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“Only do what your heart tells you.”

~Princess Diana



 

 

 

 

 

A hopeless romantic is a person who holds sentimental and idealistic views on love, especially in spite of experience and evidence.
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A ROYAL BAD BOY

The Casanovia Conquest

 

Breaking News

WHEN THE PRINCE GOT IN VERY HOT WATER

By Ian Wesley

 

Ever since Prince Maximus Napoleon Montgomery’s breakup with the recently crowned Queen Victoria of Alexandria, this Would-Be-King has demonstrated all kinds of never-seen-before bad-boy behaviors.

 

In the past sixty days, our beloved ginger-haired prince has been photographed in various compromising situations, including:

 

✔Drinking alcohol from between a woman’s breasts on said woman’s father’s yacht.

✔Kissing another heiress in public the next day and then jetting off to Monte Carlo with her.

✔Getting completely naked in a hotel room in Monte Carlo while surrounded by a group of people. Apparently, though, what happens in Monte Carlo doesn’t stay in Monte Carlo. He was snapped playing air guitar and rapping his own version of Post Malone, using the words, “Damn, I’m going psycho, bad like Michael,” and the video went viral.

✔Becoming acquainted with a number of strippers at his brother’s stag party and most of them were on his very own lap.

✔Partying until 6 a.m. the night before his brother’s wedding and although he showed up just in the nick of time, he brought an uninvited guest, a commoner from a party he met during the rehearsal festivities.

 

Commoner, in case you didn’t catch that.

Yikes.

And it’s that last one that landed him in hot water. Scalding hot water, that is.

 

The Queen was not happy—at all.

 

Two days after his brother, The Crowned Prince Leopold, married Lady Petunia Sussex, Prince Maximus was seen being driven to a private airport by an equerry of the Palace, also his best friend, Hunter Tigress, and was whisked off in a plane to Newport, Rhode Island.

 

Exiled?

No, but banished. Yes.

 

Most of us think the Prince is just sowing his oats after his broken arranged engagement. I mean it couldn’t be more obvious. Note my use of the words most of us.

 

Still, this Prince has been bad.

Extremely bad.

Bad enough that his father, King Winston Alfred Montgomery and his somewhat new stepmother, Queen Genevieve, have had enough of his misbehaving.

 

Presumably completely unaware he practically broke the internet with his rebel-like behavior, Prince Maximus had been told by the Palace he needed his image rehabbed. Immediately.

 

Apparently, the tarnished look is not in.

 

However, even after being sent to the royal playground of Newport, he continued to grace the cover of every tabloid magazine in the Vespa Isles with his bad-boy ways.

 

So naughty.

 

Since his arrival, my spies in the small New England town of Newport have photographed him in a number of compromising situations, including:

 

✔Posing in a lewd position while removing his shirt during a polo match, and then wandering around the grounds shirtless afterward.

✔Dancing at his family’s cottage and falling into the pool at a party to celebrate the US’s Labor Day.

✔Playing soccer Labor Day evening, still shirtless, with his six-pack out for all the world to see, and then fornicating with a known celebrity behind the bleachers.

 

After that final event was captured on tape, the King proclaimed, “Prince Maximus will clean up his act immediately or else.”

 

We have no idea what the or else is.

 

However, reports tell us the Prince is finally taking things seriously and has moved from Newport to New York City to polish his image by putting his passion for women to better use. Business use that is.

 

Looks like our prince is in for a boring party season away from his beloved Casanovia.

Poor chap.

 

Stay tuned as I bring you updates on how our royal bad boy is doing towing the line while in the States.

 

I have to say, I think his behavior has rocketed him to the top as our most-favorite royal.

 

What about you?

Tweet me who your favorite royal is.

I’m dying to know.

Obviously, I’m on the Prince Maximus train.
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TWEETS

 

 

Jazmine Conner @JConner

@Princess Victoria of #Alexandria is a knockout.

♥100.8K

94,499 people are talking about this

 

 

Raquel Nearly @theNearly

@King Rutherford of #Eastwood is a beast.

♥250.1K

156,488 people are talking about this

 

 

Tom Riddler @TRiddler

@King Rutherford of #Eastwood because he wants to make the world a better place by legalizing gambling in the Vespa Isles.

♥500.9K

456,488 people are talking about this

 

 

Shannon Scranton @theShan

@Casanovia’s Reporter I’m with you. Prince Maximus is dreamy.

♥60.9K

6,488 people are talking about this

 

 

AlexisBlake @AB101

@Casanovia’s Reporter Prince Maximus is the hottest prince ever.

♥90.9K

15,444 people are talking about this
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DO IT LIKE YOU MEAN IT
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On any typical Saturday at eleven in the morning, I might be having brunch or sex (if I had a boyfriend) or going to spin class.

Today, though, isn’t a typical Saturday. It’s my unofficial first day of a new job.

I finally got one.

Halleluiah!

By unofficial I mean—I’m not on staff—yet. Only because human resources won’t be in the office until Monday, though.

You see, my new boss hired me at 9:23 this morning when her first choice didn’t show up for work (promptly at 9:00 as instructed), leaving her short-handed.

While speaking to me on the phone, Kendra Walters insisted I attend this afternoon’s photo shoot so I wouldn’t be in the dark and to lessen the burden on her. In truth, I couldn’t have been more thrilled either way.

Second choice—who cares?

Last minute or not—who cares?

Unpaid or paid—who cares?

I got a job!

At a fashion magazine. So most definitely yes, I want to attend the photo shoot. I mean, hello, fashion.

Curtailing my joy is the fact that it’s also the first day of fall. And much to my dismay, Mother Nature has decided to crash into New York City like an atomic bomb at exactly the same time I’m ready to leave for work.

Rushing down the stairs, I stop just outside the door in order to shield myself from the weather. The rain is falling in sideways sheets and the wind is whipping in every direction, making it super challenging to pop my umbrella.

Screw it!

After snapping the awfully unattractive raincoat I quickly grabbed on my way out of my new apartment, I wrap my hair into a bun and pull the hood up. I know I’ll have to deal with the consequences to my locks when I get to work.

But work!

So I can handle it.

Hurrying across the street toward the subway station, I simultaneously remove my metro card from my wallet and walk at the same time. When you live in the hustle and bustle of the city, you learn to multitask.

Out of nowhere, horns start blaring.

Beep. Beep.

Beep. Beep.

Confused, I look to my left and then straight ahead. Instantly, I realize I’m the only one in the crosswalk. Just as I begin to run, my brand new stiletto gets caught in the sewer grate.

This can’t be happening!

When I bend to attempt to unstick it, my metro card goes flying out of my hand and right down into the big black hole.

No!

No!

No!

Sometimes I really dislike the entire mass transit service. In truth, most days I dislike the entire city.

Yet fashion is my love, and I had to leave my home to pursue it. I don’t remember much about my mother, but she loved clothing, and I think she passed that love down to me.

Who knows, maybe I have something to prove.

To her.

To me.

Still, I grew up in Texas, where everything is bigger, brighter, more open. Quieter. Easier. There, my father drove a Volvo to get us from point A to point B. Then, when I went to college in Providence, Rhode Island, I drove said old Volvo around town. And I spent this past summer in L.A., where that very old Volvo now has a new owner. Why I ever believed selling the car and using the money for my half of the first and last month’s rent deposit was a brilliant idea is beyond me.

Well, the fact that it costs more to park a vehicle in this city than I make is an excellent reason, I suppose. And let’s not forget driving here is insane.

Finally freeing my heel, and simultaneously noticing the gouges in the dark leather of my right bootie, I have no time to even mourn the death of my new shoes.

Drat!

As soon as I get to the corner of Franklin and Greenwich, the rain turns into giant balls of hail. That’s when I decide to skip the subway and grab a taxi.

It’s only money.

Right?

Honestly, though, the way the water is pelting down, I don’t want to have to walk the two blocks from the subway station to my new office.

Bombshell is a soon-to-be launched fashion magazine. And the very publication I landed an assistant to the Assistant Creative Director position. The building is typically on a direct line from where I live, just not on the weekends. And after my unforeseen delays, I don’t have time to switch lines, that will only make me late, which I can’t be.

I’ve been warned.

Fashion is my life, and this position is going to be a fantastic start to my career. The pay isn’t great and the hours suck, but after spending so much time searching for the perfect job and not coming close to finding one, I have nothing to lose by taking it.

Right?

Two colleges and five years of studying (more if you count my internship with Built for Men in Seattle and a summer stint at Rachel Zoe in L.A.) has prepared me to be the best fashion stylist the world has ever seen. Helping the person who helps the stylist select the clothing and accessories for editorial features at Bombshell isn’t where I’d hoped to begin. However, like my father always says, “Everyone has to start somewhere.”

Besides, my half of the rent for the tiny one-bedroom apartment my old college roommate, Ava Smart, and I share in Tribeca is due in just over a week, and you know what they say—beggars can’t be choosers.

Speaking of Ava, she’s one lucky duck. After graduating from Brown University with her degree in fashion and business management, she spent the summer in Newport and worked with Queen Victoria of Alexandria.

Sigh.

Alexandria—a country in the Vespa Isles. A place where everything seems so tranquil.

What I wouldn’t give to move there right now. Five islands nestled on the shore between France and Spain, life there must be surreal. Why she didn’t move there, I have no idea. We’re talking the Vespa Isles, here. Alexandria. The Queen. A kingdom of fashion at her fingertips.

The thing about Ava though is she’s extremely choosey. Her career goals had been exceptionally lofty. Had been. She wanted to be the next Law Roach. Wanted. However, after landing a super cool gig as an assistant stylist at Vogue, her dreams and desires changed. Life there wasn’t all peaches and cream, and sadly, she quit that job after only a few short weeks. “No creative freedom,” she’d said. “Too smothering. Not for her,” she’d gone on to say.

After serving her notice, she jetted off to Alexandria to visit her sister and try to get her Zen back. In truth, she needed to figure out what to do with the rest of her life.

Optimistic and rejuvenated, she told me yesterday she’s going to return to the city to start job hunting anew next week. Thank God. I can’t wait to see her. I miss her around here. New York City is a big place, and I don’t know many people yet. If she had decided to leave the city, I’m not sure what I’d have done. Leave too?

Right now, though, I need to get moving.

When I spot a cab heading my way, I stick my hand out in the air to wave him over just like Ava taught me.

Zoom.

The cabbie drives right past me. Alright, maybe he didn’t notice me in the freezing rain? Although I don’t see how that’s possible. I mean, come on, I look like a giant rubber duckie for goodness sake.

Still, undaunted, I spot another yellow vehicle, and this time I use some gusto when I stick my arm out. Unfortunately, this move nearly lands me on my bum in the street.

The taxi barrels right past me and blares his horn as if he thinks I might actually have been trying to get in his way. It takes all my restraint not to give him the middle finger. Gritting my teeth, I toss mental curses around in my head in lieu of swearing out loud.

Inhaling, I take a deep breath and as soon as I spot another cab, my arm flies out like a flagpole. Third times a charm, right? Even though the rain batters me, I smile because the cab pulls over.

Fist pump.

Yes!

After this, my day can’t get much worse.

Right?
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UNFOLD YOURSELF
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As soon as I fling the cab door open to slide inside, a wind tunnel of sorts barrels through the vehicle and straight up my skirt.

I have no choice but to ignore the unsettling fact that the window on the passenger side must be open and therefore the interior soaking wet.

I’m quickly bending to get out of the pouring rain when suddenly a rather nice leather satchel takes up residence in the space on the seat I am meant to occupy.

Whipping my head up, I notice a pack of reporters taking pictures of something nearby. Ignoring them, I get on my tip toes and peer over the top of the cab, and that’s when I notice the mushroom head of a black umbrella collapsing into a pole and sinking inside this very cab.

Oh, no way!

Pushing the briefcase towards the middle of the bench seat with my body, I park myself right in its overpriced place and prepare to go to battle. In a sea of over eight million people, of which almost half use the mass transit services, New York is, after all, all about finding your territory, and this is mine.

“Excuse me—” I start to snap when I glance over and see the extremely wide back of a man closing the other door. As he rights himself, his profile comes into view, and I freeze right where I sit.

The shock of red hair is the first thing I notice. Having stolen my interest, I continue my assault on him with my wandering eyes instead of letting my mouth do the talking.

His build appears strong and the set of his angular jaw turns me on. But what makes my heart pound is the slight spackling of freckles on his smooth sun-kissed skin. As soon as I see those sexy dots, I nearly combust because I’m in a cab with Prince Harry.

Prince freaking Harry.

Wait.

No.

It can’t be him, though.

This man is on the phone and is scowling at someone about his car service. He has a slight accent that I’m not entirely sure is British. In fact, I’m doubtful. Hold on. I listen a bit more. “I don’t care what the excuse was!” he snaps. Yep. Now, I’m more than certain this is not Prince Harry because he’s shouting, “Incompetence won’t be tolerated. I fired them both.”

Silence from him.

“I don’t need one,” he snaps.

More silence.

“It’s my choice,” he growls.

Wow, kind of an asshole. And definitely not a royal. Royals don’t shout in public, nor do they have tantrums in public. This, I know for a fact since my roommate’s sister is the secretary to Queen Victoria of Alexandria, and because of this I’m fairly versed on their protocol.

I’ve had enough.

“Excuse me,” I say again, louder this time so he can hear me over his shouting fit.

The most insanely bluish-gray eyes glare over at me, and for a moment I almost forget we’re about to go to battle over this ride.

However, when the cab driver barks, “Where to?” he brings me back to reality.

“Get me the address. I’ll call you back in five,” the cab-jacker grunts to the person he’s speaking with on the phone, and then after hanging up, he sets the device on his enviable piece of Louis Vuitton.

My gaze moves upward and I pretend not to notice the Prince Harry Lookalike’s perfectly sinful lips when I ask him, “Would you kindly mind getting out of the taxi? I had it first, and I’m going to be late for work.”

There’s mischief in his grin as he lifts his hips to reach for his wallet and responds with, “Feel free to ride along with me if you’d like, but I’m not getting out.”

Chivalry has officially died.

Now, I know the last thing I should be doing is looking at those muscular thighs. But they are right there, between the flaps of his fancy raincoat, and how can I not notice them, as well as how well-endowed he must be.

Wait?

Rewind.

Did he say ride me, or ride along with me? On reflection, his unusual accent sounds like a mixture of New England, English, and perhaps a dash of French, but I can understand him just fine. Which is why I’m replaying what he just said in my head when it should absolutely not be what I’m thinking about. At all.

Work.

I have to get to work.

I cannot be late or I won’t have a job just as candidate number 1 no longer has one.

So, get a grip, Gigi. Sheesh. Good-looking men are everywhere in this city, seriously, they are around every corner.

Straightening my shoulders, I refocus. “Ride along? Did you say ride along?” I ask him with a huff in my tone.

All arrogant and cocky-like, he nods.

Breathing deep, I keep my calm when I say, “I am not riding along with you, anywhere. You can ride along with me since I was here first, but only if you’re paying half of the fare or else you can get out.”

Okay, that was a bit bitchy, even I have to admit.

“I don’t care who was here first,” the cabbie bellows with his thick New York accent, “Just tell me where to?”

I’m rummaging through my purse to toss an extra twenty at him, in order to command his vehicle, but I can’t seem to find my wallet. It’s not in my purse.

No.

No.

No.

Frantically, I look around the interior. On the floor. The seat. At him. My heart stops when I realize it isn’t anywhere.

It must have fallen from my bag when I pulled my metro card out of it. That whole—doing two things at one time—it doesn’t always work so well.

The jerk beside me tosses a hundred dollar bill at the driver. “Start heading uptown as fast as you can. I’ll get the exact address to you in a minute. And there’s another one of those if you get me there by noon.”

Like a bat out of hell, the cab driver barrels into traffic and takes a quick left. I’m twisting and turning like I’m going into anaphylactic shock to appraise if my wallet is somewhere in the sea of black rain jackets and black umbrellas behind me.

Spotting nothing, I start to panic. “Pull over,” I shout. “I dropped my wallet on the sidewalk somewhere between my apartment and where you picked me up, and I have to go find it.”

“Sure you did, lady,” the cabbie hisses, ignoring my demand.

He’s beneath the light when my jerky ride-along snickers. “You don’t seriously think you’re going to find your wallet out there, do you?”

“Out there?” I glare at him, and this time when our gazes meet, I’m taken aback by how much he really does look like Prince Harry. The shock of red hair is actually ginger. His eyes are so bluish-gray they look like ice. With the slight amount of facial hair on his jaw, he’s rugged and imperfectly raw. Regal. Royal, even.

Seriously, he could be royalty if not for his arrogance and all-around bad attitude.

“Yes, out there,” he snaps.

I narrow my gaze at him, challenging him to go on, and he does.

“If you did drop it, someone has most undoubtedly picked it up by now. You must know that?” he smarts and I realize, as much as I hate to admit it, that’s the way this city is.

Finders keepers is the way of life here.

“You’re probably right.” Sighing at the truth, I glance at my watch. With the rain and traffic, there’s a chance I’m already going to be late, and if I’m late, well, as I’ve already told you, I won’t have that new job.

Or new boss.

With the new rules.

I weigh the two sides in my mind—career or wallet containing maxed out credit cards and two twenty dollar bills (my life’s savings). Besides, my cab-mate is right. Someone will have already picked it up and the most I can hope for is they drop it in a mailbox.

Falling back into the scarred leather of the seat, I sigh again. “Where did you say you’re going?”

“I didn’t,” he says with a smirk.

“You said head north, though.”

He nods. “Yes, toward Midtown.”

“Where specifically in Midtown?” I ask, trying to cover my annoyance. After all, the concrete jungle is twenty-three square miles of Manhattan glory and midtown is a third of it.

“I’m not entirely certain. I’m waiting for the proper address.”

The wheels in my head start spinning. “Then I suppose somewhere in Midtown will have to work for me.”

The corner of his mouth quirks. “Work for you?”

“Yes, I guess I’ll just ride along with you,” I cajole, eating my own words as I speak.

Those two ginger slashes above his eyes raise. “I’m sorry, but if you do, ride along, you’ll have to pay your half.”

“I just told you I lost my wallet,” I balk.

“Well, I don’t normally just provide free transportation to random strangers. However, since you’re a Broadway actress on her way to work, I’ll make an exception. But only because I believe in supporting the arts.”

I look at him in confusion. “I’m sorry. What?”

He draws an outline around my body. “I assume you’re playing a role in It’s Raining Men or some production similar to that with the catastrophe you’re wearing.”

Oh, right.

I shift in my yellow, brighter than the sun raincoat and quickly begin to unzip the juvenile outerwear. “This,” I say with a small laugh, “isn’t mine. It belongs to my niece. She’s here visiting from Texas and left it at my apartment. I recently moved here and couldn’t find mine.”

Actually, I moved to Manhattan twenty-one days ago, but I haven’t gotten around to unpacking. The place just doesn’t feel like home. A fact he doesn’t need to know.

Aiding me in my moment of unease is the sound of his cell ringing. And just like that, there goes my eyes one more time to where the device sits, on his thighs.

The Prince Harry Lookalike holds up a finger and places the phone to his ear before I can tell him I’m not an actress and I’m not going to Broadway. “Yeah.”

No hello from this guy, I guess.

“What did you find out?” he barks.

He waits a moment, looking impatient as he listens before barking into the phone. “I don’t give a fuck what the excuse is. I’ve already fired them both. Now, send a new service to pick me up, and make sure this one is on time.” Clearly, he’s very upset.

There’s more silence while he listens.

Agitation lines his brows when he speaks this time. “No, I don’t want a replacement for Gabriel. Something was off about him, anyway. He asked way too many questions.”

I eye the stranger, noting that behind his grim expression is the most handsome face I’ve ever seen.

Feeling flushed and warm, I recall what I’m wearing and pull my rubber duckie hood off of my head. When I do, my hair tumbles out in long waves around my shoulders. I don’t miss his sharp intake of breath or the way his gaze drops to the hem of my super cute skirt, where he’s now staring at my bare thighs.

“I already told you, I don’t care why they were late,” he tells whoever is on the other end of the phone, and the entire time his cool, iceberg-like eyes are still on me, unwavering.

I open the coat, and as soon as I do, I feel his heavy, thick-lashed stare grow even hotter.

“Just do what I said,” he orders. “And I’m still waiting for that address.”

Geeze, this guy is ruthless. It must be something in the water because the email Kendra forwarded me from my new employer listed three behaviors that are immediate grounds for dismissal.

 


	
Office fraternization



	
Tardiness



	
And gossip





 

Speaking of my new job, I pull out a small mirror and check my appearance to make sure it’s acceptable.

 

Hair a bit messy but otherwise styled on trend. Check.

Waterproof mascara not running. Check.

Nipples sticking out like steel daggers. Uncheck.

Goose bumps on my bare legs. Uncheck.

 

Yes, I’m cold, and I should have worn tights but that would have been riding the fashion line between summer and fall, and I didn’t want to straddle that potential mistake my first day on the job. Especially since today we’re shooting the feature spread for the magazine’s launch, and I want to look like I know what I’m doing (even if I really don’t).

Seriously, it’s not as straight forward as wearing white pants after Labor Day—we all know that’s a no-no.

As I tuck my compact away, I can still feel my cab mate’s scorching gaze on me and try not to squirm in my seat.

He ends the call and opens the lapels of his sleek black Tom Ford raincoat to drop the cell into his suit pocket. The collar goes up all Tom Cruise Risky Business-like when he does, and I find myself wetting my lips. This man knows how to dress, and it’s such a turn on. At the same time, I’m finding myself extremely flustered by how arrogantly annoying he is.

Why am I so attracted to him?

Many reasons, the devil on my shoulder laughs.

His dapper style is one I can appreciate after working at Built for Men. The line sells the most luxurious garments of outerwear—dressed-up knit scarves, cravat ties, and of course, stylish coats. A lot of his items are sourced from a small Peruvian village. They are to die for.

Like this man’s coat.

“Now,” he says, “Sunshine, where were we?”

Sunshine?

Whatever.

“We were discussing Broadway?” I smile.

He places one long finger on his sexy chin. “Yes, we were.”

“You’re not American, are you?” I ask, just tossing it out there, biding time.

His gaze flashes over me from the top of my head to the tip of my new booties. “No, I’m not and you’re stalling.”

Busted.

This time when I shiver, it isn’t from the cold. It’s from the way his gaze has gone dark, like he’s hungry and he wants to eat me for lunch. I swear if he keeps scanning me with that porn-star stare, I might just have to offer him his first taste, and I am not that kind of girl.

But it’s so sexy.

The only thing saving me from ruination is the ringing of my cell phone. Glancing at the screen, I see it’s my older brother. I have to answer it or he’ll call back a thousand times. He’s in town with my niece. They’re staying with one of his old college buddies in Brooklyn. I texted him that I’d have to cancel my plans for the day due to work; however, now that he’s been in the city, he’s more worried about me than ever. He’s super protective and hates that I’m living in this big city all alone at the current time. Even though that’s temporary, he doesn’t see it that way. So with no other choice but to answer, I hold a finger up. “One second.”

The sexy ginger-haired guy furrows his brows, as if he isn’t used to being told to wait. Seriously, this man needs to chill. At least his arrogance seems to pass quickly because while I say a quick hello to my brother and tell him that I’ll call him later, my ride-along finally averts his fiery stare.

While he waits for me to get off the phone this time, he leans forward to talk to the cabbie. Oh, God. The lines of his long, lean body seem so prominent even through the fabric of his waterproof coat that I have to look the other way, toward the sidewalks of New York and the rain.

He’s just too sexy.

Hanging up, I take a moment to gather myself and then look over at him. “You were saying?” I’m placing my phone back in my purse when his rueful expression catches mine, and I swear my breath hitches.

He taps the door handle with his long fingers, and I oddly notice how nicely manicured his short nails are. “I believe we were about to discuss your half of the fare for the ride.”

My eyes pop. “You said it would be free.”

His lips curl at the corners. “Those words never left my mouth. What I did say, however, was that if you were a Broadway actress, I wouldn’t mind supporting the arts. Although,” he draws that circle around my body again, “you’ve already admitted to wearing that coat electively, and by your rather trendy attire, it is doubtful you’re an actress on her way to work.”

Now I’m fastening the coat up as fast as I can, as if this is going to make a difference in his opinion of me.

The cabbie is on West Street and just passing Canal. That leaves me way too many blocks to go. With less than twenty minutes to get to work, I can’t afford to get kicked out yet. “No, I am not. However, I’ll do just about anything if you’ll please drop me off somewhere near Columbus Circle.”

Again with the lips curving at the corners. “Anything?”

My spine straightens. “Sure, within reason. Sing, dance, you name it. You like Broadway, I can be Broadway. But the one thing I can’t be is late.”

For some reason, I have his undivided attention and amusement dances in his eyes.

Stall, all I have to do is stall. New York passes by us as we push our way uptown and I really will break out in song if it means getting to work on time and keeping my job.

Turning slightly, he crosses one long leg over the other and although this isn’t his luxurious car service he was raising hell over minutes ago, he acts as if it is. “If I wanted to hear your voice, what would you propose singing?”

“Elton John,” I toss out.

One sexy brow raises. “Interesting choice.”

I shrug. “I’m pretty sure I know almost every lyric to almost every song. I drove my father’s old Volvo until recently, and the radio was broken. That left me the tape player, and the only cassettes he had in the car were Elton John. Try finding Post Malone on cassette. No, don’t. It’s impossible.”

The burst of laughter he expels tells me I’m so in for this ride. In the car. Not on him. Of course. “Okay, Elton John it is, then. Let me hear you.”

Drawing in a breath, I expel it. I’m thinking through the words to “Bennie and the Jets” but the electric boobs part might embarrass me, so I decide to go with a cleaner song.

Channeling my best Elton, I start by bobbing my head and then after doing a fist pump, I hum the intro and pretend to play the piano.

Might as well give him a show.

He laughs and I think he’s shocked I’m actually going to do this but the thing is what do I have to lose—so I go for it and open my mouth wide.

 

You’ll never know what it’s like,

Your blood freezes just like ice,

There’s a light that shines from you.

 

His palm flies up. “Woah, wait a minute. Stop right there.”

Feeling myself flush, I want to fall into the cracks of the seat. “Am I really that bad?”

He’s shaking his head. “You sing like an angel but you’re massacring Sir Elton Hercules John’s lyrics.”

Hercules is Elton’s middle name?

And even if it is, who uses it?

Besides, he’s wrong. Dead wrong about the lyrics. Now I’m shaking my own head. “Excuse me? I am most certainly not massacring the lyrics. I assure you I know the words to “I’m Still Standing.”

His mouth twists. “You might think you do, but you’re wrong.”

“I could look them up on the Internet.”

“The Internet. Let me guess, Google?”

“Why, yes, Google.”

“Because what you read on the Internet is always true,” he huffs, more as a statement than a question.

“Well, it is mostly true.”

“Hardly.”

I narrow my gaze. “Since you’re such an expert on Sir Elton Hercules John, then why don’t you sing the lyrics?”

When his mouth opens, I nearly fall off my seat. And although he doesn’t exactly sing, more like raps, he isn’t bad.

 

You could never know what it’s like,

Your blood winter freezes just like ice,

And there’s a cold lonely light that shines from you.

 

I frown at him. “Blood winter? That doesn’t even make sense.”

“Sure it does. Your blood is cold like winter. It freezes just like ice.”

Damn him.

Okay, so yes, that makes sense. Thinking my ride is now paid for, I bend toward him and concur, “You might be right, but either way, that’s pretty much what I was singing.”

Tossing his briefcase onto the floor, he leans even closer to me and I feel his warm breath on my cheek. “No, it isn’t like what you were singing at all. You were using verbs. There aren’t any.”

That’s it!

OMG, that’s it.

He’s right.

Now, I’m just annoyed because seriously, how could I not have known that? Frustrated with myself, I throw myself against the bench seat and cross my arms. “I should have went with ‘Bennie and the Jets,’ electric boobs and a mohawk too would have been so much easier to quote.”

His head tips back and roaring laughter fills the cab. “It’s electric boots, a mohair suit.”

I narrow my gaze.

“It is?”

I consider this.

“Look it up on your favorite place.”

So I do, and okay, so it could be right. Probably is. There’s a number of versions, but his appears to be correct.

I frigging hate this guy.

Turning my head away from him, I notice we’re passing the Whitney Museum of Arts and I still have too far to go to get the boot right now, so I force myself to pull my act together and turn back.

He’s wiping tears from his eyes, that’s how hard he is laughing. “Do you want to try again?”

“I’ll pass.” I’m shaking my head, suddenly thinking about how I thought I knew every line to every Elton John song and sang them with such confidence, and what a giant ball of suck I really was the entire time.

What a fool I must have looked like to everyone around me all these years, especially during those Karaoke nights at college. I should have read the screen, I suppose.

Stroking his jaw, he seems to be considering something. Like perhaps telling the cabdriver to pull over and then ordering me out.

“Look,” I say, “I really need to get to work on time.”

“Yes, so you’ve said.”

“Then we’re cool?”

“Cool as in I pay for your ride?”

“Correct.”

His head is shaking and his hair moves when it does. “Then no, we’re not cool. You’re going to have to come up with another way to pay your half.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m not a hooker from the red-light district and I am not blowing you, so don’t even think about asking.”

“Wow, you shouldn’t jump to such lewd conclusions. Anyway, I wasn’t aware New York had such a place. But for the record, I was thinking about something a little less vulgar. Then again, I’d never turn a blowie down.”

Making a face, I pull the neck of my coat tighter. “Well then, I suggest you head to Hunts Point in the Bronx. And I’ll be getting out here, in case you want to reroute the cab.”

His hand reaches over to stop me from gathering my things and the electric current that travels through my body causes me to quiver. “Don’t get out just yet.”

I glare down where his fingertips are pressing against the skin of my bare thigh. “I already told you, I’m not blowing you.”

His laughter irritates me. “And I already told you, I’m not looking for that…yet. But I know you feel it too.”

Feigning ignorance seems best. “Feel what? The bumps in the road?”

The corners of his mouth turn up. “Kiss me and find out if that spark between us is from the condition of the street or natural chemistry, and I’ll take you right to the door of wherever you need to go.”

Out the window, I notice we’re on 10th Avenue. Hell’s Kitchen. So close, so close and yet so very far away.

I try not to audibly pant when his eyes travel downward. I swear I see a glimmer of lust in his starlit pupils, but other than that his expression is blank, unreadable as he awaits my response.

Like yes or no doesn’t really matter, but yes would be nice.

I stare at him in silence. Assessing. He doesn’t look like a creep. He looks like a businessman. A businessman wearing a three-thousand dollar suit with hundred dollar bills in his pocket. Who carries money like that in the city, anyway?

Creeps—my inner voice warns.

Creeps—looking to pay for sex.

Yet, he doesn’t look like a creep. His appeal is raw, wild, and besides, he’s been laughing as if I’m a game to him. Something to pass his time. A wealthy guy who can have whatever he wants, and right now he wants me.

No, not me.

He wants a kiss.

One kiss.

From me.

What’s one kiss?

Just yesterday I kissed my spin instructor, on the cheek, but still I kissed him after he told me I was his very best student. Before that I kissed my TA at college. Before that even, the banker near my house. The postman. The milkman. And then most recently there was my brother’s best friend, which my brother was none too happy about. But hey, said best friend and I didn’t last long.

Okay, so I’ve kissed a lot of men, but a girl has to go through dozens of frogs to find her Prince Charming. Everyone knows that.

One more frog couldn’t possibly hurt.

“Fine, one kiss and that’s it. But if your wandering hands so much as try to touch me here,” I point to my boobs, “or here,” I point to my sex, which is way too wet for my liking, “I will knee you in the balls.”

His mouth quirks up. “I’m rather fond of my balls, so I’ll be sure to mind the rules.”

With some kind of unbridled passion only seen in the movies, I grab him by his silk tie and pull him toward me.

Apparently, the control freak in him isn’t having any of it because before our lips touch, his strong hands are pushing me toward the door and the flat planes of his body are pressing against mine, and then, and only then, do his lips fasten to mine.

Cue the hearts floating around us.

The spark is crazy.

This frog is definitely not a frog.

Before I can process this, I’m clawing my nails up his white shirt, pushing his raincoat from his square shoulders, and twisting my fingers into his ginger-colored hair, tasting him, and liking the mint on his breath more than I should.

A ride for a kiss.

One kiss.

Not a total make-out session.

And yet, I can’t pull myself away from his sinfully delicious lips. I don’t want to, either.

The zing is there, electric, bright as the signs on Broadway. And all of a sudden I want to tear his clothes off while he rips mine from my body, and then I want to run my nails down his back until he bleeds while he thrusts into me fast and hard.

But he’s a stranger, not even from here, and I’ll never see him again, so what the hell am I thinking?

Damn my hopeless romantic side.

Damn him for not being a frog.

The cab comes to a stop, and I open my eyes to see we’re at the corner of 9th Ave and W 57th Street.

My pulse is zooming, looking for a place to land, and I can’t, no I won’t, allow myself to get sucked into another dead-end romance. Say I wanted to see this sexy beast again, he isn’t from here. And the whole Sleepless in Seattle thing never works in real life. Even my hopeless romantic side knows that.

Besides, after Troy, my hopeless romantic days are over. Done. Finished. I have a career to focus on now, not a love life.

Men are distractions.

Something I don’t need.

Breathless and practically panting, I reach for the door handle. Once I find it, I fumble for my purse.

Still, his lips are divine, and I don’t want to leave them, but I must. So I pull back and allow myself one more look into his magical eyes.

Oh my God.

Cupid’s arrow straight to my heart.

That kiss sprints through my thoughts, over and over, like a dream. Taking a moment to assure myself this is real, I prod at my lips. My tingling lips.

Oh. My. God.

What kind of kiss was that?

Forget my lips. My entire mouth is alive. No one has ever kissed me like that. My mind races, as if trying to match the erratic beat of my heart.

“Christ,” he whispers, as if he too is just landing after our takeoff.

Wrong. This is so wrong. I don’t even know this guy. This dictatorial, demanding…mind-numbing, bone-melting…guy.

Who really knows how to kiss.

Kiss, no, it was so much more than that—he fucked my mouth with his lips, and I loved it.

Those magical twin pillows of his lean in for another kiss just as my eyes drift down and spot lipstick on his collar. Bright red lipstick. Definitely not my shade—at all.

Whore.

The kiss master is a frog whore.

Well, okay, not a frog.

As I try to think about where he would have been before he got in the cab, I feel a speck of insane jealousy.

The fancy hotel across from the subway station? An alley. A hidden corner. Another cab (our place). Anywhere for all I know.

Then I have to wonder just how many girls has he kissed today? He probably uses that line—a kiss for a ride—all day long.

Manwhore.

Since we are still at a red light, I pull the lever on the door and push my body out of the cab, then hurry down the street. I don’t even look back to see if Mr. Smooth is splattered on the ground from my sudden departure.

I can’t.

I don’t have time.

Besides, he’s obviously a player. He’ll find another person to toy with, very soon, I’m certain.

Pulling my phone from my purse, I discover it’s 11:57. Kendra told me to be to work by noon or else. Three minutes. I can do this.

I have to do this.
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The triangular-faceted glass and steel facade of Hearst Tower is so close. Tearing off my raincoat, I use it as an umbrella, and sprint toward the flat side of the arched limestone entrance in my heels like a track star.

As soon as I pass the black marble plaque with ‘300 West 57th Street’ written on it in bold white letters, I breathe a sigh of relief.

I’m here.

I made it.

The large brass and glass door is within reach. Lunging forward, I pull on the handle…only to find it locked. I pull and pull and pull.

Pressing my face to the glass, my eyes land on the large round clock inside. It ticks 12:02.
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