’ve also put money down on Nonno.”

      “Yes, but I have more faith in the dear man than you. He’ll make it an hour, for sure,” Keeley replied, giggling.

      “I think you’re all going to be disappointed,” Rhys, Penny’s brother, said, as he and Tony joined the conversation. “My money is on Gage winning them all over.”

      Tony chuckled. “I’m with Rhys. This is Gage we’re talking about. Now, if it was Matt Russo, it would be a different story.”

      Joey stood up, punching his older brother on the shoulder playfully. “Nobody would have bothered with a betting pool if that had been the case. Everyone would have picked you, kicking Matt out within the first sixty seconds.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Luca gestured toward Liza. “My money would have been on her, and Matt wouldn’t have even cleared the front door.”

      Everyone, with the exception of Liza, laughed at Luca’s joke, though she understood why they would believe that to be true. She’d made no bones about her disdain for Matt.

      Unfortunately, the mere mention of Matt’s name had her insides fluttering.

      If the same conversation had happened a month earlier, Liza would have been leading the charge, but then…a week ago, the Snowflake Gala had happened.

      Well, not the gala, per se, but what came after.

      She’d slept with Matt Russo. She’d been saying those words to herself constantly since that night, trying to make them sink in. Even now, every second of that night still felt like…God, like a fever dream, though it sure as shit hadn’t been unpleasant.

      Anything but.

      Because it had been the best sex of her life.

      Liza had replayed it over and over until she’d gone nearly mad. She didn’t even bother putting her vibrator away anymore. Every night, she crawled between the sheets, reran the memory of Matt Russo going down to his knees before her, giving her that orgasm that rattled every bone in her body, and within seconds, she was going off like a bottle rocket. Then she’d replay the second and third and—God help her—fourth orgasms, and before she knew it, she would be there again and again, her heart racing, her sheets soaked in sweat.

      He’d awakened something inside her that she couldn’t silence.

      No. The truth was she didn’t want to silence it, which was dangerous and terrifying and even a little bit exhilarating.

      Matt had been a demanding lover, more so than any man in the past, and she’d responded to it in ways she didn’t fully understand or expect.

      Liza didn’t have a submissive bone in her body. She forged her own path, knew her own mind, and did as she pleased. She didn’t let others dictate to her. Ever.

      Yet, that night with Matt, she’d found herself wanting to—Jesus—obey him. Even the mere thought of that word left a bad taste in her mouth, but there was no denying that when it came to sex with him, she’d felt herself softening, responding to his demands, even longing for them. She’d wanted to put herself completely in his hands, and for some insane reason, she genuinely trusted him to take care of her.

      After Matt insisted she spend the entire night with him, she’d lain next to him, only managing an hour or two of restless sleep before she woke up and freaked out. She’d gotten out of his bed in the middle of the night, anxious to escape his overwhelming presence in hopes of coming to her senses.

      That hadn’t happened yet, and she was beginning to lose hope it would.

      The worst part was they had to work together, so it wasn’t like she could lay low until she did get her shit together. Something told her she could avoid Matt Russo for ten years and still not get him out of her system.

      “You okay?” Keeley said softly, nudging Liza’s thigh with her foot. “You’ve been quiet tonight.”

      Liza nodded, the response a lie. She hadn’t told a single soul about her faux pas following the gala. Not because she was embarrassed by it. Hell, she couldn’t truly convince herself it was a mistake. For the last couple of days, she’d actually begun to wonder if she should call him. They were both single adults and they’d shared a strong sexual chemistry. What would be the harm in expanding on that? Exploring it?

      No, it wasn’t shame or even that silly feud keeping her quiet with her friends and family. It was simply that she couldn’t find the words to accurately describe that night and what it had meant to her.

      Best night ever just didn’t feel strong enough.

      Keeley didn’t look convinced, but fortunately, before she could press for more, the doorbell rang.

      Luca rubbed his hands together gleefully. “Nothing I like more than dinner and a show.”

      Liza rolled her eyes, grinning, then she rose and walked over to answer the front door. Nonna and Nonno got there first.

      Nonna pulled Penny and Gage into the living room, out of the cold, giving Penny a big hug.

      “Merry Christmas, Nonna,” Penny said cheerfully. While Nonna had countless grandkids, that didn’t stop her from acquiring “adopted ones,” including Kayden and Keeley, whose parents were killed in a plane crash, as well as Rhys and his sister, Penny, Aldo’s girlfriend, Hazel, and one of Liza’s best friends—who was now her sister-in-law—Gianna.

      Nonna was the greatest hugger on the planet, her squeezes tight and warm and wonderful. When she released her, Penny smiled, then introduced her to Gage.

      “This is my husband, Gage.”

      Gage held out his hand. “Mrs. Moretti, it’s a pleasure to meet you. It was very nice of you to invite us for dessert. Penny has told me so many great things about you.”

      Nonna frowned as she looked at his outstretched hand and, for a moment, Liza and Luca shared a surprised glance, especially when she put her hands on her hips. Because nobody had put money on Nonna.

      “If she told you about me, then you’d know to call me Nonna, like everyone does. And we don’t shake hands in this family, young man. We hug.”

      The Russos, unlike the Morettis, were low on family. Like, way low. She and Gage had discussed it once, and Gage admitted the only family still living that he knew of were his two brothers, Matt and Conor. Apparently, they’d never met their mother’s family at all, and their paternal grandparents had both passed away.

      So Liza didn’t miss the outright shock on Gage’s face as Nonna pulled him into her arms. Nor did she miss the way it quickly morphed to absolute delight. Gage was a jovial guy, rarely without a smile, but she’d never seen him so moved.

      When the embrace ended, he said, “Thank you, Nonna,” in a thick voice that had Liza blinking a few times to beat back tears.

      Nonno must have noticed it too because something softened in his stiff posture. He gave Gage a genuine smile. “I’m Nonno Moretti.”

      Those introductions set the tone for the rest of the family, and it became apparent immediately that no one was going to win the betting kitty. Not that anyone cared because it was Christmas Eve, and the party was just getting started.

      Her father and Nonno brought out their accordions, the wine glasses were either refilled or—for some—exchanged for coffee cups. Dessert was served and even though Liza was so full she thought she would pop, she managed to put down enough tiramisu to choke a cat. Her annual diet always started the day after New Year’s Day, as she was forced to drop the five pounds she gained in this single night.

      Liza walked over to join Penny and Gage on the couch, laughing at Gage, who looked shell-shocked as he took in everything—the table overflowing with food, the noise level driven by the music and the nonstop talking, as well as the laughter, hand gestures, and hugs.

      “You hanging in there, Gage?” Liza asked.

      He nodded, grinning from ear to ear. “Penny tried to warn me, but until you experience it for yourself…” He paused, shaking his head. “Your family is awesome.” He’d spoken loud enough for Liza to hear over the din, which meant Uncle Frank and Uncle Tommy, who were standing nearby, had also heard, both giving Gage approving nods.

      “How was dinner?” Liza was aware that the couple had arrived here following their annual Christmas Eve dinner with Gage’s brothers. Liza told herself she was asking because she was interested in her friends’ holiday, but the truth was, she was fishing for any tidbit she could get about Matt.

      Not that she was worried Matt would kiss and tell about their evening together. She suspected he’d been as blindsided by it as she had.

      “It was good,” Gage said. “Though I was glad for the invitation to have dessert here. I swear to God, Matt’s goal every year is to find a restaurant that charges more money for less food. I was hungrier when we left than I was when we got there.”

      Penny rolled her eyes, but Liza noticed she didn’t disagree. “At least he didn’t bring Patricia.”

      Liza frowned. “Was he going to? I mean…I thought they broke up.”

      She didn’t think. She knew. She’d witnessed Patricia slapping Matt after the gala before storming off. It was that confrontation that had led to Matt and Liza sharing the elevator to their hotel rooms. Not that she’d slept in hers. After sneaking out of Matt’s room an hour or so before dawn, she’d gone to retrieve her overnight bag, then left the hotel completely, partly because she was desperate for the comfort of her own bed in her apartment and partly because she was worried he would follow her, and she wouldn’t be able to resist falling right back into his arms and his bed.

      “Broke up?” Penny asked, perking up. “What makes you think that?”

      Liza wasn’t sure how Matt would feel about her telling tales, so she kept it vague. “They appeared to have a fight just after the Snowflake Gala last Saturday.”

      Penny groaned as she pulled out her cell phone. “Damn. I was hoping you knew something we didn’t.” She clicked a few buttons, then turned it around so that Liza could see the screen. “Unfortunately, these were taken last Sunday, the day after the gala, so it looks like they patched things up.”

      Liza took Penny’s phone, recognizing the website as a tabloid-style one that spread gossip about the East Coast elite. She never looked at it because she couldn’t give two shits about the Patricias of the world.

      “Toby has an annoying habit of reading this crap out loud at work. He’s addicted to Real Housewives, Married at First Sight, and anything with the Kardashians. The guy’s got issues and way too much time on his hands,” Penny explained. “He really needs to find a girlfriend.”

      Liza wanted to laugh because she’d spent quite a bit of time with Penny’s IT colleagues, Toby and Rich—the nerd circle, as the three of them called themselves. There was no denying Toby would have been right at home on the set of The Big Bang Theory.

      However, she was too hung up on what she was seeing. The photos were of Patricia and Matt, sitting in the window of a ritzy restaurant. In the first picture, it appeared that Matt was giving Patricia a ring-shaped box, her hand outstretched as she smiled. In the second, they were talking and drinking wine, a harmless enough pose…until Liza spotted the diamond tennis bracelet dangling from Patricia’s wrist.

      Liza felt her face flush as she recalled Matt encouraging her to open Patricia’s gift, putting the bracelet on her, then declaring if he’d been shopping for her, he wouldn’t have given her diamonds. Instead, he’d told her he would give her rubies, listing all the scandalous places he would put the jewels. It was that racy list that had been her downfall, that had propelled them from the couch to the bedroom, her resistance in tatters.

      She’d worn the bracelet right up until she’d made her middle-of-the-night escape. Dressing quietly, she had slipped back to the living room, sitting down to put her shoes back on, catching sight of the bracelet as it glittered in the moonlight. She’d taken it off and left it behind. Apparently, Matt had decided to go ahead and give it to its intended recipient.

      The final photo was taken outside the restaurant, beside a limo, the couple locked together in a kiss.

      While the pictures were damning enough, it was the headline that had Liza’s stomach clenching, her foolish heart pounding painfully.

      It said, “Is That Wedding Bells We Hear?” There was an article attached, but Liza didn’t read it, handing the phone back to Penny. She told herself she wouldn’t look up the story when she got home tonight to read it word for word, but that lie wouldn’t stick.

      “So what did Matt say about it?” Liza forced herself to ask.

      Penny scowled, shooting Gage an annoyed look. “I’m not exactly comfortable enough with Matt yet to bring it up, and Gage won’t ask. Just swears Matt isn’t marrying her.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Liza asked him.

      “Because my brother is never getting married. Period. End of sentence. He’s married to his work.”

      Gage spoke with such assurance that Liza almost felt better.

      Almost.

      Then she thought about the pictures again and hated herself for feeling disappointed and angry, both misplaced emotions.

      She and Matt hadn’t made any promises to each other. Christ, the last thing they said before falling asleep was that it had been a mistake, so she was an idiot for feeling hurt and pissed off.

      It was just…she hadn’t been able to think about anything but him for seven days and nights, the man consuming her thoughts and her dreams.

      To discover that she’d been entirely forgettable, that she’d been just another woman taking a spin in the revolving door that led to Matt’s bedroom, cut like a knife and made her feel like a fool.

      Even as she struggled to quash those feelings, she still couldn’t bring herself to regret that night.

      “I hope you’re right about Matt’s determination to stay single,” Penny said to Gage. “Because Patricia gives off serious ‘we wear pink on Wednesday’ vibes. I had to deal with too many of her type in school when I was growing up.”

      Gage’s eyes softened and he kissed his wife on the forehead. “Assholes like that are always the worst to people who are the biggest threat. You’re gorgeous, brilliant, funny, and perfect, so obviously, women like Patricia Eddington are intimidated.”

      “Oh, well, of course,” Penny said sardonically. “I’m sure that was their problem with me back in school.” She laughed, dismissing his words even though she was clearly delighted by Gage’s compliment. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “Saying the truth? No problem.” Gage wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “You’re worrying about nothing,” he reassured her. “Matt’s never getting married, Penny. Not to Patricia or any other pink-wearing mean girl. I promise.”

      The more Gage reiterated his point with such undeniable confidence, the more Liza wondered how he could be so damn sure.

      It was true that Matt had never given any indication he was interested in giving up his bachelor status—no long-term relationships, no broken engagements—so Liza wasn’t sure why she would question Gage’s conviction.

      Then she considered that maybe she wasn’t questioning the words so much as she was bothered by them.

      Why didn’t Matt want to get married? What the hell had happened to make him so opposed to the institution?

      She didn’t know much about Matt and Gage’s parents’ relationship. Actually, she didn’t know a damn thing about it, other than they had both died when their sons were young, in their early twenties. Conor, the youngest brother, might have still been in his teens.

      The easy thing would be to blame Matt’s aversion to marriage on his mom and dad, assuming they had a fucked-up relationship.

      But then she looked at Gage and Penny and saw the way he’d embraced his marriage to her. If that had been the case, obviously Gage hadn’t taken away the same lesson.

      So perhaps he didn’t want to get married for some other reason.

      And that was when Liza recalled something at the gala.

      She’d caught a glimpse of emotion in Matt’s eyes, something resigned, something lonely. Originally, she had seen it and thought she’d met her kindred spirit because she was no stranger to those emotions.

      But when she thought about it now, the only word she could come up with was…

      Broken.
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      “It sounds like a great deal, Conor. One that will make you a lot of money.” Matt sat with his arm resting along the back of the couch in his brother’s office in Enigma.

      His youngest brother, Conor, was sitting in his desk chair, his feet propped up on the surface, crossed at the ankle. He nodded, the edges of his lips curving up in what Matt assumed was supposed to pass for a smile.

      Ordinarily, Matt didn’t notice his brother’s expressions, but he’d spent the last hour with Conor, the two of them discussing what was going to be a very lucrative project for his brother, one that Matt could see he was looking forward to, and yet, Conor hadn’t smiled. Not once.

      It wasn’t that his brother was miserable. Like Gage, Conor had a good sense of humor and a cutting wit. Matt had been a witness to it over Christmas Eve dinner, his two brothers joking around with each other, teasing in that way only brothers could get away with.

      Matt had watched from the sidelines because he hadn’t been included in that bubble of fun. He didn’t think he’d been purposely excluded, rather they probably assumed he wouldn’t join in. After all, he never did. With him, his brothers were all work and no play, those relationship parameters set when Matt had still been in his teens.

      He’d been fascinated by their behavior because the playfulness between Conor and Gage was relatively new. Or perhaps it was more accurate to say it was something old that had vanished for nearly a decade only to reappear recently.

      For ten years, following the deaths of their parents, Matt and his brothers had retreated to separate bunkers like enemy generals in a standoff. The close relationship they’d shared as young boys was so far in the past, Matt struggled sometimes to convince himself it ever existed. Because when he looked back at those years when they’d been kids, waging epic Nerf gun battles, building countless models out of Legos, and racing up and down the driveway in front of their house on their bikes, he felt as if he was watching his own memories like a TV show, from an outsider’s perspective rather than someone who’d experienced them.

      That closeness went away when their parents died.

      No. Matt reconsidered that.

      It had gone away much earlier than that, the distance between them growing when Matt’s father decided that his oldest son—at thirteen—needed to stop acting like a “fucking kid” and start learning the family business. Being yanked away from his brothers—who’d been his best friends up until then—was hard for Matt, and he’d been resistant initially. But much like the Borg, resistance was futile when it came to Dante Russo. He was determined to bring Matt to heel and, much as it chafed to think about nowadays, Dad had been successful in molding him into the man he wanted Matt to be, a mirror image of himself.

      The emotional distance between him and his brothers had remained in place for way too long, despite the fact they’d taken over Russo Enterprises after Dad’s death. All they’d managed to maintain was a professional relationship, sprinkled with what his brothers probably considered “family obligations,” like the holidays, occasional happy hours, and birthday dinners.

      However, things between them began to change after Gage fell in love with Penny. His brother had tried hard to deny his feelings for her, Gage’s fear of losing her so strong that he pretended what he felt wasn’t love.

      It had killed Matt to see his brother so lost, so sad, so he’d staged an intervention, dragging Conor along.

      Matt wondered now if he’d realized where the conversation would lead them that day if he would have initiated it at all. Because it became clear Gage’s resistance to Penny had everything to do with their mother’s suicide.

      For the first time ever, they’d opened that door, talked about her, about their grief, and it had helped Gage, helped his brother face his fears and admit he was in love with Penny.

      In the past year, Matt had watched as the brother he hadn’t even realized he’d lost re-emerged.

      The same couldn’t be said for Matt.

      He swallowed, fighting to dislodge the lump that clogged his throat. The memories of his mother that he’d managed to hold at bay for so long had returned full force after that intervention. Because he’d learned that Gage had blamed himself for Mom’s suicide, and that realization had gutted Matt.

      Fucking gutted him.

      There was someone to blame for her death…but it sure as hell wasn’t Gage.

      It was him.

      And now, the memories—and the nightmares—were back, battering him relentlessly as he recalled the days, weeks, and months after his mother’s death, when his anger at the world, at his father, at himself, burned so brightly he should have been rendered to ash.

      The constant drip-drip-drip of water.

      Look deeper.

      Matt closed his eyes, pushed the memories from his mind before they could fully form.

      “Harper plans to move to Philly by March. In the meantime, I’m in charge of looking for a potential property to purchase.” Conor had signed on to become an investor in supermodel Harper Branson’s new restaurant. Harper had semi-retired from modeling and gone to culinary school, and now she was looking to open a restaurant in Philadelphia. The plan had been in the works for over a year, but Harper had extended her studies to include earning a degree not just in culinary arts, but in restaurant management as well.

      “You sure you’re going to be able to work with a partner?” Matt asked. “All your past endeavors into club and restaurant management have been solo ventures. I’m not sure I can picture you working with a partner.”

      Conor was an incredible businessman with the Midas touch. However, he was also—like Matt—a bit of a control freak, so he’d been surprised his brother agreed to an equal partnership.

      Conor shrugged. “Harper has very definite ideas about the type of restaurant she wants to run. We’ve discussed the business model we plan to follow and it’s sound. She’s got a winner on her hands, and I want to be involved. Ideally, she would probably prefer to do it on her own, but she knew she needed someone with restaurant experience. After chatting a few times on video calls, it became obvious that we had similar visions. Besides, the only way I would agree to invest was if we were partners, fifty-fifty, and she agreed to it.”

      Matt smirked. “Well, I look forward to watching you try that.”

      Conor snorted, not bothering to deny the truth. His brother wouldn’t hold his peace if Harper veered in a direction Conor didn’t agree with, so this might not be all smooth sailing. Regardless, Matt agreed that if it all went well, Conor stood to make a lot of money from the venture.

      “I tried to call you a couple of times earlier to reconfirm tonight, but it went straight to voicemail. Don’t tell me you scheduled another meeting on New Year’s Eve.”

      Matt shook his head. “No. Actually, I was at the Promise House.”

      “The homeless shelter for teens?” Conor asked, clearly surprised.

      Matt had stopped by the shelter the week following the Snowflake Gala because he’d been moved by Liza’s presentation. With the holiday just days away, he’d wanted to do something for the kids.

      Arnold Jackson, the director, had been all too happy to latch on to his offer of assistance. The man had given him a tour of the place, discussing his desire to buy the empty lot behind the large building so they could expand, pointing out that could only happen if enough funds had been raised at the Snowflake Gala. Seeing the need for more beds firsthand had convinced Matt to up his initial contribution.

      Matt’s original intention had been to simply give money so that the teens staying there might be able to receive Christmas gifts. However, Arnold was a persuasive bastard and before he knew it, Matt had been dragged into a basketball game with several of the kids living at the house, Arnold insisting that what the teens really needed were adults willing to spend time with them and act as positive role models.

      Matt had noticed the state of the kids’ shoes during the basketball game. Devonte, one of the teens he’d been playing with, had used duct tape to keep the soles of his tennis shoes from flapping. The duct-taped shoes had bugged Matt all week, so he’d returned to the Promise House today, requesting every kids’ size so he could get them all a new pair. Arnold had been delighted by his request, and then, somehow, he’d convinced Matt to engage in a rematch with the kids, where—once again—he’d had his ass handed to him.

      Matt was no stranger to the gym, but damn if he wasn’t feeling aches and pains in more than a few of his muscles right now.

      “What the hell were you doing there?” Conor asked.

      “I attended the Snowflake Gala before the holidays, and I was very impressed by the director and the work they’re doing there. I wanted to see more.” Matt went on to tell Conor about the basketball games, his brother’s eyes so wide with surprise, Matt wasn’t sure whether or not to be pissed off. Why was it so out of the realm of believability that he’d play basketball with homeless teens?

      Of course, as soon as that thought crossed his mind, he understood Conor’s shock. Because it was a completely implausible scenario. Or, at least, it had been. Until Liza encouraged him to pull his head out of his ass and look around at all the genuine need in the community. She’d opened his eyes to things he’d been far too content to remain blind to.

      Liza.

      The second her name crossed his mind, he felt that same ache in his gut that only went away when he managed to forget about her.

      Which was next to never.

      Though he had managed to put her out of his mind for two whole hours today as he played basketball. Maybe he’d go back for another game, once his glutes stopped screaming at him.

      “Well…” Matt rose from the couch, glancing at his watch. “It’s getting late. I think I’ll head home.”

      Conor stood as well. “What’s your rush? It’s New Year’s Eve and we’re only an hour away from midnight. I was hoping you’d join me for a drink in the VIP area.”
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