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        Life for Violet and Aiden is about to become more complicated...

      

      

      
        
        PRAISE for Pamela DuMond Books:

      

      

      
        
        “Funny, witty, and hot, hot, HOT! The Client is a steamy blend of heart-warming romance and flirty humor.” ~ Ann Charles, USA Today Bestselling Author.

      

        

      
        “The Client is hot and tempting.” Catherine @ Catty Jane Book Lovers

      

        

      
        “A captivating love story; simply have no words to describe how beautiful it is.” Sofia Beddable Reads

      

        

      
        "Lots of feels, terrific secondary characters, drama, comedy, angst, this book has it all!" ~ Melissa P. - A. Reviewer

      

        

      
        “Sexy, effervescent banter and a second-chance romance with surprising depth. I loved The Client, and I think you will too!” Mia Hopkins Author

      

        

      
        "The perfect balance of funny (like laugh out loud funny), witty, and sexy (sosohot)." ~ Sweet Red Reader

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Sadie Gilliam

      

      Proud of you, girl!

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Also by Pamela DuMond

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Sneak Peek of The Client

        

        
          Sneak Peek of The Prince’s Playbook

        

        
          Sneak Peek of Part-time Princess

        

        
          Sneak Peek of Royally Wed Box Set

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Also by Pamela DuMond

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aiden

      

        

      
        “Bless me Father for I have sinned…”
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* * *

      I swirled my bourbon in the short crystal glass, took a long sip, and glanced around the room. Platters of colorful food were lined up on two banquet tables, the aromas of sauces, freshly baked breads and spices wafting through the air. A ten-foot-tall Christmas tree sparkled in the corner. White Glove Matchmaking Agency’s holiday party at Positano Trattoria was in full swing. Clients, friends, and employees laughed, flirted, and enjoyed themselves. Everything looked perfect. And yet I could feel in my bones that something wasn’t right.

      This was the agency’s night to shine. With the exception of Valentine’s Day, this was our Super Bowl. I co-owned this business with my sister and her wife, but they were silent partners. I chose the venue and the menu, and selected who was on the guest list. This year, at the urging of my therapist, I ceded some control, delegating the selection of the Christmas tree and the music to my assistant.

      If the stars aligned tonight guests’ eyes would meet and linger, sparks would flicker, and a match would be made from among our exclusive roster of brilliant, beautiful, and moneyed members. Within a year I’d be attending an upscale wedding and paying the agency’s bills with a bonus check from the client who had found true love as a result of our expertise.

      Everything was going according to plan until a petite, raven-haired beauty threw a punch at a beefy, red-faced guy twice her size. Her fist connected with his jaw but he barely flinched. He just stood there and blinked, appearing as dense as an over-cooked meatloaf.

      “Not very ladylike,” the muscle head said to the young woman. “Come with me.”

      “No,” she said, and strode away, her cocktail dress swirling. He followed, breathing meatloaf fumes down her neck.

      Damn.

      Physical fights were a thing of my past. I’d had my share of back alley scuffles when I was a kid before I’d entered the church. But fist fights didn’t happen at White Glove events. I placed my glass on the bar and pushed my way through the crowd toward the young woman.

      A guy slurred and raised his glass his glass in my direction. “Awesome party, Mr. Snack.”

      “Name’s Black.” I said, edging past him and throng of partygoers. Ahead of me, the bruiser clamped one beefy hand on the petite woman’s shoulder. Shivers raced up my arms. Should I call the cops?

      “Vaffanculo!” The woman swiveled and kneed the bully in the balls. His face turned green, then he groaned and keeled over clutching his groin.

      Perhaps she was used to taking care of herself.

      A few well-coiffed heads swiveled in their direction. Several people looked on with expressions that seemed to say, ‘Who’s in charge of this party?’

      Right.

      That would be me.

      I reached for my phone to alert security, when a woman whose boobs threatened to explode out of her low-cut dress seized my arm and slurred, “The appetizers are divine, Aiden.”

      “You’re welcome.” I shrugged out of her grasp and continued my path toward the fireball in the cocktail dress with the mean right hook. I racked my brain trying to remember who she was. The guests attending tonight’s bash included employees, friends, clients, and their spouses and dates. The gorgeous girl looked familiar. Client? Friend of a client?

      Fuck.

      I needed to update details and photos in my phone. Have this information just one Siri question away.

      Beauty backed away from the beast, her velvet skirt swishing around her shapely calves. She shook her finger at him. “Don’t you ever, Salvatore—and I mean ever—try and kidnap me at a party again.”

      Kidnap? Maybe I should call the cops. Yeah, that had never worked out all that well for me in the past.

      I kept pushing forward as Bing Crosby crooned “White Christmas” from invisible speakers. Appearing as if out of nowhere, my assistant shoved a squat glass in my hand. “Merry Christmas Mr. Black!” Hailey knocked back her shot. “Your turn!”

      “Merry Christmas, Hailey!” I slugged it back, handed her the glass, and continued to elbow my way through the crush until I had a clear view of the beauty and the thug.

      “Signorina Accardi,” the man said, running his fingers over his front teeth, I assumed to make sure they were all there.

      I squinted. They weren’t.

      “Ms. Accardi,” she said, backing away from him.

      He loomed over her. “Miss Accardi.”

      He was huge, looked threatening, and the blood was pounding in my ears. Beat. Beat. Beat. Something primal and masculine surged inside me and my throat tightened with the need to save this girl. I was torn between throwing myself between them or just going old school and tackling this asshole.

      “Ms. Violet Accardi,” she said.  “Not Signorina. Definitely not Miss.”

      The ogre snapped his fingers. “Your uncle instructed me to bring you to him.”

      She shook her head. “Uncle Vincent does not get to decide what I do or don’t do.”

      I’d heard that name before. Vincent Accardi, reputed mobster, had stopped by our office a few weeks ago, trying to buy off Violet’s contract with White Glove Agency.

      “You are to meet your betrothed. Don’t make problems.”

      She stamped her stiletto heel. “I am not meeting some random guy Uncle Vincent wants me to marry. Besides, do you even know where we are? Hello? White Glove Agency holiday party? I signed up for a matchmaking service. How do you know I haven’t met the right man already?”

      “I would know. Everyone in your family would know if you’d met the man you were supposed to marry. Your mother would stand on top of her roof, bang the soup pot with a spoon and announce it to the entire neighborhood.”

      “Wrong. Mom stopped doing that when Robbie got engaged to Cheryl.”

      “So, fiery,” he said, fanning his face.

      “So, stupid,” the young woman said. “Mom slipped, lost her footing, and slid down the fucking roof. Thank God she caught herself on the overhang or I would have been attending her funeral instead of holding her hand after meniscus surgery.”

      He crossed himself.

      “She promised me, ‘Violet, if I don’t die on this stupid, cold, hard table with an ugly cap on my head that’s totally not my color, never again will I climb onto the roof and bang a pot. I’ll just post the news on Facebook.”

      “Still fiery,” the thug said.

      I squirmed through the last of the people who had been sneaking glances at the pair, but for whatever reason hadn’t intervened. I caught my breath and stared at her.

      Violet was mid to late twenties, petite, and in great shape. She was short, a little curvy, and her thick brunette hair twisted into a soft updo secured with a rhinestone pin. Her lips were ruby red.

      I strode to her side. “Violet. Sorry I’m late.” I took her hand, raised it to my mouth, and brushed my lips against the inside of her wrist. Her skin was soft, like the velvet on her dress, her perfume sexy and intoxicating.

      She squinted at me. “Right…”

      “Always your Aiden, my darling.”

      She arched one eyebrow toward her hairline suggestively “You’re not just late, Aiden. You’re horribly late. Where have you been?”

      “Busy putting out fires. Making sure the drinks were flowing, the food was on track, and the party perfect.”

      She stared at me, a hint of a smile tugging up the corners of her lips. “Is it?”

      Beauty was a risk taker and frankly that was a turn on.

      I stared down at her, my dick waking up, throbbing against the confines of my dress pants. Beat. Beat. Beat. “It is now. Now that I’m with you.”

      Salvatore glared at me. “Who are you?”

      “You’ve never met?” Violet asked. “Might I introduce you to my favorite man in all of Chicago?” She swiveled and leaned into me. She stood on her tiptoes, her skirt brushing against my legs, causing a chill to zip down my spine before it detoured into my cock and then my balls.

      She kissed me and my heart plummeted. Her mouth was soft, her breath warm. The long, silken strands of her hair brushed across my face. I inhaled deeply. I was tempted to put one hand behind her narrow waist and draw her flush against me. But she pulled away, and stared up at me expectantly with large, chocolate eyes.

      “Oh, Violet. You remembered the favorite part of my day.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Kissing you, love. The favorite part of my day will always be kissing you.”

      “Oh.” She blinked.

      I extended my hand to the beefy man who towered over me. “Hello. Nice to meet you.”

      He stared at my hand like I had leprosy. “How do you know Violeta Accardi?”

      “You haven’t heard the news? I’m the luckiest man in Chicago. Maybe the entire world. Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Aiden Black. Violet’s fiancé.”
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* * *

      It felt good now to be safely ensconced at a high top table in the middle of the party after my new ‘fiancé sent Uncle Vincent’s thug packing. I shared the space with my lookalike cousin, Rosalia and a cute blonde, Tyler Gentry, who obviously had the hots for her while Aiden went to the bar to get us drinks. I’d promised my mom at least five thousand times before I brought my cousin to White Glove’s holiday party that I’d properly chaperone her.

      Rosalia was visiting from Sicily. She’d arrived a month ago. Family rumors ran rampant about the dangerous liaisons Rosalia entered into with powerful, inappropriate men back in Sicily. She’d been sent here on a time-out. She needed to calm down. However, Rosalia was whip smart; a typical Accardi mobster. Instead of stealing lives, she stole hearts. I was a nerd, a geek, my head stuck in my business, and maybe if I were lucky, some day I could learn something from her.

      Rosalia didn’t speak a lot of English, which, technically, should have made my job easier. I could order her around. Keep her under my thumb, but I quickly learned language was no barrier for Rosalia. She was indeed an incorrigible flirt, fluent in the universal language of love, which never needed translating. Her delicate hand placed on a man’s forearm, and a demure batting of her thick, black eyelashes made her appear helpless and adorable. She played men like pianos. She’d run her hands up the keys, build with a few chords, ahead of the grand finale, where she’d press into their shoulders while simultaneously squeezing her tits together. The lucky recipient would then feel her warm and voluptuous side boob against his arm.

      Dare I hope she’d meet someone of a higher caliber at tonight’s party? Tyler Gentry was cute and I hoped on the prowl for a wife, not simply a roll in the hay. Or was I fooling myself? I should have paid more attention to his and Rosalia’s flirtation, but I kept sneaking peeks at Aiden Black, the beautiful man who’d stepped in and rescued me from my uncle’s favorite thug.

      He was over six feet tall with jet black hair, dark eyes, and chiseled features. He leaned casually over the bar, chatting with the bartender. His suit skimmed over the hard angles of his body. I imagined his pants were simply grateful to be hugging his tight ass, thrilled to touch his hips, deliriously happy to be up close and personal with his skin.

      I was a reluctant client of White Glove Matchmaking Agency, pressured by my mother into signing up for this pricey service. I’d spotted Aiden Black a few minutes ago at the party, thought he was smoking hot, and asked my matchmaker Charlotte about him. She’d said he co-owned White Glove Agency. Now he negotiated his way through the crowd toward me holding onto a few drinks, his smoky eyes locked on mine. I could fall into those eyes. Disappear. Discover a fantasy world where men like Aiden would be interested in me. Goosebumps erupted on my arms and my face grew hot.

      Dear God, all White Glove Agency needed to do was photograph Aiden Black staring into the camera, beckoning with his index finger, put that photo on their site’s landing page and the agency would never lack for clients ever again. Lips would be licked in anticipation, nipples would harden, visions of Aiden would dance through heads. He’d become the poster boy for wank banks everywhere. Why had I ever doubted signing up for a matchmaking agency?

      Right—I hadn’t specifically joined White Glove to meet Aiden Black. I’d agreed to meet eligible men that my matchmaker thought might be a good fit for me. I adored Charlotte, but none of the guys she’d picked for me up until this point had been right. Not her fault. I was notoriously picky and wasn’t even sure if I wanted to be matched. The men Charlotte selected would have melted most women’s panties. The hockey player was hot. The litigator was brilliant. The hotel magnate was funny in that dry kind of way and in the looks department could have been a young Kennedy. The problem was that there were no sparks with any of them. Not one made my heart pound faster in my chest or sent shivers down my spine.

      Until now.

      I knew the second my lips touched Aiden’s that the delicious feeling building in the v between my legs wasn’t from the fabulous food or drink at the Christmas party. We had major chemistry.

      Aiden placed the drinks on the table in front of me and gestured toward the empty seat at our table. “May I?”

      “Nothing but the best for my fiancé,” I said.

      He sat down at the same time Rosalia stood up.

      “Ciao, bella.” She kissed me once on each cheek. Tyler helped Rosalia shrug on her coat.

      “You’re leaving so soon?” I asked and glared at Tyler.

      They nodded and shared a smoldering look that I knew only meant one thing. My mom would kill me if I let anyone take advantage of Rosalia. She was not only family, but she was also a stranger in a strange land. I snapped my fingers at him. “Digits.”

      He pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to me. “What’s Gentry Enterprises?”

      “We own half of Austin.”

      I slipped his card into my purse. “Half of what in Austin?”

      “Everything in Austin, Ma'am.”

      My cousin looked up at him, smitten, and I sighed.

      Aiden hit Tyler with glare worthy of a Catholic high school principal. “Rosalia needs to be home by midnight.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Black.” Tyler saluted, then rested his hand in the small of my cousin’s impossibly tiny back. He whispered something in her ear and she giggled, before allowing Tyler to escort her out.

      “He’s okay?” I asked.

      “He’s a puppy,” Aiden said. “I’m more concerned about you. Who was the man threatening to kidnap you?”

      “My uncle’s gopher.”

      “I see. What’s the family business?”

      The elephant in the room was relentless. It followed me everywhere. Impacted every company I wanted to do business with. Every man I wanted to date.

      “Importing and exporting. But let’s not talk about the older generation’s enterprises. Let’s talk about yours and mine. I’m building my own company.”

      “AccardiWear,” he said.

      “How did you know?”

      “I review every White Glove client’s file,” he said. “My matchmakers turn to me for advice if they get stuck.”

      “Interesting. So, you know more about me than I know about you.”

      “I know you’re building a promising clothing company.”

      “Affordable innovative sportswear for women in a wide range of sizes. I create the designs. I pick the fabrics. I weigh in in the marketing strategy. And I’m the CEO.”

      “You’re the big cheese.”

      “I am. Tell me more about you.”

      “I co-own White Glove. I assign matchmakers to clients. Give everyone a push when things aren’t going smoothly. Intervene when necessary. During my off hours I’m a foodie. I like to cook. I even bake. Apparently, I’m pretty good at it.”

      “What did you make for tonight’s party?”

      “Nothing.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Hey gorgeous, reserve judgment. The spinach lasagna and the cannolis were both made from my recipes.”

      “They were delicious. So, basically, you’re a meddler.”

      He frowned. “A meddler? No. I’m just like you—a big cheese. Tell me, how has your experience at the agency been so far?”

      “Excellent. I’ve been at White Glove Agency about a month now. My matchmaker’s the best,” I said, my gaze drawn to his muscular hand. Long, but elegant fingers. No ring circling the significant digit.

      “Is there anything that would make it better?” He tapped one finger on the table top. His crisp white cuffs were secured with expensive cufflinks. Classic men’s fashion porn. Hot. “I’d appreciate feedback. How can I give White Glove clients a fuller, more rounded experience?”

      “I’m going to have to think about that.”

      Oh yes, I could think of something that would make my experience much better…

      I’d like to see Aiden Black strip naked for me. First, he’d peel off his shirt. His chest would be hard and defined, man-scaped just the proper amount, as his crisp white shirt suggested. He’d remove his belt. I’d hear the leather crack as it snapped out of the belt loops. I was half tempted to bend over this cocktail party table in the middle of the banquet room and drop my elbows onto the table in front of me.

      I’d pull up my velvet skirt, my lace thong-clad ass in the air and hope, just hope, he’d smack that belt a few times across my ass as I bit my lip and then begged for just a little more contact. Please.

      ‘Not yet, Violet.’ He’d smile, drop his belt to the floor and take off his pants, kicking them aside. His erection would be throbbing against his boxers, because of course Aiden Black would be wearing white boxers under those gorgeously-cut trousers. He’d pull them off and his dick would spring free, fully erect, hitting his stomach. It would be just as beautiful as everything else about him.

      Big. Thick. Long. Hard. I knew this was just my designer’s brain having an old-fashioned, wet dream. It had been quite a while since I’d had real sex, actual sex with a real-life man. I tended to live in my fantasies. Thank God, they were robust and colorful.

      “Violet?” Aiden asked. “Is there something wrong?”

      “No.” I yanked my brain back to the present, which wasn’t all that shabby. “Jingle Bells” played in the background. I gazed up at his sparkling eyes, his full lips, the flush on his cheeks traveling down his neck. “Everything’s just fine.”

      “Do you want to get out of here?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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* * *

      We walked in the chilly nighttime of Chicago’s charming Old Town streets. Cars and cabs drove past brownstones, the slush of salted, melting snow kicking off the tires, slopping against the curbs.

      “I encountered your Uncle Vincent a week or so ago at the agency when he attempted to buy off your contract,” Aiden said. “Why was his gopher trying to make you leave the party?”

      “My family’s bossy. They like to control everything. Especially me.”

      “Did I hear that thug say your hand was already promised in marriage?”

      “My hand and other body parts aren’t promised to anyone. Why in the hell would I cut White Glove Agency a check for thirty thousand if I was off the market?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve experienced stranger things.”

      The icy Lake Michigan air gusted and I shivered.

      Aiden placed a firm hand on my arm and tugged me under the overhang of a shop. He pulled out his phone. “I’ll order a ride.”

      I glanced up and spotted mistletoe. I saw it because I was short and staring into his eyes. The moment was lost on him, probably because he was tall. People like him could peer over crowds but often couldn’t see in front of their noses.

      But I could.

      A gorgeous man. A holiday party. Mistletoe. Oh yes, I believed in signs. God didn’t put something, someone, this delicious in front of me unless I was supposed to act on it. I placed one hand on his shoulder and stood on my tiptoes, my knees knocking against his legs. I tilted my chin up toward him expectantly. He smelled like expensive men’s cologne, hints of bergamot, sandalwood, and rich leather. Something that would go perfectly with his crisp dress shirt, his Tag watch, his thick wool overcoat. The fabric was firm and scratchy beneath my touch.

      “You okay?” One dark eyebrow quirked up.

      “Never better,” I said, and pointed above him. “Mistletoe.”

      He peered up, then his gaze returned to me. “It’s a moment, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Our eyes locked and time seemed to slow down, our breath visible in the cold night air.

      “You know, a movie moment. If this were a movie I’d have to kiss you.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean ‘have’? You wouldn’t want to kiss me?”

      “Of course I’d want to kiss you,” he said, but he didn’t. Kiss me.

      His lips were full, practically begged to be kissed again, then licked, and nibbled on. “Did our first kiss suck?” I asked. “I didn’t give it my all. Fine. I winged it.”

      “Our first kiss definitely didn’t suck.”

      “Your spinach lasagna recipe was delicious. Do I have some in my teeth?” I asked.

      “No. But even if you did, that wouldn’t matter.” He smiled down at me and brushed my hair back. He ran two fingers through a lock of my hair, twirling it, palming it, tugging it lightly.

      My breath caught in my throat. “Movie moments don’t last forever you know. I think you should kiss me.”

      “Ms. Accardi. You are very direct.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I like it. I like you.” He leaned his head toward mine, his breath warm and moist. He cupped my chin with one hand, tilting my face toward his. “You’re right. Magical moments should not be ignored. It might invite bad karma.”

      I closed my eyes and shivered in anticipation. Then his lips crashed onto mine, soft at first, slow, like he was enjoying every moment, like he had all the time in the world. His tongue slipped inside my mouth, exploring it. His kiss grew stronger, more wilful. He tasted like fine, expensive liquor. His hand cupping my chin felt strong and protective.

      He needed.

      He wanted.

      He claimed.

      Tingles raced down my spine as he pulled me flush against him. An ache grew in my pelvis, a throbbing built in my groin. He was making me wet.

      I needed.

      I wanted.

      I went for it.

      “Come home with me?”

      He pulled away, leaving the safety of the mistletoe doorway, walking a few yards toward the street. He turned and stared at me.

      Why had he pulled away? This was a perfect moment.

      Those eyes. Those lips.

      “Tempting. But then I’d have to do more than just kiss you.”

      “That’s the point, Aiden.”

      He shook his finger. “You’re being wilful and naughty. That wasn’t on your White Glove Agency intake form, Ms. Accardi.”

      I walked toward him and swayed my hips exaggeratedly like a movie siren. “You have no idea what else isn’t on the form. I’m a genuine bad ass.”

      He laughed.

      “Do you want to know why I’m such a bad ass? I’ll give you one free question. The rest I’m making you earn.”

      “I want to know,” he said.

      “Come closer and I’ll tell you….”

      There was a loud screech as a car jumped the stoplight and tore past, dousing us in wet, sloppy snow. I shuddered and stumbled in my stupid high heels, but Aiden grabbed my arms, held me tight, and stopped me from falling. I gazed down at my pretty dress plastered in dirty slush. Adrenaline coursed through my body, and I burst out laughing.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Totally wet.” I pointed at his trousers that were splattered as well. “You too, Cuoco.”

      “Indeed,” he said, glancing down. “‘Cuoco?’” He held his hand up in the air and hailed a cab the old-fashioned way. One veered to the curb a few yards up the street from us.

      We walked toward the ride. “Cuoco’s Italian for chef.”

      “Chief or chef?”

      “Both, I guess. You’re bossy,” I said, “and you like to cook.”

      “I see.” He opened the car door for me. “Your carriage awaits, Grande Formaggio.”

      “Did you just call me Big Cheese?”

      “I did,” he said, smiling.

      “Where to?” the driver asked.

      “401 Illinois Street,” I said.

      “As much as I would love to continue our evening,” Aiden said, “sadly I have pressing work to finish tonight. What are you doing tomorrow?”

      I felt disappointed, but covered it. “It’s my last push before the holidays. December 23rd, and everyone’s shut down except for me. But I need to send out samples, confirm orders, finish the books for the accountant.  If I don’t get the work done…you know the drill.”

      “I do.”

      “Hey, my family’s going to five p.m. mass on Christmas at Cathedral Basilica,” I said. “Do you want to join us? Just some folks to hang out with, sing carols, and light candles. Grab a bite to eat afterward. If you’re at all interested in that kind of thing.” Hope coursed through my veins.

      “That sounds great, but I’ve already got plans.”

      Right. What was I thinking? Everyone had plans for Christmas.

      “Of course. Right. Family?”

      “No, they’re out of town.”

      Why had I doubled down on the questions? Now I felt even more stupid. He probably had plans with a woman. An old girlfriend. A new girlfriend?

      The driver pulled curbside in front of my condo in the eleven-story brownstone. “Thanks for the awesome party.” I stepped out of the cab, smoothing my skirt down my legs. “It was great meeting you, Aiden.”

      “You too, Violet. Maybe we should…”

      “Gotta run.” I tried to smile convincingly. Not the easiest thing to do when one felt ridiculous. What had I been thinking? “Work doesn’t rest for the wicked, you know. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, Violet.”

      His lips. His determined chin. His eyes.

      I turned, stumbled for a second, and walked away. Heading into my building, my heart cracked just a little, tumbling in bits and pieces into my stomach. No matter how much I tried to get everything right, it all seemed to go spectacularly wrong.
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* * *

      I closed the door to my more than decent one bedroom apartment in the modern high rise that overlooked the lake, shrugged off my coat, and sighed. I’d sweated all the details over White Glove’s holiday party. I’d even given the restaurant two of my own recipes. The event appeared to have been a huge success and then I’d gone and screwed things up by kissing Violet Accardi.

      I should probably thank God that we’d been interrupted, literally doused with cold water, because I think that was the only thing that brought me to my senses. It stopped me from going back to her place and opening up a bigger can of worms.

      I knew better. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t her matchmaker; she was still a White Glove client and it was completely unprofessional of me to break my own non-fraternizing rule.

      The problem was I wanted to do more than just kiss her. But my conscience wouldn’t allow random hook-ups and my life wasn’t set up for a girlfriend. I simply wasn’t available. I don’t know what I was even thinking going down this fork in the road. Undoubtedly it was the dangerous combination of a holiday party, a gorgeous, smart, funny girl, too much adrenaline, and that damn mistletoe.

      I walked into the kitchen, poured myself a short, neat bourbon, and made my way to the living room. I moved past the stacks of paperwork on my desk practically screaming my name, and for a change ignored them. I leaned against the window and stared out at all the multi-colored Christmas lights twinkling from the boats in the harbor.

      Five years ago I’d left my old life behind. I moved to Chicago and spent half a year slumming in dark bars, drowning myself in the frenetic energy of nightclubs, and playing all night poker games. Anything to distract me from my guilt. The memories of how I’d screwed things up in a spectacular way. Anything to distract me from the pain.

      I ignored my sister’s barrage of texts until she arrived unannounced in town and pounded on my door in the shitty apartment I’d rented across town. She cooked for me, pulled me off the couch, and dragged my ass to therapy. After a few months of counseling I admitted that I had a problem. I also realized my compulsion could not be cured. I wasn’t addicted to booze, drugs, or sex.

      I, Aiden Black, was addicted to helping people.

      Yeah. It sounded so innocent. People liked to call folks like me ‘enablers.’ We were the ‘kind’ people. Those that could be counted on. Those that showed up when you needed a friend or someone who genuinely cared. We were also the perfect targets for predators.

      Predators see. They like. They take.

      Predators lurk in dark alleys, bright hallways, in plain sight. They steal pocketbooks, virtues and sex. Perhaps they spot you online and decide you have something they want. You don’t matter. You are simply a means to an end.

      My shrink and I decided that I needed to channel my desire to help into something positive. I started baking more. Fun, but that didn’t quite pay the bills. My shrink encouraged me to find a job with healthy boundaries. I drew from the well of my parents’ firm commitment to spread love. They adopted children. They participated in helping community. It made sense to help people find their slice of the happily-ever-after pie. I started White Glove on a shoestring with a desire to help people do just that. I built it through hard work and financial help from my sister and her wife.

      You’d never know from looking around the Agency’s holiday party tonight that I’d spent lonely years desperate for redemption as any back alley sinner, huddled in a grimy ball against a cold stone wall. I didn’t date. I didn’t party. I didn’t hook up. Instead I worked, spending fifteen hours every single damn day for five years building White Glove Agency into a powerhouse. Now it was the premiere elite private matchmaking business in Chicago. So, when Violet Accardi asked me to attend Christmas Eve mass with her and her family I wanted to say yes. I just didn’t know how to.

      No big deal, she’d said. Just some folks to hang out with and sing Christmas carols and light candles. If I was at all interested in that kind of thing.

      I was.

      I was always interested in that kind of thing.

      I longed to be with family at Christmas. Mom and Dad had passed over ten years ago. They were older when they adopted my sister and me. Sydney was all that remained of family but she usually celebrated the holidays someplace gorgeous, exotic, and Instagram-able with her sweet and photogenic wife. She asked me to meet up with her and Nora this Christmas but I had too much to get done.

      I’d promised myself when I left Blessed Name Parish in Boston that I’d never go back to church. As much as I was drawn to Violet Accardi, stepping back into a house of worship would be reneging on those vows and everything I believed in. I’d even fashioned a new Christmas tradition: taking in a movie.

      I scanned the new flicks opening over Christmas and picked a French film playing at the local Cineplex. I’d have to concentrate on the language. Between that and the subtitles it would take my mind off the double punch of not spending the holidays with family or worship. A great story could numb it all for a bit.

      I ordered my ticket online and the next day, Christmas afternoon, I walked from my apartment to the theatres. I sat in the back of the darkened auditorium and made it through the first twenty minutes before the gnawing urge to see Violet won the day. I stood up and handed my popcorn to the guy next to me. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Thank you.” He took the bag from me. “I didn’t get you anything this year.”

      “No worries.” I edged past him into the aisle. “I’m your Secret Santa.”

      “I suspected as much.” He popped buttery corn into his mouth.

      I left the theater and strode through the nearly desolate city streets toward Cathedral Basilica, the church where Violet said they’d be celebrating mass. I stationed myself across the street from the sanctuary, leaning against the cold limestone of a swank department store. I glanced down at my phone, pretending to scroll, staying in the background of the churchgoers like some weirdo stalker. Ten minutes later my ass cheek was numb.

      I was about ready to call it a day when a shiny black SUV pulled up to the curb in front of the cathedral. Muscle heads in slick black suits exited, scanning the well dressed, Christmas Eve crowd before they opened the back doors.

      Violet popped out of the passenger door, wearing a blue coat and black boots. She was a soft blend of color in December’s light, a pastel scarf wrapped around her neck, one flap trailing over her shoulder. Her long brunette hair slid over her shoulders making her look like one of those cartoon princesses. She glanced around the hubbub of people as if she was searching for someone. I fantasized she was looking for me, wondering if I’d show up even though I’d turned her down. Twice. What kind of special asshole was I?

      A shiver traveled down my spine.

      No good could come from this.

      I might have pretended to be Violet Accardi’s fiancé but that was simply to get her uncle’s goon off her radar. Yes, I loved hanging out with her at the party and felt my balls tighten when she leaned up against me and proclaimed it was the damn mistletoe. It was a movie moment. A dangerous one.

      I fantasized about taking her home to my apartment. Our conversation over a glass of wine would lead to long, slow kissing. I’d unzip that velvet dress and watch in awe as it slid to the floor in front of me. I’d pull her to me and I’d bet she’d be as soft under that dress as she was on top. Lips meant to be kissed, mouth explored, her elegant, long neck meant to be nibbled on.

      My mouth would journey over the sweet sharpness of her clavicles, down to her breast that I’d cup over her bra until I unhooked it with her consent. It would open and I’d be given the gift of seeing Violet’s beautiful, naked breasts. I’d flick my thumb over her rosebud nipple, taking delight as it hardened under my touch. I’d press my lips to her chest, drawing a breast into my mouth; sucking, licking, nibbling, scraping the stubble on my chin across her delicate skin. I’d move onto the other breast.

      My dick twitched in my pants just thinking about the infinite possibilities.

      I prided myself on being a gentleman. I did not go back to her place but do not doubt for a heartbeat that I longed to fuck Violet Accardi. Was declining her offer a setback? A cooling off? Perhaps. But I’d learned the hard way that setbacks usually happened for the best. In reality, Violet deserved to meet someone who was available for a relationship. I wasn’t that guy. I wasn’t ready to get married. I would never be ready to get married.

      She turned away, taking a middle-aged woman’s arm sweetly, protectively. She escorted her to the church’s entrance. A group of people who appeared to be her family, trailed behind her. The older folks were chatting while the kids ran excitedly in front of them. They were all picture perfect except for one very tall, gawky older woman with a sweep of long white hair.

      As they all entered the church, I imagined they would sing carols, celebrate the season, roll their eyes over family members’ antics, and still have a great time.

      I didn’t spot Salvatore, and assumed he had the night off. Perhaps even meatloaves had wives and families and celebrated the holidays. I’d made the right decision about tonight. My life was fresh. My life was clean. My life was working.

      There was an abrupt screech of tires and a dark gray Mercedes sedan pulled to the curb on my side of the street. Salvatore stepped out and opened the back door. Apparently, meatloaves still worked on holidays.

      “Mr. Black?” a man said.

      I gazed into Vincent Accardi’s roadmap-lined face. Sharp cheekbones, hawk nose. He was Violet’s mobster uncle? The man who had tried to buy out her contract with White Glove Matchmaking Agency for sixty thousand—double our going rate—a few weeks ago? “Mr. Accardi. Can I help you?”

      “I certainly hope so. “We need to talk.” Vincent beckoned to me. “Join me.”

      “This isn’t the best time.” I stared up into the Salvatore’s squinty, pig-shaped eyes as he placed a firm gigantic hand on my arm and propelled me toward the car.

      “Sadly, this is the only time,” Vincent said.

      I sat next to him in the back of the car as we headed toward Chicago’s Midway airport. He interviewed me about my business as well as my intentions about his niece, Violet. “Yes, I’m sure we’ll have a lengthy engagement,” I said.

      Christmas day traffic was light and the driver dropped us off at the terminal. “Walk with me, Aiden,” he said. A short time later we were on a cart motoring across the tarmac toward a sleek private jet.

      “I’m sure you can appreciate how I find myself between a rock and a hard place,” Vincent Accardi said. The harsh mechanical noises of airplanes, trucks, and machinery shrieked in the background.

      “Not really.” I leaned in to better hear him.

      “Put yourself in my shoes. I discover you are—poof—mysteriously engaged to my niece, even though she is promised to another man.”

      “Apologies, Mr. Accardi. But Violet has assured me she is not engaged to anyone.” The cold December night winds gusted, I shivered and pulled the collar of my overcoat higher on my neck. “Anyone other than me, that is.”

      “Why didn’t I even know that you were dating my niece?”

      After Vincent Accardi—rumored mob boss—surfaced that afternoon at White Glove Agency a few weeks ago, I researched his background. Police records documented him consorting with Ralphie, aka ‘Wrinkles’ Rubiano, Sly the Slayer Savelli, and Polenta ‘Stinky Balls’ Disgrace. This was the guy I was lying to, not some courtroom jester. Problem was, I wasn’t the best liar in the world. And yet, I couldn’t leave Violet all on her own, hanging out to dry from the ramifications of our prank.  It was time to up my game. “It was a whirlwind, sir. Practically love at first sight. We met. Sparks flew. One thing led to another.”

      “Right.” He pulled his phone from his overcoat and checked a text. “The family enjoyed Christmas mass. Jeanie says the organist did a splendid job with the carols this year. My granddaughter wants an angel dress like the altar girl. Florentina says the incense has more than a whiff of high-grade weed. Why didn’t you accompany your fiancé to church services?”

      “Year end. Just consumed with work. Violet understands what it’s like to run her own company.”

      “Good boy.” He smiled. The way his lips curved reminded me of a shark. “Business first. Pleasure second. Keep that in mind, Aiden, and you’ll go far in life.”

      “I wouldn’t really put it like that, sir. I can’t abandon everything that needs to get done just because the holidays are upon us. Even though—well, your niece is adorable.”

      “The curse of the Accardi women.” He spat on the tarmac and swiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “They’re hot. They’re smart. They can talk you into anything. You’re in trouble, my friend.”

      “I am?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He climbed the staircase into the Gulfstream private jet. “I can’t wait to get to know my future nephew-in-law better. I’m thrilled we’ll be spending the rest of Christmas week together.”

      “I’m sorry?” A flu-like wave snaked from my brain and slithered into my stomach. “How so?”

      “Work or no work I assume you planned on spending the holidays with Violet. Good thing we’ve got a window of time to figure all this shit out who’s really engaged to Violet. I hear through the grapevine, Aiden that you like to cook.”

      One of his thugs carried my suitcases—my suitcases—complete with luggage tags up the stairs into the jet. A chill zipped down my spine. “Mr. Accardi, sir. I think there’s been a mistake.”

      “You don’t like to cook?”

      “No, I love to cook.” I took the steps two at a time after him. “Those are my bags. Wait, is that my laptop?”

      “Do you bake?”

      “Yes, sir, but I don’t understand what this has to do with the holidays…”

      “We are headed to a fabulous place where people like to cook. They cook up schemes. They cook up trouble. So many opportunities, Aiden. You’ll tell me your secrets,” he said and smiled again. “And I’ll share a few of mine.”

      “Um… Mr. Accardi, why don’t we talk about this after the New Year? I’ll just take my computer back and it would be nice if I could grab my bags, and—”

      He paused at the top of the stairs and glanced at his cell. “Your sister and her pretty wife posted these pictures from Ristorante Romano in that quaint town they’re visiting in Italy. From the looks on their faces they enjoyed the mushroom risotto with a pinch of fennel for the first course. Secondi was the roasted chicken with herbs.” He held out his phone toward me.

      I stared at it in disbelief. “You follow my sister on Instagram?”

      “I do now. Don’t you love the filter on this photo?” He tapped the screen. “Makes it look like the herbs are leaping off the dead bird’s skin. The white chocolate gelato looks perfecto for dessert. I assume the tour guide took the picture of them. They always hire a tour guide, right?”

      “Yes…”

      “Oh look! Here’s one where Sydney, Nora, and their tour guide took a selfie together. Flavio Savelli might resemble a simple chaperone, but I paid for his photography school. He’s got an eye for composition. He’s multi-talented. Do you want to know what else he’s good at?”

      I swallowed, my mouth suddenly parched, like I’d inhaled desert air. “No.”

      “Join me for a few days. If all goes well maybe we’ll all get lucky, and you’ll never find out the other thing that Flavio is killer good at—”

      “He’s killer good—”

      “He’s killer excellent,” Vincent said. “Oh, by the way, thanks for keeping your passport updated. That made things easier.”

      “Where exactly are we going?”
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* * *

      Christmas mass at Cathedral Basilica was so pretty. Rosalia asked me to light a candle with her in the alcove next to the Virgin Mary statue. Help her say a prayer that she’d meet her perfect husband soon. Apparently, Tyler Gentry was too ‘American’ for her tastes.

      “You do know you’re in United States, right?” I asked. “You’re bound to run into a lot of American guys while you’re here.”

      “I want to go home.” She mumbled a prayer in Italian, lit another candle, and crossed herself. “Now.”

      We made our way back to the front pew in time for the service. We sang carols and listened to an inspirational sermon about unity, love, and the true meaning of the holidays. The adults and teens took communion, and the younger cousins received blessings. We greeted fellow parishioners, friendly faces on the way out, and exited just in time for the next round of worshippers to roll in. I loved Christmas and was practically high from the beauty, the love, and the sweetness. And yet I couldn’t help but wonder what Aiden Black was doing.

      What were his prior plans? He was probably opening perfectly-wrapped presents and spending time with an immaculate girl who’d flown in to spend the holiday with him. I pictured her as tall and blond, an East Coast WASP. She’d have a generic name like Emily. She undoubtedly attended an all–girl college where she got a degree in something impractical like English Lit. I bet her luggage didn’t match but still managed to look bohemian chic. She probably was cooking Christmas Eve dinner for him, or worse, with him, and it was organic, non-GMO, and gluten free.

      I hated her.

      Why did I imagine for a heartbeat that Aiden would want to spend time with me and my damaged goods family? Mobster Uncle. Clingy mother. Sex kitten cousin. Thugs for bodyguards and babysitters. And somewhere out there was some random guy I’d apparently been promised to in a backroom deal. He was probably sixty, sported dentures, spent some time in the pen, and needed Viagra to get it up. He probably didn’t know what a clit was, let alone where it was located.

      After church I thought we’d be doing the traditional gig at Aunt Florentina’s house in Hinsdale for lunch and open presents, but our driver headed straight for Midway airport.

      “Honey, you know we always take a little trip around the holidays,” Mom said.

      I sighed and texted my assistant Nolan because someone had to hold down the fort.

      
        
        Violet: Leaving town unexpectedly. Hold down the fort for a few days.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Don’t I always? Where is your awful family making you go?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Probably the family lake house in Door County.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: That sounds nice. A crackling fire. Lots of snow. You can resurrect your Wisconsin accent.

      

      

      
        
        Violet: I don’t have a Wisconsin accent.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: You do every time you return from your family’s lake house in Door County.

      

      

      I frowned.

      
        
        Violet: I’ll only be gone overnight. The reception’s spotty up there. Answer emails. Important questions. We’ve got a shipment of our spring line of T-shirts and tights due in before the New Year.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Squee!

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Not squee. Check the office to make sure the packages aren’t stacked against outside our front door in the hallway.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Will do boss. When are you back?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: 48 hours.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Merry Christmas, Violet.

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Merry Christmas, Nolan.

      

      

      “No one told me we were flying to Door County,” I said as a cart drove us across the tarmac and deposited us a few dozen yards close to the base of a mid-sized jet. I climbed the plane’s stairs behind my mother. “I can’t go to the lake house, Mom. I only packed a few things for staying one night at your place. Not five in Wisconsin.”

      “Oh look, Uncle Vincent is already here,” Mom said. “And he brought a guest. A handsome guest.”

      My hand flew to my chest at the same time Aiden Black sprang from his seat and stared at me, an odd look on his gorgeous face. “What are you—”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t join you for mass,” he said.

      “But, ‘Tada’ you are here?”

      “But, Tada, I am here.”

      “You drove all the way to Midway Airport to say Merry Christmas before we left for Wisconsin?”

      “Surprise, Violet,” Mom said. “We’re not going to Wisconsin.”

      “Even better,” Aiden said. “I’m traveling with you. We get to spend the holiday together.”

      “That’s, um, great. What’s with all the surprises?” I asked, my suspicions raised like hackles on a stray dog.

      “It’s Christmas, honey. There are always surprises,” Mom said. “Besides, you used to love surprises when you were younger. Who’s your handsome friend?” She took a window seat across from Aiden. “Introduce me.”

      Aiden held out his hand to my mom and she shook it. “Lovely to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Accardi, I’m Aiden Black.”

      “Not to look a gift horse in the mouth,” I said, after he sat back in his seat. “Why are you here?”

      “Your uncle convinced me to tag along for the festivities. Something about cooking.”

      “He’s thoughtful that way.” I frowned at Uncle Vincent who didn’t bother to look up from his phone. That conniving asshole wasn’t being nice, he’d made Aiden an offer he couldn’t refuse. “If we’re not going to Wisconsin where are we going?”

      “I hope it’s not Hawaii,” said Florentina, our older, thrice removed cousin with the wild Medusa-esque hair. She dragged her ancient, purple carry-on bag behind her, one wheel thunk-thunk-thunking precariously. “I ditched my former lover and bathing suit model, Hans Peterson on Kaanapali Beach fifty years ago, and he’s never forgiven me. Every year he sends me a ‘Wish you were here’ postcard. Passive aggressive much? You should have seen his tan lines five decades ago. Sweet Jesus, that was something to write home about.”

      “Jesu, get me out of here,” Rosalia said, pushing around me toward the back of the plane.

      “Rest easy, Florentina. Your sordid past will not catch up with you on this trip,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “You like to cook, Aiden?” Mom smiled up at him. “The Accardis come from a long line of chefs.”

      One unoccupied chair remained in this awkward foursome. I did not want to sit next to Aiden and across from my mom and uncle because I’d be tempted to scream ‘Kill me now!’ in the near future.

      “Let me help you with your suitcase, Florentina,” I said, and pointed to the empty seat. “You sit right there. I’ll go in the back with Rosalia.”

      “Thank you, but 4A is not a good number for me. I never sit in that number. I could tell you the story but then I’d have to drink and I’ve given up day drinking for Lent.” She kept walking.

      “Lent’s not until February,” Mom said.

      “Sit down and buckle up,” Uncle Vincent said. “We’ll have plenty of time for cooking discussions and religious holiday debates later.”

      “It’s a simple question,” Mom said. “Maybe Aiden has a great recipe for Italian butter cookies. It’s not like I’m asking him to bake Violet’s wedding cake.”

      “Mom!”

      “Calm down, Violet,” Vincent said. “Stop being so emotional.”

      “I am not emotional. I am, I am—fine!” I plopped down next to Aiden and shot him a look. He’d had my back once. He was here, in a plane headed who knows where. Would he rise to the occasion? It was a lot to ask of a man I barely knew. Was he my friend? Was he the guy who took my breath away when we kissed? Was he the man I imagined was smoking hot in the sack? Er, right, now was probably not the best time to be thinking about that.

      “How do you two know each other?” Mom asked.

      “Aiden’s my friend,” I said a little too quickly.

      “Just your friend?” Uncle Vincent asked. “I thought it was more than that.”
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        “Bless me Father for I have sinned. It has been five years since my last confession.”
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* * *

      How did I end up on a fancy private jet with an entire family when it took me eight years to find one a few decades ago?

      That said — I was a lucky kid.

      My mother, Maria Gonzales, passed away with a needle in her arm when I was two and a half. The babysitter found me playing with the pots and pans on the floor in the kitchen wearing a day-old dirty diaper. The refrigerator door was open, the milk curdled, the food well on its way to rot. The single spotty memory I retained from that day was the earsplitting sound of my sitter’s high-pitched scream when she walked into the living room and spotted Mom dead on the couch.

      I found out later that Dad was a one night stand, had never been in the picture, and the only thing I knew about him was that she’d given me his first name. No relatives on Mom’s side were interested in stepping up to the plate and I became a ward of the State of Massachusetts. I was a favorite among foster parents for the first two go arounds because I looked cute and cherubic.

      That was before my learning disabilities became apparent. Before the ADD, OCD, whatever-the-D traits bubbled to the surface. I couldn’t concentrate and acted out. Kindergarten reports stated, “Aiden is very bright but can’t focus.” “Aiden interrupts other children during school.” “We recommend Aiden receive psychiatric evaluation.”

      The older I grew the more I heard words like “high maintenance”, “overly sensitive” “on the spectrum”. Foster care parents changed shifts like drivers on leased cars. I was eight-years-old and on my seventh home when I met Agnes and John Black. They were in their late fifties, too old by agency’s standards to stand a chance at adopting.

      But the Blacks had persevered, sending in detailed, lengthy applications to multiple organizations, including referrals from respected friends and clergy, writing letters why they wanted a family so very badly. They finally succeeded in adopting a nine-year-old girl a few years before I came on the scene.

      Sydney was also born to a mother with a drug problem and had bounced in and out of facilities until she found a forever home with the Blacks. She was a wild child, a handful, but I could tell from framed pictures on the walls and the videos they shared that they reveled in her. Enveloped her in attention, a ‘Let’s try that again’ attitude, and loved her willful self to pieces.

      Agnes and John Black were devout Catholics in that cool way where Jesus was kind, God was honorable, and the saints were aunties and uncles with super powers assigned to special events and spiritual outings. My new caseworker contacted them when my latest case of foster parents threw their hands up over my latest mess-up.

      They met with me at the group home. We watched animated movies on TV. They showed up for my basketball games after school. We shared meals, attended church, and met three times a week with the caseworker. One night before they dropped me back at the group home after an outing Mrs. Black asked me if I’d like to live with them.

      I asked them why.

      They said they had always wanted a son and thought I’d be the perfect kid for that job.

      I asked them if they were crazy.

      They said, yes, they’d been accused of that for quite some time.

      And just like that—in a moment I’d given up hoping for—I had a family. It should have been a relief. I should have been able to take a breath but I couldn’t. I’d spent so much time sliding in and out of temporary situations it never dawned on me that this situation with the Blacks would be any different.

      The months flew by as I fought with my new sister. Sydney knew everything and loved to boss me around.

      Another year passed. Agnes and John appeared older than the other parents that showed up for baseball practice and school plays. Their hair was streaked with silver, their faces cross-hatched with wrinkles. Everyone in our family had different skin tones. We were a mish-mash of white, tan and cocoa. But none of that mattered. Laughter mattered. Arms to hold me were a huge improvement. Love was an unexpected bonus.

      The third year ticked by. I struggled with a few, not all, social skills. I messed up and lost my temper in science class. But with the help of the Blacks I figured it out. I wasn’t a perfect kid nor was I a horrible one. And yet I was still living in the same place with people who seemed to genuinely care about me. A feeling knit deep in my bones, This was for real.

      This was the good stuff.

      This was forever.

      I was home.

      I wondered if this was how the members of the Accardi family felt too.
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* * *

      I frowned at Uncle Vincent. “Aiden Black is my friend. And he owns White Glove Agency. You know, the matchmaking service Mom pressured me to sign up for?”

      “I told you Jeanie that I was working on that,” Uncle Vincent said. “I have the perfect man lined up for Violet. I wish you had listened to me.”

      “How long am I supposed to wait, Vincent?” Mom said. “I’m not getting any younger you know. All my friends have grandchildren. What do I have? Sportswear samples.”

      “Really well made sportswear samples,” I said. “Besides, you already have grandchildren from Robbie.”

      “A woman can never have too many grandchildren.”

      “Yes, they can,” Florentina said. “A friend of mine had a bad one and now she’s in therapy. It’s costing her a fortune and she had to change her will. What a nightmare.”

      “That’s the exception to the grandchild rule,” Mom said. “You cook and own the matchmaking agency, Aiden. That’s impossibly romantic. Have you found anyone for my Violet, yet?”

      “You haven’t shared the big news yet with your Mom?” Uncle Vincent said.

      “I’m not the best cook in the world,” Aiden said, as the jet engines revved and we taxied down the runway, the winds shimmying the plane side to side.

      “You need to share,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “Not yet,” I said. The plane’s gears ground as we lifted off the runway and I white-knuckled the armrest.

      “There’s big news?” Mom asked.

      “The secret’s not mine to tell,” Vincent said, his words barely audible over the grinding and whirring as we took off. “Why don’t you ask your daughter? Or better—Aiden Black.”

      I glanced at Aiden. It wasn’t all that warm inside the plane and yet sweat glistened on his forehead. “What gives, Cuoco?”

      He leaned in, whispered, and for a change his words gave me the bad kind of tingles in all the wrong places. “Uncle Vincent thinks we’re engaged. He’s not happy about it. Something about someone else you are promised to.”

      “Oh, fuck, that shit again. I’m not. Has he—you know—done something bad? Made you an offer you couldn’t refuse?”

      “Yes.”

      “Crap. Sorry. Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. Is it really bad?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fuck.”

      We winged our way out of Chicago, the jet rising through gray patchy clouds.

      I broke out in a sweat, the insides of my wrists itching. I glanced down and watched as hives blossomed. Lovely. I was the least attractive former Mafioso princess on the planet. “I feel like we’re being kidnapped. Will someone please tell me where we’re going?”

      “To the moon, Violet,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “I’ll tell you where we’re going,” Mom said. “As soon as you tell us your big news.”

      “I’ll share my big news when it’s the right time.”

      “Newsflash. It’s the right time,” Vincent said.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Aiden?” Mom asked.

      I glared at him and pressed a finger to my lips. “I’m the baby of the family. They control my life. I’m done with that. I’m doing things differently from here on out.”

      “Yes, Grande Formaggio.”

      “I’m not sure I like that nickname.”

      “Too bad. It fits.” He smiled in that way that made me want to tackle him and kiss him.

      “You’re naughty,” I said.

      “You have no idea, Ms. Accardi? Hmm. Where did I hear that before?”

      And we both suppressed giggles.

      I lifted an all-knowing eyebrow. “If you only knew the half of it, Cuoco.”
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* * *

      I couldn’t help but wonder what I was getting myself into. Couldn’t help but speculate if my sister knew she was being chaperoned by a photography-loving mafia goon, or if Vincent Accardi was lying and Sydney was safe and sound. Couldn’t help but notice how hot Violet was when she was fired up.

      A flush to her face, her chin jutted out, her chest heaving with each determined, angry breath. Why didn’t I go home with her after I kissed her under the mistletoe? I could have enjoyed being with Violet in the intimate confines of her apartment, accept her offer for a nightcap, follow that up with a kiss and then, if she asked me—and only if she asked me—fuck her senseless, make her come time and time again until she was spent and falling asleep in my arms. This would make me happier than I’d been in years.

      Nice fantasy.

      Sadly, this wasn’t going to happen for any number of reasons, the obvious being that Violet was White Glove’s client, therefore my client. The other embarrassing problem which no one knew except me was that I hadn’t been intimate with a woman in years. I’d sworn off sex years ago. Why? That was another story.

      Violet caught me staring. Her eyes widened and she glanced away. Problem was, there weren’t that many places to look on a mid-sized luxury jet so she stared at her shoe. “It’s so hot in here. Why is it so hot in here?” She fanned her face, struggled to pull off her coat, but got tangled up with the seatbelt. She unsnapped it in a huff.

      “Sit down,” her mother said.

      She stood and yanked off her coat. “It’s not safe to stand. It’s not safe to start my own business. It’s not safe to date someone who’s not a Catholic.”

      I unsnapped my seatbelt and stood up. “Why don’t I take your coat?”

      She thrust it toward me. “Why don’t you just plastic wrap me, Mom? Put me in one of those zip bags, and stick me in the freezer. I’ll have a longer shelf life.”

      “So dramatic.” Uncle Vincent rolled his eyes.

      “Excuse me.” I signaled the immaculate flight attendant seated at the front of the jet. “Is there someplace we can hang the lady’s coat?”

      His face folded in on itself, turning sour like a pickle.

      “Risk takers! That’s hot!” Florentina said. “I too was a risk taker back in the day.”

      The attendant grabbed the intercom’s handset and pressed it close to his pursed, pale lips. “We’re winging our way through choppy air. Please take your seats and buckle up.”

      “Perhaps Violet doesn’t have big news. Maybe it’s just another one of her ridiculous efforts to separate from the family,” Uncle Vincent said. “Be perceived as independent.”

      “Excuse me? Violet said. “I am independent. I have my own company. I pay my own bills. I’ve already left the nest. Years ago.”

      “And yet the nest’s mother is still waiting for her big news,” her mom said. Her mother clicked open her belt and stood up, squaring off against her daughter like a worthy opponent in the ring.

      “I repeat,” the flight attendant said, “the captain has not cleared us to walk about the cabin. Please, take your seats.”

      “Born an Accardi. Always an Accardi,” Vincent said, still firmly seated.

      “Really?” Violet grabbed my hand, entwined her fingers between mine and squeezed them hard like she was drowning and I was a life preserver.

      Finger-to-finger contact, her palm small, but warm in mine. Beat-beat-beat went my heart, my pulse mimicking the rhythm as it reverberated down to my hand. What would happen if I touched Violet Accardi’s hand for a few minutes, or hours? If I caressed her skin for days? If I worshiped her body by kissing, licking, touching, fucking her for days, weeks, God willing—years? Would her magic sink through my skin, melt on my tongue like a communion wafer? Would the blood and body of Violet Accardi grant absolution to my damaged soul?

      “Someday, Violet, you will come to the realization that you can’t escape your family,” Vincent said.

      I searched her eyes for reciprocity, a sign that we were good, but her gaze was firmly directed at her mom and uncle. It dawned on me that I’d already committed to this ride a few days ago when I told Salvatore the Meatloaf that Violet and I were engaged. Now definitely wasn’t the time for me to back out.

      “Someday, Uncle Vincent, you will come to the realization that you don’t own me,” Violet said. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

      “Still waiting on the big news,” her mom said, crossing her arms in front of her.

      The plane suddenly dropped.

      “Ahh!” Violet’s mother screamed then stumbled.

      “Air pocket!” the flight attendant yelled.

      Violet fell into my arms where I caught her, cradling her firmly against my chest with one hand while I lifted gripped the jet’s ceiling with the other.

      She inhaled sharply, and stared up into my face, her chocolate eyes wide.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yes. Things are going to get rockier, Cuoco. You up for that?”

      “Yes.” I pushed an errant lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead back, and tucked it behind her ear.

      “Good.” She reached up and kissed me, her lips lingering for a few seconds longer than necessary.

      Beat-beat-beat. “Violet?”

      “Aiden?”

      “You know a few nights ago when you asked me to go back with you to your place the other night?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was an asshole for saying no.”

      “I know, Cuoco. But no one’s perfect.” She swiveled and faced her mom. “Aiden Black asked me to marry him and I said yes.”

      “Ahh!” her mom screamed. “You’re engaged? I feel light-headed. I’m going to faint!”

      “Sit down, Jeanie.” Uncle Vincent latched onto her wrist and guided her into her seat where she landed with a thud.

      “I wasn’t kidding about the safety issue,” the flight attendant said.

      “Don’t do it!” Florentina sprung up from her seat on the sofa toward the back of the plane. “Marriage is a patriarchal trap designed to enslave women. That’s why I’ve stayed single all these years.”

      “The captain apologizes for the bumpy ride,” the flight attendant said. “Please stay seated and keep your seat belts securely fastened. The flight will be smoothing out and I will be taking drink orders shortly.”

      “It’s different these days, Florentina,” Violet said. She pulled away from me. My heart sank.

      “It’s only different if there’s a legitimate exception to the rule,” Florentina said.

      “What do you mean, a ‘legitimate exception’?” Violet asked.

      “You have to tame the patriarchal beast. Subdue the one-eyed monster. You can only do that if you truly love him.”

      “What are you talking about, Florentina?” Mrs. Accardi asked.

      “Marriage,” she said. “Only then can you can earn a well-deserved marriage of equals. Enjoy home cooked meals, mutual respect, night after night of fabulous sex, day time quickies, weekend noon-ers, switch off on the blow jobs, and live out your happily-ever-after.”

      “TMI, Florentina,” Vincent said.

      “Sounds good to me.” I stared at Violet and bit back a smile.

      The plane jolted, more lightly this time, but she grasped my arm again, tighter this time. Her touch felt warm. Needed. Wanted. Necessary.

      “But only if you truly love your fiancé, this man you plan to marry,” Florentina said. “Do you, Violet? Do you truly love Aiden?”

      “Um,” Violet gazed up at me and blinked.

      “Do you?” Mom asked. “Because marriage isn’t just the act of falling in love. It’s hard work. It’s shared goals. It’s  partnership.”

      “Do you love him?” Uncle Vincent asked.

      I couldn’t help myself. “Do you, Grande Formaggio?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aiden

      

        

      
        “Bless me Father for I have sinned. It has been five years since my last confession. My sins are…”

      

      

      My parents had met at a Christian Fitness Singles bicycle trip. John and Agnes Black were both in their forties, loved the outdoors, camping, and hiking. They’d spent decades toiling in corporate America and had reached the point where they wanted to find a spouse to share a life of love, laughter, similar interests, and family. Both were open-minded Christians. John Black converted from Episcopalian to Catholicism to make Agnes happy.

      Church was a significant part of my parents’ lives and it became a big part of mine. Proper Catholic baptism. Catechism classes. Catholic school. I hated it at first. So much memorization. Procedure. Prayer. Chant. Stand. Kneel. Sit. Make the sign of the cross. What Saints Day was it again? Mass. Always mass. I was either coming from church or going back to it. Eventually I found solace in the ritual, the prayers, the chanting, the liturgy. It was a meditation of sorts, calming the chatter in my mind, soothing my nightmares.

      I was a junior at Blessed Name high school when Sydney moved out of the house and went to Smith College a few hours away. My parents were in their sixties and began indulging themselves, taking weekend trips with friends to places they’d researched on ancestry and historical sites. I was old enough and ‘responsible enough’ to stay by myself and hold down the fort.

      Life was good. I was a starter on the basketball team. I was getting mostly B’s. Bonus, my hormones had kicked in fifteen months prior. My voice dropped. I grew six inches taller practically overnight, developed scruff on my face and muscles that miraculously had definition when I flexed my arms in front of a mirror. I started attracting female attention and when the shock of that calmed down, I found myself with a steady girlfriend.

      Mary Margaret Murphy was a senior, a straight-A student in the Honor Society, and a cheerleader. Bonus: her favorite new after school activity was sex. She was a driven girl and decided she wanted to be really good at sex by the time she went to college. She studied positions on the Internet and scored a used paperback copy of the Karma Sutra at a local yoga studio.

      She tutored me on giving clitoral orgasms and how to find G-spots, while I gave her feedback on blow jobs and how it felt when she circled her tongue around my dick before she took me deep in her mouth to finish me off. We were perfect together.

      Young.

      Mutually attracted.

      Shared no illusions about plans for a romantic future. Here and now was all that mattered.

      One rainy Saturday afternoon I held down the fort otherwise known as a completely naked, sweaty, and enthusiastic Mary Margaret Murphy on my double-sized mattress, her knees spread, my head buried deep in the v between her legs.

      “For God’s sakes, Aiden Black! What are you doing with your tongue? A walk-about through the neighborhood? You’re not even close to my clit.”

      I lifted my head and swiped the back of my hand across my mouth. “Then you need to give better directions, Smarty Pants.”

      She laughed. “That’s Ms. Valedictorian Smarty Pants to you.”

      “Oh my God, I’m fucking a smart girl. Will it rub off on me?”

      “I pray it does, Aiden. I pray it goes directly from my pussy to your big dick.”

      “Ha!” I said, and we were back at it.

      My parents’ weekend getaways turned into my own house of sin. But somewhere between the mutual blow jobs, Karma Sutra position numbers seventeen, fifty-two, and sixty-nine I felt twinges of Catholic guilt. I decided to go to confession to be absolved of my pre-marital sexual sins and picked a low traffic time. Late Saturday afternoon. During a Patriot’s game.

      “Bless me Father, for I have sinned.”

      “That’s a good start,” the priest said.

      I knew from his voice that I was confessing to Father Ed McKenna. The middle-aged parish priest who was cool and popular with the high school kids because he was non-judgmental and easy to talk with. And yet, I still had a tough time composing my words. Twenty uncomfortable seconds of silence passed.

      He cleared his throat. “Do you need prompting?”

      “I’ve got this. Father, it’s been a month since my last confession. My sins are I didn’t study hard enough for the World History Test and got a B minus.”

      “What else?”

      “I used the Lord’s name in vain on multiple occasions during the last basketball game.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “I’ve been having sex with my girlfriend, a lot, which I think is frowned upon. I don’t know if the oral sex is as mortal a sin as full penetration. Perhaps missionary position is considered more venial than taking her from behind when she’s on her knees. I’ve researched online but haven’t found a lot about where the line falls in terms of how sinful I have been. That’s all I remember, Father.”

      “Aha. Let’s deal with the mortal versus the venial later. Did you use protection?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Are you prepared to be a parent if she gets pregnant?”

      “Um, yes, Father.”

      Er, no, I was not.

      My sins were multiplying. Sex before marriage was a sin. Lying was a sin. And lying during confession most likely made this a triple sin. This couldn’t be good. I hoped God wasn’t in a ‘smite’ kind of mood.

      “Have you both been tested for STDs?” Father McKenna asked.

      “Jeez, what happened to young love?”

      He stifled a laugh. “Young love in the real world often has ramifications. It’s a little different in the Catholic Church. Penance is five Hail Mary’s for the lack of sufficient studying and the profanity. Regarding the other—go to your local clinic and ask them to run an STD panel.”

      “Lord Jesus, have mercy on me a sinner,” I said and crossed myself in the dim light of the confessional “Thanks, Father.”

      “Report back when you get your results. Any chance you and your girlfriend, what’s her name again?”

      “Mary Margaret Murphy. Oh, crap. She might not want me telling you that.”

      “No worries, son. I won’t share. The sanctity of the confessional. Any chance you and Mary Margaret can go back to regular heavy petting? Abstain on the marital sacrament?”

      “The horse has left the barn, Father,”

      “Got it. Good luck with the tests. Get back to me with your results, yes?”

      “Will do, Father.”

      I might have been getting B’s in high school, but I got a perfect scorecard on my STD panel. Clean as a whistle. I reported back to confession and told Father McKenna the good news. A month later I was promoted to the starting line up in Varsity Basketball, and was getting laid at least twenty times a week. Life was fucking good.

      That’s why it threw me the day I was called to the principal’s office. I hadn’t paid the principal a visit since freshman year, and as I paced the corridors I racked my brain trying to figure out what I’d done to merit this action. I pushed the door open, announced myself to the secretary, and was admitted to her private office.

      Sydney was slumped in the chair in front of the desk, her eyes red and her eyelids swollen.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “Did you get an unexpected break from school?”

      She stood up, unable to articulate, a sob bursting from her twisted lips.

      I moved the few feet toward her, took her hand, and squeezed it. “Syd?”

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” the headmistress said. She crossed herself and left the room.

      “There’s been an accident,” Sydney said, gripping my hand.

      “What accident? What happened?”

      “The tour bus Mom and Dad were on was in a crash. The truck driver had a heart attack, lost control of the semi, hit two cars, then plowed into the bus on a stretch of highway in Pennsylvania.”

      “Fuck,” I said. “They’re in a hospital in Pennsylvania? You drove here, right? We’ve gotta go. Now.” I was already halfway out the door.

      “Not the hospital, Aiden. The cops told me that they think it was instantaneous. They didn’t make it. It’s just you and me now.” She broke out sobbing again.

      Ice water stabbed into my heart and squirted through my veins. I pulled her to me and held her tight. I hugged her because she was my sister, because I loved her, and because the Earth no longer felt like safe ground to walk upon. Once again, I would have to tread lightly.

      I went numb.

      Didn’t know what to feel.

      Couldn’t feel.

      I didn’t see this coming.

      I wasn’t prepared.

      A turn of the wheel.

      The luck of the draw.

      Family was given.

      Family was taken away.

      Bless me Father, for I have sinned.
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* * *

      “Do you, Violet? Do you truly love Aiden?” Florentina’s question hung in the air like a leg of lamb hanging from hook in the front window of a butcher shop.

      Did I really love Aiden Black, my fake ‘fiancé’?

      He stared at me, the intensity of his gaze penetrating my brain, and alerting me to the possibilities of us being together. Kissing. Touching. Taking each other’s clothes off. Naked together. I broke out in goosebumps. His dimples were impossibly cute and I could swear he ran his tongue over his lower lip. Most likely nerves. I had to look away before I revealed what I was fantasizing about, and like an idiot, I focused my attention on my feet. “Of course, I love him, Florentina. Why else would I agree to marry him?”

      “Wait, wait,” Mom said. “I need to know the important part.”

      “That is the important part. What could be more important than announcing my engagement to the man I love?”

      “Is Aiden Catholic?”

      “Of course not. You know I would never marry a Catholic.”

      “That’s silly, Violet,” Uncle Vincent said. “You’re Catholic.”

      What kind of family hurtles through the air in a private luxury jet on Christmas Eve having a discussion this ridiculous? Did Santa have to put up with this shit with his helpers? Was he tempted to toss his minions from the sleigh or had he gone so far as to put them on his personal ‘No Fly’ list? Did he say, ‘Fuck you, helper elves. Get your own reindeer-driven sleigh that travels magically through the air because I am done hauling your negative nosy asses around for free?’

      “Thank you,” I said and accepted a sparkling water from the flight attendant. “It’s absolutely fine if women are Catholic. For the most part women are able to separate devotional beliefs and practices from dogma that could box in their personal lives. But that dynamic doesn’t work all that well if they marry Catholic men. Catholic men are a different breed. Somewhat repressed.”

      “That’s not fair,” Mom said. “Uncle Vincent’s Catholic.”

      “Exactly. Repressed. Controlling. He makes everyone in the family do everything that he wants. People bow and scrape and suck up to him because he has power and money. I despise what he represents. Excuse me,” I said to the flight attendant, “might I have a glass of cabernet?”

      “Yes, Miss Accardi,” he said.

      “Ms. Accardi.” I frowned.

      “There’s nothing wrong with power or money,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “I believe people should govern with an open hand, not a closed fist,” I said.

      “I hear you, sister,” Florentina said. “My hand is wide open, just waiting and willing for a glass of wine to fill it. It’s five o’clock somewhere. Excuse me, Mr. Flight Attendant?” She waved a hand in the air.

      “Yes, Ma’am. Can I get you something?”

      “That’s Ms.,” Florentina said. “A nice glass of Vino Rosso, my friend. Don’t skimp on the pouring.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “You’ve got a point, Violet, on the open hand,” Uncle Vincent said. “Join my organization. Give up that little venture of yours. I have the perfect position for you in the family business. Head of marketing.”

      “Thank you, no. I already have a job. CEO of Accardiwear. My company’s building every year it’s on the market.”

      “An adorable hobby for a young woman from a privileged background,” he said. “You should be very proud. Having said that, I still encourage you to change your mind about my job offer.”

      “Patronizing much, Uncle Vincent?”

      “The patriarchy has existed forever for a reason. Come back to the family business. Shake things up a bit.”

      “Fuck the patriarchy.” I downed my glass of wine.

      “Right,” he said. “Are you interested, Aiden? I took the liberty of checking out White Glove Agency’s financial stats. You’ve done quite well growing this company in the last five years.”

      “Thank you, sir. But I’m good.”

      “Where are my manners?” Mom said. “Welcome to the family, Aiden. Please call me Jeanie.”

      “Thank you for your kindness, Jeanie.”

      “I know Violet has most likely painted a dreary picture of the Accardi family. Undoubtedly she told you that we are bigoted and provincial. But as long as my daughter is marrying someone who loves her for exactly who she is, I for one am ecstatic. I hope you don’t mind if I ask you something personal.” Mom squeezed her hands together as her knuckles blanched white.

      “Of course not.”

      “What religion are you?” She crossed herself.

      He sighed, turned toward me and smiled ruefully. “I’m Catholic.”

      “Fuck me,” I said.

      “Don’t swear,” Mom said then clapped her hands in delight.

      “I’ll stop swearing when someone tells me where we’re going.” I stomped my foot on the thinly carpeted airplane floor, and cringed when the harshness from the underlying cold metal reverberated up my leg.

      “Traveling to the motherland for Catholics,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “Heaven?” Florentina looked toward the ceiling and crossed herself.

      He threw his head back and laughed like the devil. “Close, Florentina. We’re flying to Italy. Sicily to be precise.”
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* * *

      How do you kill ten hours with the hottest guy in the world whose bones you are dying to jump but you can’t because you’re in close confines with your family on a small jet? This was definitely not heaven. Rather, I suspected I’d landed in Christmas from hell.

      My mom stared at us and smiled knowingly. Rosalia shot vindictive looks in my direction as she paged through a copy of Italia Weddings. Auntie Florentina drank wine, ate appetizers and played games on her tablet. Uncle Vincent was absorbed in his laptop. Salvatore the Meatloaf slept the entire time, his chin resting on his thick chest, snores rumbling from his open mouth.

      Being that Aiden was poof, like magic, my pretend fiancé, I figured some closeness and occasional displays of PDA were expected. But I’d never been ‘engaged’ before, so what did I know about this kind of stuff?

      “How do you want to play this?” I leaned in and asked him. “A little smoochie? Or reserved and old fashioned? You know—here’s the bad example—we share the occasional longing look.”

      “How do you want to play it?”

      I turned to the back of the plane and thought of the Mile High Club. I was not yet a member of this exclusive alliance. I’d wait until all the ‘adults’ in my family were snoozing, quietly make my way to the back of the plane and enter the cubicle. A minute later Aiden would squeeze inside and lock the door. He’d kiss me. His lips would be delicious and soft, unlike the hardness of his arms that I brushed my hands over. I’d unbutton his shirt, run my hands over his muscular chest, grab his tight ass with one hand and pull him against me.

      He’d slip one hand under my top, trace his fingers across my stomach’s bare skin, and unhook my front clasp bra with a flick of his fingers. He’d move up my breast with one hand, kneading it, rubbing his thumb across my nipple, and it would harden under his attention. I’d moan. He’d lean down and kiss me ravenously, his mouth claiming mine, the stubble from his skin scraping across my face. I’d sigh and lose my breath.

      I’d unzip his pants and watch his cock spring free and bump against me. It would be big and thick and just as beautiful as him. There would be no way in the tight confines of the bathroom that I could pleasure him with my mouth, but there would be plenty of other fun things I could do with his beautiful dick. And then, just when things were getting good, no doubt there’d be a knock on the door.

      “Violet?” my mother would ask. “What are you doing in there? Do you need help? Is something wrong?”

      “I’m fine. Just fine,” I’d say, and plant my hands on Aiden’s sweaty shoulders and stare up at him. I’d reluctantly shrug my bra back on and he grudgingly clip the front hook. “I’m sorry,” I’d whisper, and run a hand over his cock.

      “You’re not the only who’s sorry,” he’d say.

      “Violet?” Florentina would ask as she pounded on the door. “Just say ‘No’ to the marriage trap. You’ll regret for the rest of your life!”

      “Oh God,” I’d say and bite my fist. “Welcome to your typical fucking Accardi holiday nightmare.”

      “No bloodshed yet,” he’d say and zip that beautiful prick back in his pants.

      “Another time?” I’d ask and check the mirror for unseemly makeup smudges or hickeys.

      “Definitely, love,” he’d say, and wrap his arm across my chest and kiss my hair with his warm lips.

      And sadly, my fantasy ended as quickly as it started.

      “A little smooch is good,” I said, in real life, in real time to  Aiden who—sadly—was fully dressed and sat in the airplane seat next to me. “People expect that display of affection from engaged couples. Maybe a light brush of your hand across my cheek. Something sweet with a hint of sexy.”

      “Like this?” He leaned in so close I could smell the soap on his skin—something subtle, earthy with a hint of bergamot. Hot. He smoothed a wisp of hair off my forehead and kissed me lightly on the lips. Hotter.

      Tingles erupted down my spine making their way uninvited to my sex and I shivered. “Yes. Exactly like that. In fact, I think you should do that again. Just so we can be sure that move works.”

      “I agree.”  He kissed me again, and brushed back another errant strand of hair, tucking it behind my ear. “Wouldn’t want this to fall into your pretty eye, Violet.”

      I closed my eyes and stifled a sigh. “Thank you.”

      “Not to be a dick, but this is a total turn on,” he whispered. “How often can we do this fake fiancé affection stuff and get away with it?”

      “How often do you want to do this stuff?”

      “Too much.” He stared into my eyes and I caught my breath.

      “You’re tempting me, Aiden Black.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      “You two are impossibly cute,” Mom said. She fumbled in her purse and pulled out her camera. “I’m just dying to snap a photo of you and post it...”

      “No!” I yelled.

      Spell broken.

      “Spoil sports.” Mom reluctantly put her phone away.

      “What shall we do with the elephant in the room?” Aiden whispered.

      “I’m so sorry about my family.”

      “Not your family,” he said. “I’m impossibly attracted to you. But technically, because you are a White Glove client, Ms. Accardi, I’m not allowed to act on my attraction.”

      “Really?” I stared into his beautiful eyes.

      “Really.”

      “Those seem like stupid rules. Who made those rules?”

      “Me.”

      “Okay. Maybe the rules aren’t stupid. Maybe they are smart. Are there exceptions to the rules?”

      “I’m not supposed to make exceptions. Someone has to run a tight ship at White Glove.”

      “How tight?” I wet my lips.

      “You’re killing me, Violet.” He dropped his forehead into his hand.

      “That’s not what I meant!” I felt myself flush a thousand shades of crimson even though that was exactly what I’d meant. “Let’s do a lightening round of ridiculous and embarrassing personal facts. Take our mind off…stuff.”

      “Ridiculous and embarrassing?” he asked.

      “Go big or go home. When I spotted you at the White Glove Christmas party at Positano Trattoria, I asked my matchmaker about you.”

      “How is that ridiculous or embarrassing?”

      “I revealed that I was checking you out. Exposing my vulnerability.”

      “Got it. Hot. When I saw you at the White Glove Christmas party in that black dress I wanted to rescue you from that thug.”

      “You’re a gentleman. I like that. When I was fifteen I talked my parents into letting me enter Ms. Teenage Illinois Contest.”

      “I can see it.”

      “I had a unibrow and no talent.”

      He squinted. “I can still see it.”

      “The unibrow?”

      “No, the genuine reasons why you entered the contest.”

      “I made it past the first round but was kicked out after the talent competition. Apparently my rendition of “Hopelessly Devoted to You” was sub-par.”

      “Those judges were probably jealous.”

      “They were discerning.”

      “When I was seventeen, I made the mistake of confessing to my parish priest that I was having a sexual relationship with my first girlfriend.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Lucky girl.”

      “Asshole priest. He used the information to his advantage.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Nothing. I shouldn’t have shared that with him. It came back to haunt me. Haunt a lot of people.”

      “You can share anything with me,” I said.

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “We should probably do one of those fake fiancé affectionate things. Keep them believing.”

      “What do you have in mind?” I quirked an eyebrow.

      “Hold hands.” He held his out to me.

      I took it, intertwining my fingers between his.

      “You can lean your head on my shoulder if you like.”

      “You’re a sweetie, Cuoco.” I rested my head on his shoulder. My cold heart was cracking open and I wondered what the fuck I’d gotten myself into.
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* * *

      Ten hours after we took off from Midway Airport we landed in Trapani, a mid-sized coastal town on the Mediterranean coast of Sicily. I woke up, face planted into Aiden’s shoulder, my lips swimming in a puddle of drool congealed on the arm of his triple blend thermal shirt.

      “Morning, beauty,” he said, and fired off a text with his free hand.

      I blinked in horror, extricated myself from his solid, muscular shoulder, brushed away spit tentacles, and wiped them self-consciously on my skirt. “I’m sorry. I owe you a new shirt. At this point I probably owe you an entire holiday.”

      He smiled, twinkle wrinkles creasing around the corners of his gorgeous eyes. He slipped the phone back in his pocket. “Valentine’s Day in Paris.”

      “Sorry to say, my budget is more President’s Day at Red Lobster.”

      “We’ll compromise.”

      “I owe you big time, Cuoco. And I always pay my debts. Why are you even here? You’re far too nice to be hanging out with the Accardi family.” I reached for my purse and pulled out a compact. I snapped it open and frowned at my makeup-smeared reflection. “By the way, thanks for not telling me that I look like shit.”

      “That’s because you don’t look like shit. Besides, we do crazy things for family.”

      “I hear you loud and clear on doing nutty things for our family. I look like Big Bird.”

      “I like big birds,” Florentina said, dragging her purple suitcase past us down the aisle.  “My Scandinavian lover, the famous artist, Peter Swenson said I looked like an erotic version of stork when he painted me in the nude in 1965. I do believe that piece hangs in the Tate Modern in London.”

      “That’s nice, Florentina,” I said.

      “Very retro, Florentina,” Uncle Vincent said, stood up from his seat, and stretched, his arms creaking overhead.

      “Violet, why don’t you borrow my brush,” Mom said, making a face, and pointing to my head with one hand while rifling through her purse with her other.

      “Jeanie, our ride’s waiting.” Vincent said. “She can beautify on the way.”

      “I’m saying hi to grandpapa and then I’m booking a flight home.” I stood, stretched my hips side to side, and glanced at Aiden. “And I’m taking him with me.”

      “Sono a casa. Grazie dio!” Rosalia pushed past Florentina, and exited the plane, the first passenger out the door.

      “Now that the reluctant tourist is home,” I tilted my head in her direction, “I don’t have to look out for her anymore. Right?”

      “Yes, Scrooge,” Mom said. “Where’s your Christmas, spirit?”

      “Back in Chicago with my business.”

      Florentina paused at the front of the plane, sunlight framing her high cheekbones, lighting her pretty blue eyes, and wild silver hair cascading down her back. She looked like a goddess.

      “Rosalia is kneeling on the tarmac and kissing the ground,” Florentina said. “Is this a Sicilian holiday custom? I don’t think I can kneel. I had to give up giving blowjobs on my knees after the left one was replaced. Once I’m that far down it’s almost impossible to get back up.”

      Mom slapped her hands over her ears.

      I glanced at Aiden. “You didn’t hear that.”

      “Hear what?” He whistled under his breath.

      “Not a Sicilian custom, Florentina,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “Do not kneel,” Mom said. “Salvatore, help Florentina with her bag, please.”

      “Hang on, Florentina,” He walked down the aisle toward her.

      “I am so sorry about my family,” I whispered to Aiden. “They’re too much—okay, let’s just call it—they’re batshit crazy.”

      “It’s fine, really.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s going to get worse.”

      “Bloodshed worse?” Aiden asked, his eyes narrowing with worry.

      “Probably. There will be horribly embarrassing moments. Inappropriate comments. Uncomfortable situations. And when you’re around the Accardis—always bloodshed. Name your nightmare you’ll find it in an Accardi family holiday.”

      “Other than the bloodshed I’m up for it.” He stood and held his hand out to me.

      I took it. His hand was large, warm, and for some reason, it made me feel safe.

      He interlaced his fingers between mine and helped me stand up. I could smell the dark undertones of his cologne, and was aware of his hard, defined forearm muscle that flexed and corded under his warm shirt that I’d just slept on.

      Yum.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Oh, yes, I was ready for a lot of things…

      “Indeedy.”

      I walked behind him and stared at the way his shirt hugged the planes of his wide, muscular back. I imagined tugging that warm shirt off. I’d run my hands down his neck, shoulders, chest, moving slower, more appreciatively the lower I got. I’d take my time and brush my fingers down his ripped abdominal muscles, appreciating Every. Single. One. Oh, yes, unlike Florentina, I loved to work out, had healthy joints, and could drop to my knees at a moment’s notice.

      I was half tempted to do just that right now.

      If we were alone, I’d push that shirt up and kiss his ripped, bare stomach, asking him if he liked this in between licking and nibbling each abdominal muscle on my journey south to his big, thick cock. How much fun would it be to unbutton the top of his jeans, and lower the zipper—slowly. Inch. By. Inch. Feel his dick grow hard, warm, pulsing under the pressure of my fingers as it strained against the tough fabric.

      I’d tug those pants down, maneuvering them over his hips, bite my lip in anticipation until his dick sprang free, already big and hard and up for whatever was going to happen next. I’d hold it in my hands before I took it in my mouth, circled my tongue around it, licked it from head to base and then back again, his heat, his hardness spurring me on. Feeling him respond to my mouth, my breath, would make me even hotter for this man. Wetter for this man. Ready for this man. And suddenly I wondered—

      When was the last time I’d had sex with someone I was seriously attracted to?

      I counted silently in my head. Twelve months…eighteen months? Twenty-four—no, that could not be. I hadn’t had hot sex with someone I was crazy about for two years? That was sad. A personal tragedy. Okay, better question. When was the last time I’d actually had any kind of sex?

      A year ago?

      Um… yes.

      I’d been laid by what’s-his-name, the cute blonde I’d met at the Memorial Day picnic. He was thirty. I was in my early twenties. I was in the prime of my life and I hadn’t had sex in a year? My story was growing even sadder by the second.

      “Earth to Violet?” Aiden asked.

      I blinked, shaking off my hot Aiden fantasy. “I’m here.” I bumped my shoulder against his as we stood at the top of the jet’s staircase. The Mediterranean air was crisp, and my nostrils crinkled from the hint of salt. The temperature was in the forties, practically a heat wave compared to Chicago.

      Jets were parked, only a few with a smattering of activity around them: luggage carts, guys wearing earphones directing them to taxi forward. “I’ve got an idea, Cuoco.”

      “I like your ideas,” he said, holding tight to my hand as we descended the stairs.

      “See the direction my family is headed?”

      He squinted. “Yes. Toward the terminal. What’s your idea?”

      “I’m healthy. You’re healthy.”

      “Agree.”

      “Would it be so terrible if, when we got to the bottom of this staircase…” I tugged on his hand.

      “What?”

      “We made a run for it in the opposite direction?”

      He squeezed my hand tighter an burst out laughing. Our clenched hands brushed against his muscular thigh and an unexpected shiver raced up my arm.

      “Ha!” he said. “That won’t work. We have to go through customs first.”

      “I have nothing to declare. How about you?” I smiled up at him as our feet hit the pavement.

      “Ditto. But the airport guards are carrying Uzis. They might see things differently.”

      “Chances are they have nothing to declare either.” Aiden Black was like a drug. Inspiring colorful delusions, magical feelings. I needed to ground myself, stick both feet firmly in reality, which reminded me I needed to check what was happening with my business back in Chicago. I reached for my phone to text my assistant.

      The winds blew around us. I was halfway through a message when I glanced up at the winds ruffling Aiden’s thick hair and stopped in my tracks. Good God, this man was startlingly handsome. His clothes were casual, yet they fit him like they’d been crafted for his body. I doubted he was wearing custom made clothes. He didn’t seem the type. I didn’t recognize the signature touch of any of my designer pals or icons.

      I wanted to touch his arm, run my hand down the fabric, feel the muscles cord under my hands. I wanted to touch his ass, pull him toward me, grind up against his cock, hopefully at the same time that he kissed me. It was obvious he worked out. He was muscular but still lean. He took care of his body but wasn’t a steroid gym rat. And he was smart as shit. What in the hell was he doing here with me? In a foreign land? Under false pretenses? With my crazy family?

      A delicious feeling tingled down my spine, making its way to my sex. In spite of all the holiday stress, my nutso family, and the fact that I was exhausted, Aiden Black was making me dripping wet. If I was a betting woman—which I was on occasion—we’d be getting into trouble sometime soon.

      I wanted to test these waters. I wanted to play dirty with Aiden Black and I went for it. “Come on, Cuoco. You’re already throwing caution to the wind. Seriously, you wouldn’t go to mass with me but now we’re halfway across the world? I don’t even know why you’re here. It makes no sense. But all this holiday lunacy just makes me want to do something even wilder.”

      “Miss Accardi,” he said, raising one dark eyebrow. “Are you challenging me to a dare?”

      “Perhaps. Look over there. To our right. The Air Italia jet. If we hit the ground hard we might be able to reach it in time.”

      “What do we do then?”

      “I’ll give you a leg up and you knock on the cockpit window. Flirt shamelessly with the co-pilot. Convince him into sneaking us on board.”

      He grinned, sexy twinkle wrinkles crinkling next to his eyes. “If only it were that simple.” He raised my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it. “You crack me up, Violet Accardi.”

      Goosebumps sprouted on the back of my arms. Maybe this holiday with my family wouldn’t be as bad as I had imagined. Maybe all I wanted for Christmas was standing right next to me, holding my hand. Maybe all I wanted for Christmas was Aiden Black.
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        “Bless me Father for I have sinned. It has been one week since my last confession. My sins are anger, inability to cope with conflict, fear…”
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* * *

      She slept snuggled against my arm. She was pretty and kind and feisty. If my life hadn’t changed so dramatically she would have been the kind of girl I’d want to settle down with some day; travel the world, eventually have kids.

      But my parents’ accident changed me. My anchor was gone. I felt like I had been of those astronauts floating in space safely tied to the ship with a secure guideline back. Then suddenly my tether snapped and I spiraled into oblivion.

      Sydney moved home from Smith and deferred the rest of the semester to deal with my parents’ estate. I broke it off with Mary Margaret Murphy and quit the basketball team but still managed to show up at classes and make it through the rest of the year. My grades dropped to a B minus average.

      We sold the house. Sydney bought a two-bedroom condo in a cheaper working class neighborhood and banked the rest of the money. I took the T train from Blessed Name to our modest brownstone walk up. I argued that I was old enough to live on my own, but my sister transferred to a local public university.

      “I thought you loved Smith,” I said one morning over coffee.

      “I do. I mean, I did. But then shit happens and you realize that life changes and you shut down or you change along with it.”

      “What are we going to do?” I asked. “I don’t know what to do without them. I don’t know how to function. I don’t know how to get everything done without Mom giving me that look. You know the one I’m talking about.”

      She smiled.  “I do. We get it done bit by bit. At least that’s how I’m doing it.”

      “But the pieces feel broken. I don’t know how to put them back together.”

      “Think of what makes you feel whole, Aiden. Think of what brings you purpose.”

      I grabbed my coat off the pegged rack on the wall and shrugged it on. “I’m out of here.”

      “It’s Saturday. Does Mary Margaret want you back?”

      “I had something else in mind,” I said and walked out the door.
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* * *

      I stood outside Blessed Name Church in the chilly winter air and watched the clouds skate across Boston’s skies. I clapped my hands and watched the steam puffs that floated from my mouth. This church was home to my parents. Maybe if my family had been taken from me—maybe—I could find peace here. Perhaps I could find my life’s purpose.

      I entered the church. No services were going on in the middle of the afternoon but sporadic organ music played. I peered up at the middle-aged female organist high in the balcony practicing her music.

      I made my way through the side aisle and glanced at the confessional but kept moving.  I went out the sacristy’s side door into the vestibules. Making my way down the hallways I followed the signs and climbed a flight of stairs to a small plain, door with a plaque that read, “Father Ed McKenna.” I knocked.

      “Friend or foe?”

      “Friend.”

      “Enter.”

      I cracked the door open. “Thanks for seeing me on short notice, Father McKenna.”

      “Absolutely, Aiden. What can I do for you?”

      I took a seat next to his desk “I’ve been thinking. I need your advice.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Life has turned for me. Offered me something I wasn’t planning on. I can’t help but wonder if I am drawn to a life of service. A life where I could help people.”

      He paused. “You’d like to become a teacher? Or perhaps a social worker?”

      “I was thinking about becoming a priest, sir.”
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* * *

      Two thugs were waiting for us in a big silver van once we cleared customs. They piled our suitcases in the back and took the highway into town. I checked my phone. I still hadn’t heard from Sydney in spite of sending her the text when we landed. We dropped off the overtly jealous, sexpot cousin at her parent’s house in Trapani, said “Hi” to everyone, then got back in the car. We left the main roads and veered onto a narrow two lane highway that headed up a mountain.

      “This isn’t the way to Papa di Giuseppe’s house,” Violet frowned. “He lives in town.”

      “He moved. He bought a place a few towns over,” Jeanie said. “I haven’t seen it yet.”

      “Is it related to the family business?” Violet asked.

      “No. He’s seventy-eight and he’s done with all of that,” Vincent said. “He purchased something on his bucket list.”

      “What’s that,” Florentina asked. “Tearing the wings off butterflies and selling them on the Internet?”

      “Florentina!” Jeanie said. “You’re here in Sicily as Papa’s guest. Why did you agree to come on this trip if you hate him so much?”

      “Because St. Jude the Apostle came to me in a dream.”

      “The saint of lost causes did not come to you in a dream,” Vincent said.

      “Oh yes, he did. He hovered over my bed so closely I could see the signature flames around his head. He said, ‘Florentina. You must go to the island of Sicilia and stop that man from messing things up.’ You don’t argue with a dead saint. So, I’m here.”

      “Who are you supposed to stop from messing up?” Jeanie asked.

      “I don’t have a clue. I can’t know everything going into this, for God’s sakes. I asked St. Jude a similar question. ‘But how will I know the right time to intervene?’ ‘You’ll know, Florentina,’ he said.”

      The van’s wheels ground around steep switchbacks as we wound up this byzantine path up a craggy mountain. Thick fog enveloped the vehicle. We finally broke above the clouds and were rewarded with a spectacular view: a sweeping vista over the Mediterranean Sea, the city of Trapani far below us.

      The driver turned off the highway at a sign that said “Erice” and entered the outskirts of a quaint, medieval town. We squeezed through a stone archway that served as an entrance to the city. The van slowed, its wheels clip-clopping as it maneuvered increasingly narrow cobblestone streets until it opened up on the town square. A small cathedral was perched imperiously in its center. Vans and cars lined the perimeters as people unpacked tables and erected booths, snapping framework in place, adding multi colored tarps.

      “A fair?” Jeanie asked.

      “Papa mentioned a food festival was happening this week,” Vincent said.

      “This place is pretty,” Violet said. “I’d love to explore but I am beyond jet-lagged. I need a good nap and decent Wi-Fi.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said and checked my phone. Still no return text from my sister. I glared at Vincent trying to size him up, but he studiously ignored my gaze. Was the goon hanging out with Sydney and Nora in the Instagram post really a bloodthirsty killer? Or was he just lying to get me over here?

      We drove up a narrow street and parked in front of a petite stone castle with a café with small round tables and chairs out the front. Painted in gold lettering on the windows was “Papa Giuseppe’s Pasticcerie.”

      “This is it.” Vincent exited the vehicle.

      “I’m so excited!” Jeanie slung her purse over her shoulder and made her way toward the chateau.

      “I’d lower your expectations. I don’t know for certain if Papa really can bake,” Vincent said. “It might be just a pipe dream. It’s a good thing he keeps a few rooms for rent upstairs. Something to keep him busy.”

      “Probably filled with money launderers, and thieves,” Florentina said.

      “Florentina!” Jeanie said. “I don’t care if he can cook. I just want to see my father-in-law. It’s been too long.”

      The goons, supervised by head meathead Salvatore, unpacked the luggage and piled the bags high on the cobblestone street. Vincent rapped on the poppy red door but no one answered.

      “He knows we’re coming, right?” Jeanie asked.

      “Yes,” Vincent said, and smacked the lion-shaped knocker harder. “Flying you here for Christmas holidays was his idea.”

      “I’ll go around back,” Florentina said.

      “You can’t,” Jeanie said. “He has armed guards.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Salvatore said. “I will beat them if they touch her.”

      “They have guns, Salvatore,” Vincent said. “Guns generally win over fists.”

      “What are they going to do?” Florentina asked. “Shoot an old lady? That’s bad karma.”

      The front door burst open and a short, muscular man with a shock of white hair poked his head out. “Benvenutto! Just in time to eat.”

      “Papa Giuseppe!” Jeanie’s face lit up. “Buon Natale.”

      He enveloped her in a bear hug and kissed her sweetly on both cheeks. Two bodyguards appeared in the vestibule behind him.

      “I’m so happy that you’re all here. Even you, Florentina,” Giuseppe said, and gave her an appreciative look. “It’s been a long time.”

      “I was offered a free trip,” she sniffed. “Don’t read into this.”

      “I read everything into it.”

      “Fool!” Florentina pushed past him and the thugs into his house. “I need coffee.”

      Giuseppe kissed Violet on each cheek. “My bellissima granddaughter. I’m excited for you to meet your new fiancé.”

      “I’m excited for you to meet him as well.” She smiled at me and beckoned.

      I moved the few feet toward them when a twenty-something, dark, muscular, handsome man walked up behind him. The guy looked awfully familiar and acid suddenly churned in my stomach.

      Violet tugged on my arm.  “Papa, I’d like you to meet—”

      “Violet,” Giuseppe said, “I am pleased to introduce you to—”

      “Aiden Black.” I held out my hand to the older man, trying to place how I knew the swarthy guy.

      “Flavio Santini,” Giuseppe said. “Your future husband.”

      I swiveled and faced Vincent. “Is this the same Flavio you told me about? My sister’s tour guide?”

      He laughed. “Yes.”

      Flavio dropped to one knee and took Violet’s hand in his. “Marry me, Violet Accardi. Make me the happiest man in the world.”

      “I’m sorry?” she asked. “Have we met?”

      You mean the happiest hitman in the world. He was a six foot two inch hunk of tanned muscle with chiseled cheek bones and flowing black hair. He could have modeled for those men’s fitness magazines. He was probably as dumb as an ox. I hated him on sight. There was no way I was letting this guy anywhere near Violet. “She’s taken, buddy.”

      “Or course we have not met, Violet. I am the man who has been dreaming about this moment. I am the man promised to you.” Flavio kissed her hand.

      “Sadly, some promises are meant to be broken,” I said. “She’s already engaged. To me.”

      Violet pulled her hand back, and looked up at me, confused. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, darling,” I said. “Ignore this, this…. person.”

      “Looks like one hundred percent man to me,” Jeanie said and fanned her face.

      “He is the man I was telling you about,” Uncle Vincent said.

      A woman walked out of the shadows. “Aiden?”

      “Sydney?” My sister was here in this castle of thugs, hitmen, and pastry chefs? Oh great. “What are you doing here?”

      She ran into my arms and hugged me. “You came to Sicily after all. I’m stoked!”

      “Aiden, don’t you love celebrating the holidays with family?” Vincent asked. “I thought it was the least I could do.”

      “We need to talk,” I whispered into Sydney’s ear. “But first, an introduction. Just go along with me. Ask questions later.”

      “Okay?”

      “Violet, I’d like for you to meet my sister, Sydney.”

      “Great to meet you,” Violet said as they shook hands.

      “Violet and I just got engaged,” I said.

      “Get out!” Sydney said and did a double take. “Congratulations!”

      “But this is not possible,” Flavio said.

      “Syd! The butter cookies are amaze-balls! Here.” Nora, her cute wife popped her red head out from a doorway and startled when she saw me. “Aiden! Dude, you’re here. Oh my God. The vote is in. Flavio Santini is the best tour guide ever!”
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* * *

      I gave Sydney the Cliff Notes version of this story. That I was trying to help out a friend but things had grown complicated. I didn’t bother telling her their tour guide might be a mafia hitman. As always, she was cool with it.

      Now Flavio and I carried the luggage up the marble stairs to the second floor. He deposited Jeanie’s bags in front of one door.

      “Thank you, young man,” Jeanie said. “If it doesn’t work out for you with Violet, I know other ladies who would love to make your acquaintance. I have one in mind.”

      He bowed his head. “Grazie mille. I love older women.”

      “Not me,” she said. “That would be just plain weird. But thank you. I think.”

      I continued down the hallway. Florentina keyed herself into her room. “Do you want some help?” I asked her.

      “Yes.”

      I pulled her rickety bag into the room. It was an explosion of purple. Purple pillowcases. Purple walls, Purple bed coverings. “Where do you want me to put—”

      “On top of that bureau.” She pressed one finger to her lips and beckoned to me with the other. “I hope the old fool didn’t decorate this room because of me.”

      I placed the suitcase on the chest “What do you mean?”

      “He knows my favorite color.” She gestured to her peacock purple suitcase. “No doubt he’s playing head games with me. Trying to shake my game.”

      “What’s the game?”

      She gripped my shoulders and whispered, “I don’t know yet. What I do know is there’s something off with this Flavio guy. Vincent’s an asshole. And I don’t trust Giuseppe.”

      “Okay. Why are we whispering?”

      “Giuseppe always believed information was power. Fifty years ago he used to bug the rooms. I doubt that’s changed.”

      “Good to know.” I swept my gaze across the room looking for places recording devices could be hiding. Then I realized I was buying the ramblings of a crazy lady.

      “I get a good feeling about you, Aiden. The shit’s going to hit the fan. I don’t know what the shit is—but trust me it’ll be flying like blood in a splatter movie. Protect my third cousin.”

      Protect Violet.

      Protect Sydney and her wife.

      Protect myself.

      Could I hire a plane and get us all the fuck out of Dodge? Where was the saint of lost causes when you really needed him?

      “Got it.” I turned and walked toward the door.

      “And Aiden?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll let you know if I get any more tips from St. Jude.”
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* * *

      Flavio and I carried Violet’s two suitcases up a thin flight of stairs to the single door leading to the room in what was probably the renovated attic.

      “Thanks guys.” Violet opened the door.

      The model wannabe pushed in front of me to enter the chamber first. “Where do you want the suitcase, my beautiful fiancé?”

      “Not your fiancé,” I said.

      “In the closet,” Violet said. “Thank you. Sadly, Flavio, we are not engaged.”

      Flavio moved to the far side of the room and I placed her other bag on the floor close to the window. “Florentina thinks something’s up,” I whispered.

      “I told you about Accardi holidays,” she said. “Bloodshed, fighting, Machiavellian dealings.”

      “I thought you were exaggerating.”

      “If anything, I underplayed it.” She plugged her phone charger into a wall socket.

      “Marry me, Violet and our families will reach a truce that has been needed for generations,” Flavio said.

      “She’s already engaged. To me.”

      “She was promised to me before you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because our grandfathers made a blood pact fifty years ago.”

      Violet yawned. “If I’d heard about one blood pact, I’ve heard about them all. Why don’t you guys take this up some other time? I need to get some shut eye.” She pointed to the door and sat down on the bed. “Bye!”

      “But—” he said.

      She shook her head.

      “But—” I said.

      She shook her head. “You too.”

      We shuffled out of the room.
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* * *

      The hitman – who could be the cover boy for a romance novel – and I walked down the stairs to the second floor. I looked at the number on my key. Seven. Lucky number. “What was the blood pact?” I asked.

      “Family firstborns could marry whomever they wanted,” Flavio said. “But second-borns were promised to a rival family to heal old wounds. Mend fences.”

      “Wouldn’t that plan apply to Violet’s father?”

      “Sì. Something screwed up the plan and he didn’t marry into my family.”

      I spotted the number seven in gold lettering on the door. “Great talking with you, buddy. This one’s mine.”

      “Me too,” he said looking up from his key at the door.

      No.

      “Let me see that.”

      He showed it to me. Indeed, number seven was inked on his key. “Super.” I swiped the key fob. I walked inside and Flavio followed on my heels. “Pick your bed.”

      “This one.” He sat on the one closest to the door and laid back. “I can be closer to my beautiful Violet.”

      “Whatever.” I dropped my bag in the corner and sat down on the twin mattress next to the window. We were directly underneath Violet’s room. I got up and stared out at the medieval town beneath us. More booths had been erected along the piazza’s perimeters. The square outside the church was a sea of red, blue, yellow, and orange umbrellas.

      The church at the deep end of the plaza spoke to me. I’d love to see the art, take in a service, but no—that wasn’t possible. I was feeling nostalgic. Why? It had to be Sydney and Nora. In spite of all the drama going on around us, I’d be spending holiday time with family.

      A bird fluttered at the window and I peered out as it flew off. A thick trellis of vines outside the window practically twisted into the castle. The vines grew from the earth below, wound up past my window and Violet’s window to the roof.

      Hmm.

      Would it hold my weight if for some reason I felt like climbing out the window and climbing up nature’s ladder to her window?

      “What are you looking at?” Flavio asked.

      “Nothing.” I kicked off my shoes and laid down on the bed, fully clothed, too tired to undress. “Hey roomie.”

      “What?”

      “You’re already on Sicilian time. Why are you napping?”

      “Signore Vincent Accardi hired me. I’ve been at your sister’s beck and call for a few days now. Do you know how much sightseeing we have done? My Fitbit registers 25,000 steps every day. My calves are killing me. My feet are cramping. I fear I am getting an unsightly, how do you call it? A lump on the side of my big toe.”

      “Bunion.”

      “Ick. But they insist on seeing every ruin. Every precioso shop. Every grotto. All the museums.”

      “That sounds like Sydney.”

      “She’s the best,” he said. “Don’t take this the wrong way but she and her wife are exhausting.”

      “I know. Are you really a hitman?”

      “What do you think?”

      I looked at him. Muscles. Fake tan. Coiffed hair. Sharp cheekbones. One could throw a ham at his face and end up of with thinly sliced cold cuts.

      “Nah,” I said. “I think you’re a model. Or a model who wants to be a photographer.”

      “Men can multi-task too,” he said. “Are you really engaged to Violet Accardi?”

      “She’s hot isn’t she?” I stretched on the lumpy mattress and pulled a blanket over my legs.

      He pressed his fingers to his lips, kissed them, and then held them out to the air. “I saw photos but I never dreamed she would be this beautiful. Thank Jesus I am promised to her.”

      That ridiculous twist of jealousy stabbed my gut. “One small problem, buddy. She’s mine.”

      “Sad,” he said. “I didn’t really want to have to harm you or your sister.”

      “Touch my sister and you’ll know the meaning of pain.”

      “Sleep with Violet, my future wife and mother of my children, and I’ll destroy you,” he said.

      “Good to know, Fabio.”

      “Flavio.”

      “I’m taking a nap, first. You don’t kill men in their sleep do you?”

      “You’d be the first.”

      For some reason I believed him.
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* * *

      I woke with a start and stared at the clock on the wall. It was already late afternoon? Where? Oh yeah— Sicily with my family and my fake fiancé. I’d slept for over three hours. I grabbed my phone and checked texts. Nothing. How could the world just stop for a holiday? What were people thinking? Business couldn’t just stop for a few days. Could it?

      There was no way in God’s creation I’d make it back to Chicago in less than 48 hours but work had to go on. I couldn’t figure out the time difference but texted Nolan anyway.

      
        
        Violet: Hey. You up?

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: For what?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: I mean are you awake?

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: No. I’m sleep texting. Yes. I’m at Grandma’s house and she’s one of those annoying early risers.

      

      

      
        
        Violet: I’ll one up your annoying grandmother. I’m stuck in Sicily with my family.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Sicily, Wisconsin? Is that in Door County too?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: No. Sicily, Italy.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Get out. Is it your family’s “Godfather” reunion? Did you find a horse head in your bed yet?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Bite me. I’m going to be gone longer than 48 hours. You have to man the ship.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Ahoy, Captain! Don’t I always?

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Yes. Did you spend some of your Christmas bonus and get your boyfriend something nice?

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: I can guarantee that was not coal in his new stocking.

      

      

      I smiled.

      
        
        Nolan: Bring me back something super cool from Italy. Not cheese like you always bring me.

      

      

      
        
        Violet: Pecorino it is.

      

      

      
        
        Nolan: Wicked!

      

      

      I got out of bed and pulled a pair of jeans, a clean shirt, and a fresh sweater from my suitcase.  I showered and dressed, smoothed on minimal makeup and applied a tinted lip balm. I found my way downstairs and followed the happy chatter to the kitchen.

      Papa’s modern, immaculate kitchen featured white-washed glazed walls. Matching white wrought iron crystal chandeliers hung from the beamed ceilings. The cooking galley featured large stainless steel appliances.

      Mom, Florentina and Vincent were seated at a rustic, rectangular, wooden plank table sipping espresso and nibbling pastries.

      “My beautiful granddaughter has seen fit to grace us with her presence,” Papa said as he pulled milk and eggs from the refrigerator.

      “You mean the bride to be,” Mom said.

      Papa opened the oven and placed a baking tray on a cooling rack on the marble counter.  “Flavio will make a wonderful husband.”

      “You mean, Aiden will make a wonderful husband,” Mom said.

      I extended my hand in the ‘Stop’ position. “Coffee will make a wonderful husband.”

      “Ha!” Papa walked to the espresso maker and pulled the handle. “I will make you a cup of the magical elixir.”

      “It smells great in here.” I accepted the cup from him. “What are you baking?”

      “Amaretti, ricciarelli…”

      “Almond cookies,” Mom said.

      “What smells delicious?” Aiden’s sister and her spouse entered the kitchen wearing coats and warm boots.

      “Amaretti. Yum.” Flavio followed on their heels loaded down with shopping bags. “Should I take these to your room?”

      “Later,” Nora said. “We’ve got to sample these cookies.”

      “Violet, can you make plates?” Papa asked.

      “Absolutely. Where are the dishes?”

      “Cabinet on the right.  Get everyone something to drink as well.”

      “Something sweet for me.” Flavio stared at me knowingly and slowly stripped off his jacket.

      “Ooh la, la. Someone’s been working out,” Florentina said. “You’ll have to share your arm routine with me. Those are fabulous guns you’ve got there.”

      “How did you know?” Flavio asked.

      “Not those guns,” Vincent said.

      “Aha. For a minute I thought she might have the sight,” Flavio said.

      I grabbed a spatula and placed the warm cookies on a white ceramic platter.

      “You should see how cute the piazza is,” Nora said.

      “We saw that on the way into town,” I said. “Some kind of baking festival?”

      “Not just some,” Papa said, adding more dollops of dough to baking tins. “The baking festival of the year. The winner gets to ride on a float in the Festival of the Almond Blossoms in Agrigento. This is my year. I feel it. I almost have the recipe down. I’m just looking for that last pinch of magic.”

      I grabbed small plates and napkins from shelves and drawers and poured sparkling water into crystal glasses. “What is that going to be, Papa?” I asked. “More amaretto? Anise? Sugar?”

      “I’ll know it when I feel it. Just like I know how beautiful Florentina looks in the late afternoon sun that streams through the windows.”

      “I do?”

      “You know you do, Bella.”

      “Don’t start with me, Giuseppe.”

      “We started a long time ago, Florentina.”
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* * *

      I slept fitfully. I dreamed of attractive young women wearing old-fashioned ball gowns with low cut bodices and impressive cleavage. They implored me to use my matchmaking abilities to find them a mate.

      “Please help me, fine sir.” A pretty brunette wearing a blue bonnet with satin ribbons tied under her chin batted her eyes at me. “Find me a proper man.”

      “Of course,” I said and bowed. “Matchmaking is my middle name. I am here to make people happy.”

      “Scusami.” A man with long, blond, coiffed hair, wearing skintight black breeches who looked awfully familiar tapped me briskly on the shoulder. “I am the right man for this woman.”

      “Flavio?” I asked.

      “Fabio,” he said.

      “I’ll decide if you’re the right man for this woman. I am the matchmaker after all.” I returned my attention to the young lady. “What exactly are you looking for in your perfect match, Ms.?”

      “A man who can earn fair wages.”

      Fabio held out a fat stash of Euros in one hand.

      “A strong man who can make sweet, sweet love to me,” she said. “Satisfy my womanly desires.”

      Fabio ripped open his white, puffy shirt, exposing his massive manly cleavage. He flexed his bulging arms.

      “Oh.” She fanned herself. “And a man who will be a good father to our children.”

      Fabio rocked a baby in his arms, holding a bottle to the infant’s mouth.

      “What do you think?” I asked the young lady.

      “Can he read?”

      “Totally not fair.” Fabio sighed. “Women want everything these days.”

      More ladies lined up, begging me to broker their happily-ever-afters. They wanted me to find them deserving mates who would be terrific lovers, best friends, and also hold their hands through good times and bad.

      “Yes, of course I will help you,” I said to each lovely lass, but no matter how hard I tried to interview candidates, Fabio always elbowed his way in. I grew increasingly frustrated until the fourth time he made an appearance and I realized I needed to shut him down. “Look, buddy, this just isn’t working for me or my people.”

      “My name is not Buddy. I am Fabio,” he said. He tossed his hair, puffed out his chest, and thrust a defiant chin in the air.

      A fierce, noisy wind bustled out of nowhere, ruffling his shirt, but his hair remained remarkably slick, shiny, and undisturbed.

      “Apologies.” I struggled to stay upright in the squall’s fury and finally held on tightly to a tree. “I don’t think you’re the right match for this young lady. I am, after all, chief cook and bottle washer of White Glove Matchmaking Agency. I look after my clients. I put their needs first and do what I think is best for each individual.”

      “But I am the most desirable man for all of these women. I am the best match. I suspect you are just jealous of me.”

      “I am not jealous of you. Your pants look uncomfortably tight. Your shirt’s ripped wide open, and you have more cleavage than most of the young ladies you’re interested in being paired with.”

      Fabio looked down at his chest and smiled. “Spectacular, yes? Many hours spent in the gym to become this buff.”

      “That’s terrific,” I said. “But it’s cold and flu season. With winds this nasty you should probably button up or you’re bound to catch something. And not to be a downer, but what’s up with your hair? No one has hair that immoveable. Frankly, it scares me.”

      A white stallion appeared out of nowhere and Fabio hopped on and sneered at me. “I will take your woman. Steal your hopes and dreams. They will always pick me instead of you. Give up now, loser. Fabio is victorious.” He trotted away, the horse’s tail curved unusually high as it flicked its enormous mane.

      I startled awake, sweat beading on my forehead. I glanced at my watch. I’d been out for four hours. Crap! I’d slept half the day away.

      I looked to the other side of the room. The real Flavio didn’t have jet lag and his bed was unoccupied. A black plastic bottle of men’s hair mousse was lying on top of the quilt like it had been left for dead and all hope had been squeezed out of it. My roommate with the overly-coiffed hair was no doubt taking advantage of my sleeping in. My first instinct was to rush downstairs, but a funky odor wafted through the air and I realized—oh man, I’d been traveling too long.

      I bathed in the miniscule, pathetic shower adjoining our room. The wall nozzle alternated between spitting and dribbling lukewarm water. I dried off and dressed in jeans and a cashmere turtleneck. I took the stairs two at a time to the first floor and followed the aromatic smells and the sounds of voices down corridors. I walked into the kitchen, the sun descending on this crisp Sicilian winter day.

      “I love it here, Papa,” Jeanie said. “I can see the effort you put into the place.”

      “The pensione needed updating,” Giuseppe said. “I gutted the galley and put in the best appliances. I get my share of tourists, you know.”

      “That’s wonderful,” she said. “I get nostalgic for the old days when Michael was still alive. It’s hard to believe he’s been gone for seven years.”

      “His death changed me.” Giuseppe cracked eggs into a bowl. “It made me question why I was holding onto the family business when clearly life was marching on.”

      Giuseppe pulled steamy, thick rolls out of an industrial grade oven and waved a thick mitt over them. The smell of almonds mixed with sugar wafted through the air.

      “You’re making almond biscotti?” I asked.

      “I am.”

      “Is that a hint of lemon?”

      “I made one batch with lemon and one without. Sample, and tell me what you think.”

      I tore a small bite from both. Tastes swirled around my mouth. “Don’t kill me. I like the regular better.”

      “Me too,” he said and popped another tray in the oven.

      “Espresso?”

      “Help yourself.” He gestured to the machine and I poured myself a cup.

      Florentina, Jeanie, Vincent, and Salvatore were sitting at a rustic wooden plank table nibbling on an array of food. Fruit, pastries, loaves of bread, and olive oil were laid out on the boards.

      “Join us,” Vincent said.

      “Please,” Jeanie said.

      “No new information from St. Jude yet,” Florentina said. “I’m starting to think that was a one time visit.”

      “Good to know.” I picked up a piece of warm, crusty homemade bread and dipped it in the olive oil. “Wow. This is excellent. You baked this as well?”

      “Yes,” Giuseppe said. “Why don’t you take some bread out to Violet and the girls?”

      “Where is Violet?”

      I suddenly worried about my Fabio/Flavio dream. Maybe he could get all the pretty women just by raising one tiny, muscular finger. I bet he could even do a full body push up using only his pinky.

      “On the patio with Flavio,” Jeanie said.

      I looked out the window at the pergola-covered patio. Bare vines were twisted around beams. A collection of wrought iron tables with glass tops were clustered on the cracked, flagstone floor. Violet, wrapped in a thick sweater and hugging her knees to her chest, was sitting at a table with Sydney, Nora, and Flavio. The girls were chatting and laughing. They seemed to be bonding and it made me happy.

      Flavio, showboat that he was, tossed his thick hair, waved his hands around in the air to make a point, and smiled his perfect smile at the ladies. The he stared longingly at Violet, practically giving her deer caught in the headlights eyes.

      Asshat.

      I could take him if I had to. I’d have to up my visits to the gym when I got back home, which reminded me that I needed to message Hailey, my assistant, and tell her I was out of pocket for a few more days at least. I pulled out my phone and texted her.

      “Thank you. Can someone help with this batch of dough?” Giuseppe asked. “Someone with strong arms to stir? My shoulder is bothering me.”

      “That’s me, sir,” I said, male competition making my testosterone kick in as I suddenly felt invigorated.

      “Grazie,” Giuseppe handed me the bowl. “Stir please. Jeanie, I thought of you and Michael when I first saw this place. It reminded me of your cottage in Door County. It made me nostalgic for simpler times.”

      “When was the last time you were at our lake house?” Jeanie asked.

      “Your wedding.”

      “Wow. That was twenty-seven years ago. I can’t believe you never visited since then.”

      “I can,” Florentina said.

      “Leave it,” Vincent said.

      “It was a warm summer evening,” Giuseppe said pulling trays of small loves from the oven with thick mitts. “You were married on the veranda overlooking the lake at sunset.”

      “The fireflies lit up the sky that night,” Florentina said. “Like fairies. It was enchanting.”

      “You, looked like a princess bride,” Giuseppe said. “It brought tears to my eyes.”

      “Tears of sorrow,” Florentine said.

      I kept stirring the dough in the bowl.

      “I didn’t know you thought that, Giuseppe. Thank you. Michael looked so handsome that day,” Jeanie said.

      “Charcoal gray suit,” Vincent said. “I helped him pick at out. We bought it on sale at a department store. I took him to Mr. Enzo’s Alterations. Money was tight after he decided to marry you. The family cut him off for a while.”

      “Those were the lean years,” Jeanie said. “I always felt bad about that. You were his best man, Vincent. Where has the time gone?”

      “Don’t feel guilty,” Florentina said. “Michael wanted to marry you. You were more important to him than a business dealing, or the power that would give him.”

      “The family picked up the slack,” Vincent said. “We found other ways to make it work after we angered the Savellis by backing out of the deal to marry Michael to their second born daughter.”

      “Michael didn’t want to marry that Savelli woman,” Florentina said. “So what if he was the second child? This whole Accardi tradition of offering up the second child as a sacrificial lamb to smooth over fragile business egos is archaic and needs to be put to bed.”

      “I don’t make the rules,” Vincent said. “I just enforce them.”

      “I thought I did that, boss,” Salvatore said, dipping a crust of bread in olive oil.

      “No. Only the ones I tell you to enforce,” he said. “Stop double dipping. It’s not hygienic. Pour some on your own plate.”

      “I hate when everyone argues,” Jeanie said. “Everything turned out for the best.”

      “Giuseppe should never had tried to force that Savelli woman on Michael,” Florentina said.

      “I was not forcing,” Giuseppe said. “I was simply suggesting.”

      “Suggesting? I had to sneak Michael out of Trapani in the middle of the night, shove him on a private jet, ferry him in the back of a bakery van to Wisconsin and make him hide out in Door County until you calmed down,” Florentina said.

      “Which is how we met,” Jeanie said. “We don’t need to bring this up again. All’s well that ends well.”

      “But it’s not,” Florentina said. “Because now he’s trying to do the same thing to Violet. And I won’t have it!”

      “To Flavio,” Vincent said. “He’ll make a great husband. And the generational rift between the Accardis and the Savelli family can heal.”

      “Excuse me?” I said. “I am standing here in the room with you.”

      “Violet will marry Aiden,” Florentina said. “I’m beginning to think the reason St. Jude came to me in a dream was to prevent you men from marrying dear sweet Violet to the wrong man for the wrong reasons. What is it with you people? Someone pour me a glass of wine for god’s sakes. It’s cocktail hour already and no wine has been poured. Are we barbarians?”

      “Only I am when it comes to you, Florentina,” Giuseppe said. “You look so good. I can’t believe I haven’t seen you since Michael and Jeanie’s wedding.”

      “Twenty-seven years feels like yesterday,” she said. “Not long enough.”

      “I know you missed me, Florentina,” he said. “I could feel the pull from across the ocean.”

      “After I rescued Michael,” Florentina said, “I stuck a pin in my finger, wrote your name on a piece of paper in blood, and then burnt it.”

      “So much passion!” he said. “What do the kids say now days? Hot!”

      “Passion? I’ll show you passion, you old fool.” She picked up an orange and hurled it at him.

      “You can’t hurt me with flying fruit. Passionada!”

      Violet walked in the door. “Why is Florentina throwing fruit?”

      “Because she has the hots for me,” Giuseppe said.

      “Not if you were the last man on Earth,” she said.

      “What’s going on?” Sydney came in with a tray filled with glasses and plates and handed it to me.

      “Nothing,” Jeanie said.

      “A blood feud,” I said.

      “Fabulous!” Nora entered the room. “I love all drama.”

      Flavio whispered to me, “I’m wearing her down, you know. She’s falling for me. By tonight, Violet will be mine.”

      “In your dreams, buddy,” I said.

      “I think it’s time we go into town,” Vincent said. “We can eat dinner out. Let’s gather the troops, take in the booths, and check out the church. I hear the decorations are spectacular.”
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        “Bless me Father for I have sinned. It has been one week since my last confession. My sins are anger, inability to cope with conflict, fear. Fear that if I speak out I will upturn people’s lives.”
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* * *

      I don’t know how but I managed to pull up my grades. I applied to local colleges and was accepted at a Catholic university forty minutes away by train. I graduated high school with a B+ average. A summer rain threatened to mess with our graduation day but only a light sprinkle broke out toward the end of the ceremony.

      A collective sigh of exhilaration went up from the crowd: graduates, parents, friends, family. We gleefully tossed our mortar boards in the air, ready to take on the world. I spotted Sydney pushing through the crowds toward me and waved.

      Out of nowhere, Mary Margaret Murphy enveloped me in a hug, squeezing me so tight I feared she might fracture a rib. When she pulled away I kissed her chastely on her gorgeous cheek and wished her well in her adventures at Boston University.

      “I’ll never forget you, Aiden Black,” she said, wiping tears away. “I’ll also never forgive you for dumping me in the middle of senior year. I want you to know I followed up my sex ed curriculum without you. I found an older man. A mentor on a completely different level. I didn’t sit around pining for you, Mister Hot Loser.”

      “I am sorry, Mary Margaret. If life hadn’t taken that strange twist, our senior year would have played out differently. You’re beyond amazing. You will always be my first love.”

      And now probably my last.

      “If you ever change your mind and want back in my heart,” she said, waggling her eyebrows at me, “as well as my panties, I have a feeling you could talk me into it.”

      “I’m honored.” I smiled as her parents and four younger sisters enveloped her in kisses and hugs. They snapped hundreds of photos.

      A few months later I sat with my earnest guidance counselor in her tiny fern-covered office at my small college and made my intentions clear. I was not seeking a curriculum to earn a degree in business, pre-med, or pre-law. I was picking and choosing classes that would fast track me to seminary. I also had to leave enough time to attend church and volunteer at local charities.

      The seasons whipped by, a blur of spring’s promise, summer sweat, brisk fall colors, and chill winter winds. The years followed quickly on their heels. Sydney graduated when I was a sophomore. She’d fallen in love only three times in college and it stuck the final time. A pretty, funny, red-headed Jewish girl from the right side of the tracks named Nora Markowitz.

      Nora was practically rocket scientist smart, with a PhD in genetics. The Markowitz’s welcomed Sydney into their fold with loving arms. I was included in gatherings and get-togethers including BBQs on the Cape, bris’s, Passover dinners, and the occasional Bat mitzvah.

      Sydney and Nora traveled the world, and Nora eventually moved in with Sydney and me. They were married a few years later when I was in seminary. I hadn’t yet taken my vows and did not get to pronounce them wife and wife. However, I did give a blessing at the swank reception at a resort overlooking the Atlantic.

      The pressure in seminary school amped up.  In addition the coursework in the four-year Masters of Divinity program, we were also expected to live as devout Catholics, attend church services, and help those less fortunate in the community. We had to prove we were worthy of becoming priests and capable of acting as caretakers to those who needed spiritual guidance and counseling, much the way I’d showed up on Father Ed McKenna’s doorstep at Blessed Name parish after my parents died.

      I gravitated back to that same parish in my third year when I was ordained as a transitional deacon. I returned to the community that had taken me in, informed my upbringing, guided me, and helped me survive that horrible period after my parents died in the crash. I found community in the sanctuary that sheltered me during pain, and nourished me with peace when nothing made sense.

      Part of my duties included tutoring underprivileged kids on Saturdays. One afternoon I spotted a teenage doppelganger for Mary Margaret Murphy shooting hoops with her friends in the gymnasium and discovered the girl was Mary Margaret’s youngest sister.

      She was the spitting image of my first love; a curvy girl with a freckled face, and the same laugh as her sister. She approached me after school one day.

      “I know you, right?” she asked. “Didn’t you use to date my sister?”

      “Good memory. Yes. A long time ago. How’s she doing? Is she still in the neighborhood?”

      “She got married and moved to New York. She just had a kid.”

      “That’s great.” That could have been my life.

      But my life was just as fulfilling. A life of service. “What’s your name?”

      “Bridget Murphy. You?”

      “Aiden Black.”

      “Father Aiden Black. My friends call you the hot priest.”

      I felt my cheeks grow warm. “Awesome compliment. But not quite a priest yet.”

      “Does that mean…”

      “No,” I said. “I chose a life of service.”

      “I was told that’s a choice. A rule with a bit of wiggle room.”

      “Not sure what that means but tell your sister, hi from me,” I said.

      “Will do.” She walked away.
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      We walked down the hill and looked at the booths in the main piazza that were being set up for the festival the following day, including Giuseppe’s. The weather reports called for a clear, but chilly day tomorrow.

      We walked to one of Giuseppe’s favorite trattorias; a little hole in the wall, with a Christmas tree set up out front. We were shown immediately to a table even though there was a line. A fire crackled in a fireplace. Uniformed waiters dropped off platters of hors d’oeuvres and uncorked two bottles of wine. Our first course was pasta followed by a roasted chicken concoction with potatoes.

      “You look happy, Aiden,” Sydney said. “I haven’t seen you this happy in a while. You worry enough for everyone.”

      If only she knew.

      “Cuoco, you’re finally relaxing,” Violet said, taking a sip of her wine. “About time. In this light I can see a few silver strands in your gorgeous hair.”

      “I don’t have any of the silver in my hair,” Flavio said.

      “A few silvers are good,” Violet’s mother said. “They’re sexy, especially on a man with dark hair. Think George Clooney.”

      “I remember when my lover, Elvis, spotted his first silver hair,” Florentina said. “He was checking his makeup before one of his Vegas shows. He startled, brought his hand to his sequined chest, and said the words I’ll never forget.”

      “Oh my God, Florentina,” Violet said. “You dated Elvis?”

      “I don’t like to use the word, ‘date,’ little flower. He was my lover.”

      “I never believed you dated Elvis,” Vincent said. “I think you made that up.”

      “I don’t date. Never have. Never will. I only take lovers.”

      “What were the words, Florentina?” Jeanie asked. “What did Elvis say?”

      “I can’t remember. Give me a minute. It’s been a while.”

      “As always, no story,” Vincent said.

      “I remember! He said, ‘Florentina, I’m not sure about this silver-haired thing. I’m feeling—all shook up.’”

      “Aw, come on!” Violet said and burst into giggles.

      “I said, ‘Elvis, my love. That would make a great song title. You need to run with that.’”

      And everyone laughed. I could get used to this.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was dry. I was parched. I was raw.

      It had been a long time for me. Not just a long time since I’d had sex. A long time since I’d felt that fresh glow of love.

      I was on fire for Violet Accardi.

      I lay on my stupid twin mattress in the room I shared with this overly-coiffed meathead, and in spite of his snores and the way his musky cologne made me sneeze, all I could think about was Violet.

      The way her eyes met mine when we scoped out the food festival.

      The way her lips quirked up in a smart-ass smile.

      The way her chin jutted out and she got all fired up when she really believed in something: a thought, a plan, her view of the world.

      She was in the room above mine, just yards away, really.

      I glanced over at Flavio, his black velvet sleep mask securely over his eyes. He was sawing wood. Perhaps all the muscles in his body were constricting his airways.

      I shrugged on my jeans and a long-sleeved thermal shirt and stared out the window at the full blue moon. Soft opera music emanated from a window below. Lights still twinkled from the town below the castle.

      I crawled out the window and stared up at Violet’s room. A dim light was still glowing. It was maybe only twelve feet away. I stared down at the ground below me. A fall from the second floor would result in more than a strain or a sprain. What would I risk it to touch Violet Accardi? To kiss her lips? To feel her soft naked skin against mine?

      By my own rule, I was not supposed to touch her. Not supposed to engage. Since I’d left the church, I’d been so unrelenting and rigid. No women. No relationships. No fucking around. I didn’t want to be that person who would accept trust and then misuse it.

      But then I heard Violet’s words loud and clear in my head. “Cuoco, you’re too bottled up. You need to let some of this go. Just be yourself and stop being everything to everyone else for a change.”

      I’d kissed her a few times. I’d had the opportunity to claim her completely but I let it go. And life was passing me by. Something shifted in me, like a door had been unlocked for the first time in years. I was overwhelmed by the realization that I had left the church over five years ago. It was okay to want. It was okay to need. It was okay to love.

      I perched on the ledge and grabbed the trellis on the side of the building with one hand. It felt solid. I released my other hand and pulled myself over but the branch I’d originally grasped broke under my grip.

      “Fuck!” I slid several feet down the bundle of vines and managed to catch myself below my window. I glanced down and saw blood welling on my arm and chest.

      Great.

      Would this count for the blood pact?

      I pulled myself back up the non-reliable thicket of vines and kept climbing until I reached Violet’s window. It was open a crack. Perfect. I held onto the thick foliage on the castle wall with one hand and lifted the window with my other.

      Not easy.

      She was in bed texting someone. “Violet,” I said, none that loudly.

      “Aiden?” She dropped her phone, rushed to the window and helped push it open.

      I crawled inside and stared at her. My breath caught in my chest.

      “What are you doing here?” She brushed my clothes with her hands. “You have dried leaves and little twigs all over you.”

      “Remember that time you asked me back to your place in Chicago and I turned you down?”

      “Yes.”

      I took her face between my hands, leaned down, and kissed her lips. She was delicious. Her warm breath escaped from her mouth and I explored her sweetness with my tongue. My cock throbbed. She leaned close and ground her pelvis into my erection. I pulled my lips from hers, pulled off my shirt, and gazed into her eyes. I ran one hand through her silken hair. “Remember when I told you on the plane I was an asshole for turning you down?”

      “Yes.”

      I fingered the soft flannel on the neckline of her pajama top and unbuttoned the front. She shrugged of her top and stood before me, naked from the waist up. Her tits were as beautiful as I’d imagined and I ran my hands across them. I bent my head and sucked on her nipple, nibbling it between my teeth. She inhaled, and a low moan escaped her lips.

      “I’ve re-visited my decision. Violet? Can I come inside tonight?”

      “You’re already here, Cuoco. I thought you were never going to ask,” she said, and led me to her bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violet

      

      

      Can we talk about sex with Aiden Black?

      I was a goner.

      I was lost.

      I was completely and utterly head over heels. Whipped.

      Whatever we did an hour ago was probably outlawed in five states, and enthusiastically applauded in five other. You’d think by the way Aiden lasted that he hadn’t had sex in ten years.

      He rolled another condom on his thick erection then parted my legs. His breath was warm and moist as he worshipped my pussy with his tongue. The stubble of his chin scraped across the delicate skin of my inner thigh. Tingles zipped down my spine, and my center throbbed. I yearned for him to be inside me. I wanted his big cock pumping into me. Hard. Harder.

      I put my hands on his shoulders. “Fuck me, Aiden,” I said. “Inside me. Now. I can’t wait anymore.”

      “Patience, Violet.” He caressed my breasts with one hand, rolling my nipple between his thumb and forefinger until it hardened and I moaned. “I’ve been a waiting a long time for you,” he said. He played with my clit and I squirmed on the bed in that tiny attic room trying not to cry out and wake the entire household.

      “Fuck me, Aiden Black,” I said. “I adore you. I’m crazy about you. Don’t forget that technically I’m your fiancée so you’re supposed to make me happy.”

      “Come for me first, my beautiful fiancée.”

      “I already came.”

      “Again,” he said. “I have a new craving. Watching Violet Accardi come. Come under my hand. Come under my touch. Come—”

      “With your big glorious, hard cock inside of me.”

      “Come for me, Violet.” His face glistened in the moonlight. “Make me a happy man.”

      I closed my eyes, sighed and lay back against the narrow confines of the bed with his head between my knees. “Put your finger inside me. Now.”

      He did as I commanded and my center hugged him, dying to hug more of him.

      “Good,” I said. “Two fingers.”

      He followed my instructions, slipped another finger inside, and I sighed.

      His fingers were inside me, fucking me. His thumb was outside, swirling across my very wet folds. He stroked my clit, back and forth. “Good, Aiden. So good.” Time slipped away. Numbness washed through my body like Champagne bubbles. Spasms built in the v between my legs. My breathing grew shallower. His mouth was now on my breasts; licking, sucking, scraping.

      “I’m coming, Aiden.” I shivered. Spasms tore through me. Waves undulated through my body and I curled my toes. “Fuck. Me. That. Was. Good!”

      I blinked my eyes open and stared up at him.

      He had this delicious grin in the moonlight. Like the cat that ate the canary. It was the same smile he wore when we kissed under the mistletoe. He was so fucking hot. My Aiden Black was so fucking hot.

      He crawled his way up my tiny bed, positioned himself over me and kissed me on the mouth; his tongue exploring, his teeth, biting, his hands claiming. He took one of my hands and place it over my head. “Pretty,” he said. “You are impossibly pretty.”

      He lifted my other hand and placed that over my head as well. Then held both of them down. “Kiss me, Violet.”

      I lifted my head and I kissed his beautiful lips. He edged between my legs, his thick, hard cock bumping my sensitive bud, and I tried not to gasp. His breath was raspy. He held my hands down with one of his.  With his free hand he held onto his erection and rubbed it against the very wet v between my legs. “Inside me, Aiden,” I moaned.

      “Yes.”

      He pushed inside me and my breath caught in my throat. Two fingers hadn’t prepared me for Aiden Black’s big, beautiful cock.

      “Breathe,” he said, thrusting slowly inside me.

      And so I did. And we found our rhythm. And we found our way.

      “Long time, Violet,” he said. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you.”

      He pumped into me harder.

      We turned and he positioned me on top.

      He gripped his hands on top of my hips lifting me up and impaling me on his gorgeous dick. He was so deep inside me. He felt so good. “Ride me harder,” I moaned. “I will always remember tonight. I will always remember you inside me.”

      “I’m crazy about you, Violet. On your knees.”

      We maneuvered around the tiny bed and I positioned my ass high in the air in front of him, my elbows on the bed. He fucked me with abandon, his hands gripping the top of my pelvis.  Slapping sounds came from the impact of his dick inside me. My ass hit his lower abdomen. “I’m fucking crazy about you.” He exploded inside me, shuddering in ecstasy, and finally collapsed spent and sweaty on top of me. He kissed my face.

      I didn’t know how things could get any better. I wanted to freeze this moment in time.
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* * *

      Funny how sex can change things.

      The Accardi clan – which now temporarily included Aiden, his sister, her wife, Flavio, and various thugs and bodyguards -  took a few golf carts into town. The drivers dropped us at the outskirts of the piazza, which was outfitted for the Erice Food Fest.

      Aiden and I sat next to each other saying nothing, our hands loosely touching.

      Flavio stared at us and frowned. “Something’s different between the two of you,” he said.

      “It’s how it was always meant to be, buddy,” Aiden said.

      “Violet Accardi is still mine—”

      “Whatever.”

      Multi-colored umbrellas topped food booths. A stage was set up to accommodate a variety of bands. A choral group singing Pink songs was rocking out, even though it was only 11 a.m.

      Rosalia and her brothers met up with us.

      “Ciao bella,” Rosalia said and kissed both my cheeks. “I’m so happy to be home! Who is this gorgeous man?” She stared up at Flavio like he was sliced pastrami, and batted her eyelashes.

      “Oh,” he said, his eyes widening, his gaze torn between the two of us.

      “Where’s Papa?” I asked.

      Mom looked down at a printed flier. “At his booth. It’s number twenty-five. Let’s go cheer on his almond biscotti and his almond butter cookies.”

      “Aiden?” I took his arm and whispered to him.

      “Yes?”

      “How soon before we can sneak back to the place?”

      “An hour.”

      “Good. Did I tell you I love fucking you?”

      He smiled. “You did. Did I tell you that you’re the smartest girl I’ve ever crushed on?”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “You’re the smartest girl I’ve ever crushed on.”

      “Aiden?” Vincent said, “A word in private.”

      “Do you have to?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Uncle Vincent said.

      “I’m sorry,” Aiden said. “Back to your side in a heartbeat.”

      “Good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aiden

      

        

      
        “Bless me Father for I have sinned. It has been one week since my last confession. My sins are anger, inability to cope with conflict, and fear. Fear that if I speak out I will upturn people’s lives. Fear that if I don’t, I will ruin them…”
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* * *

      Everything was going great. My studies at seminary were finishing up. I’d be taking vows next year. I had friends from school who would go off to parishes all over the country, possibly even the world. The only sad part was having to say farewell to Father McKenna who was reassigned to Rome on some kind of sabbatical. I had friends in the Blessed Name community. And yet something didn’t feel right.

      Something nagged at me.

      Bridget Murphy.

      I’d see her in the hallway at school during break. Occasionally I’d spot her sitting on the curb outside school waiting to be picked up. Her friends from months before seemed to have deserted her. She no longer played on the basketball team. I checked the sports teams’ rosters.

      No Bridget Murphy.

      I wandered down to the gym one Saturday to talk to Coach Bill Peterson who was a pal. “Is there something up with the Murphy girl?”

      He shrugged. “They all get a little moody around that age.”

      “What’s the ‘moody’ age?”

      “Fourteen to eighteen.”

      I helped him stash the balls in a locker.

      “Is there something I should be worried about?  Are her parents going through a rough time?”

      “Not that I know of. I think she had a breakup a few months ago. She missed practice sessions and I noticed a lot of mascara-ringed tear stains.”

      “Did you talk to her folks?”

      “No one’s called me. No one’s mentioned anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Do you think I should reach out?”

      He secured the lock on the gate that housed the sports gear. “Look. If I thought there was more than high school drama, I’d say, yes. It’s a fine line between being there for these kids and hovering. Your call.”

      My call. I thought about it. I prayed about it. I just didn’t know. So I let it slide.

      Thy will be done.

      A week rolled by and I still didn’t see her. Then a second week.

      “Have you heard anything?” I asked Coach again.

      “Nope. Didn’t you used to date her sister?”

      “A million years ago.”

      “Find her on social media. You could always reach out to her.”

      “My parents transferred her,” Mary Margaret Murphy-Fischer said over the phone. “Crest Point. It’s a private girls’ school in Vermont.”

      “What was the problem?”

      “Look, Aiden. I feel bad that I didn’t warn her. I didn’t see it coming. I’ve cried a thousand tears. I pray every day she’ll get past this.”

      “Get past what? I’m sure there’s nothing you could have done.”

      “But I could have. Remember the cool priest from our high school? Father Ed McKenna? The one who helped you get over the death of your parents?”

      “Yes,” I said, nausea growing inside me.

      “He counseled me after we broke up. I slept with him for a few months. I thought I was the only one he slept with. I thought I was special.”

      “You are,” I said, feeling like my head was going to explode.  “Father McKenna slept with you?”

      “I thought it was consensual,” she said. “I figured out that it wasn’t. I was teenager. He was in a position of authority.”

      “He’s a goddamn priest! He’s the person folks trusted,” I said. “I know I did.”

      How was this possible?

      “But it turns out, I’m not special, Aiden. It turns out he’s been sleeping with more than a few of the pretty young girls who get their hearts broken at Blessed Name High School. Or at least he’s tried. I’ve personally talked to at least ten other women he violated at Blessed Name after Bridget told me that he’d seduced her.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “Why didn’t you tell me and maybe I could have done something.”

      “Could you, Aiden? You saw the church as your healing. You saw it as your redemption. How could I take that away from you?”

      “I could have helped.”

      “The damage is done. Bridget’s getting counseling. The family’s suing. We’re handling it,” she said. “This isn’t about you, Aiden. This one’s about us.”

      Five years ago I’d left my old life behind.

      I left the church.

      I dropped out of seminary.

      I moved to Chicago and spent half a year slumming in dark bars, drowning myself in the frenetic energy of nightclubs, and playing all night poker games. Anything to distract me from my guilt. The memories of how I’d screwed things up in a spectacular way.

      Anything to distract me from the pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aiden
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* * *

      I walked away from the Accardi family toward the church in the distance.

      “Look,” Vincent said. “My people have asked around back in Chicago. You’re not engaged to Violet. You haven’t dated anyone in five years. So while I think the gallant flirtation you have going on is quite commendable, I don’t believe you have my niece’s best interests at heart.”

      The gig was up.

      “Right. You caught us,” I said. “We’re not really engaged. But in regards to Violet’s best interests, I’m crazy about your niece. I have genuine feelings for her. There’s nothing fake.”

      “That’s great, Aiden. One tiny problem.” He pulled a pamphlet from his pocket. It was Violet’s contract with White Glove Agency. “It says here on page seven that at no time will a White Glove employee date or have relations with a client. It’s a violation of company policy.”

      “That’s usually the rule, sir.”

      “Is that usually the rule, Aiden? Or is that always the rule? You’re sleeping with my niece. What’s next? Breaking her heart? Setting her up with the wrong man after that? Someone who is a throw away so you can earn the payout that she brings you as a client? I’m not the most moral man in the world, but when it comes to family I am fiercely loyal. I hate to appeal to your morals, Aiden but in this case I have to. You need to leave Violet alone. Let her find a mate who is part of who she is. We can do that. You cannot. And you’re certainly not that guy.”
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* * *

      I built White Glove Agency as a way to help people. And in this process I’d found some redemption. But now here I was, sleeping with Violet Accardi, when I’d vowed to never get involved with one of my clients.

      Was I that horrible person that Vincent made me feel like? I couldn’t stay here at Violet’s grandfather’s house surrounded by her family. I couldn’t stay here in Sicily.

      I left the fair and hopped the funicular down the mountain to Trapani. I caught a taxi to the airport and booked the first flight out to Rome and then flew home to Chicago.

      Sydney texted me when I arrived at Leonardo da Vinci airport.

      
        
        Sydney: Where are you? Are you okay?

      

      

      
        
        Aiden: Rome. Kind of. Tell Violet I’m truly sorry.

      

      

      
        
        Sydney: Will do. But I think that would mean more coming from you.

      

      

      I returned to White Glove Agency to check up on everything but it was a holiday and not much had happened in the last week. I walked the streets of Chicago for hours every day trying to clear my head.

      Today was New Year’s Eve. I walked past bars and restaurants that were decked out, gearing up for late night celebrations. My phone buzzed a few times and I finally checked it.

      
        
        Sydney: I’m in Chicago. Text me.

      

      

      
        
        Sydney: I used the spare key to your place. I’m here.

      

      

      
        
        Aiden: Running errands. Make yourself at home.

      

      

      People looked so happy, ready for the New Year and the fresh start it signified.

      I found myself back outside Cathedral Basilica where I’d been just a week before. It had been five years since I’d set foot in a church. It felt like it was time. My phone buzzed.

      
        
        Sydney: Where are you?

      

      

      
        
        Aiden: Cathedral Basilica.

      

      

      
        
        Sydney: But you never go to church anymore.

      

      

      
        
        Aiden: Everything changes.

      

      

      I climbed the steps and entered the sanctuary. Rich tapestries hung from the walls. Murals depicting Christ and his apostles were painted on the domed ceiling. Thick, old wooden pews lined the church. Statues of saints rested in alcoves tucked into walls fronted by rows of votive candles. The main altar was adorned with gold-plated candelabras and religious ornaments.

      The confessional booth beckoned. I entered and had a long talk with a kind priest. He told me to say five Hail Mary’s and make things right with everyone involved. On the way out of the booth I spotted a statue of St. Jude tucked in a corner. The Saint of Lost Causes felt like the perfect Saint for me.

      I made my way to the alcove, crossed myself, and slipped some cash in the donation slot. I lit a candle and stared up at the Saint with the flames around his head. “I screwed up. I’m awfully sorry.”

      “But you didn’t,” a woman’s voice said from behind me.

      I turned and saw Violet Accardi.

      Beautiful Violet.

      Violet who had cracked open my cold, cold heart.

      Violet whom I had left without saying a word.

      “You probably hate me and frankly I don’t blame you,” I said.

      “I’m pissed off at you, that’s for sure,” she said. “You left me high and dry with my crazy family over the holidays. That’s almost unforgiveable.”

      “I should never have kissed you or made to love to you. I screwed up, Violet. I owe you the biggest apology in the world. I am so sorry.”

      “I forgive you. Stop beating yourself up. Besides, Flavio’s taken up with Rosalia, who happens to be the second daughter on her side of the Accardi family. The blood pact is handled.”

      “Thank God for that.” This woman made me laugh.

      “There’s still two problems, Cuoco,” she said. “And I know you. You’re a problem solver.”

      “What are they?” I stared at her, taking in that gorgeous face. Full lips. Chocolate eyes. Dark silky hair sweeping over the collar of her warm winter coat. My pulse quickened.

      “One. I went from having two fiancés to having none,” she said, her lips quirking up in a smile. “This does not make a girl feel special.”

      I looked up at the Statue of St. Jude and I could almost see the flames around his head glowing a little brighter. “I see. What’s your second problem?”

      She walked toward me. “I’ve fallen completely and utterly under the spell of one man and I fear I’m off the market. I already told my matchmaker Charlotte that I won’t be needing White Glove’s services anymore.”

      She held out her hand and I took it.

      “At least not anyone associated with White Glove whose name isn’t Aiden Black.”

      “You would give me another chance? You would date me for real?”

      “We’d have to break your antiquated rules.”

      I took her into my arms. “I’ve decided, Violet, that in this very specific case between you and me, this rule needs to be broken.”

      And then I kissed her.

      Home.

      Violet Accardi was my home.

      I had finally come home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violet

      

        

      
        New Year’s Eve. One year later…
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* * *

      The library on the first floor of Papa Giuseppe’s Pasticcerie castle in Erice was lined with bookcases, and the glow from the fire smoldered in the hearth. I smoothed my dress down my hips, adjusted my bodice, and checked my reflection in the full-length mirror.

      My cream-colored silk wedding gown was simple with three-quarter length sleeves, a boat neck and a plunging back. It had a full skirt and a fitted bodice with clusters of seeded pearls embedded in delicate floral patterns.

      Something old: Aiden’s mother’s engagement ring sparkled in the firelight. It was a one- and-a half-carat emerald cut diamond in a platinum setting with yellow diamond baguettes. It made me smile every time I looked at it.

      Something new: Yellow diamond drop earrings that Uncle Vincent had given me as a wedding present along with an apology for all his meddling in my life.

      Something borrowed: Florentina’s pearls circled my neck.

      Something blue: Papa Giuseppe had given me one of the silken buds from the blue ribbon he won for his almond biscotti cookies at the Agrigento Almond Blossom Festival. I wore it on a satin ribbon tied around my wrist.

      “You’re a beautiful bride,” Nolan said, fussing with the train of my dress.

      “You’re tearing up Nolan,” Florentina said. She was wearing a purple vintage lace dress with a fitted bodice, V-neck, three-quarter length sleeves and a full skirt that swished with every step she took. “Don’t cry or you’re going to ruin your makeup.”

      “I’m not wearing makeup,” Nolan said. “Okay, fine. Just a pinch of color on my cheeks and a swipe of Adam Lambert eye liner because that shit’s the bomb and makes my eyes pop.”

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Showtime.”

      “You know this is an Accardi event, right?” Florentina asked.

      “Feelings hurt, disaster imminent, and a high probability of bloodshed—right? Am I forgetting something?” I asked.

      “A feud is averted. A new fight might be picked,” Florentina said.

      “God, I love you people,” Nolan said. “Please adopt me, pronto.”

      “I’ve always wanted a son,” Florentina said.

      “Mama,” Nolan said.

      We made our way through a small wooden door leading from the library outside to a semi-private alcove with views of the backyard terrace. People mingling on the patio couldn’t see me tucked away here but I could see almost everything.

      It was my wedding day and I took a moment just to breathe it all in. Stars were already twinkling in the night sky. I could see the lights from Trapani and smelled a hint of salt in the crisp Mediterranean air.

      Garlands of white roses mixed with sprigs of rosemary and entwined with Italian lights were wrapped around the pergola’s bare vines. Heat lamps positioned around the patio. White folding chairs were lined up in rows on either side of the pergola, creating an aisle.

      Rosalia was standing among the guests, wearing a faux fur pastel wrap over her massively pregnant belly. She rubbed her baby bump as Flavio stared at her as if she was the first person to ever get pregnant.

      And there was Aiden, dressed in a crisp black suit and a white shirt with cufflinks. His black hair was immaculate and he had a white rose buttoniere on his lapel. He was so hot.

      Sydney was his best lady. She was rocking an elegant poppy-colored silk, tea-length dress with matching low-heeled pumps.

      Nora was wearing a similar outfit and seated in the front row on the groom’s side with White Glove Matchmaking Agency employees, including my former matchmaker Charlotte. Charlotte was now engaged to Joe Delacroix of the Delacroix Hotel fortune.

      It was a pretty crowd. It was a happy crowd. It was my crowd.

      I stepped out from the privacy of the alcove.

      Aiden spotted me and smiled.

      I smiled back.

      “Gorgeous,” he mouthed.

      “Hot,” I mouthed back.

      “You two need to get married, pronto,” Nolan said. “The hormones are flying through the air so fast and furious they could take someone’s eye out.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “Florentina—you’re my maid of honor—walk down the aisle now.”

      “Oh, God, I’ve never done this before. What if I screw it up?”

      “No one will know.”

      She made her way down the aisle. Papa Giuseppe checking her out the whole way. Unfortunately, Flavio’s great uncle was also eyeing her. “Belissima,” he said.

      “Mine,” Giuseppe said.

      “Oh, God, the drama,” Nolan said. “Delicious!”

      “Grab a drink and take a seat, buddy,” I said.  “There’s plenty of drama to go around.”

      I walked down the short aisle and stood next to my gorgeous Aiden Black. I smiled up at him.

      Aiden promised in front of the priest to have and to hold me in good times and in bad, for better or for worse. Of course, someone on my side of the family made a crack about that.

      The priest pronounced us man and wife. Aiden kissed me.

      Tenderly.

      Sweetly.

      Passionately.

      “Best decision I ever made, Mrs. Violet Accardi-Black—wife,” he said.

      “What was that?”

      “Pretending I was engaged to you at the White Glove Holiday party a year ago.”

      I smiled and kissed him back. “Best decision I ever made, Mr. Aiden Black—husband.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Going along with your crazy plan.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek of The Client

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Playing Dirty Novel
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        A sexy, standalone Rom-Com from USA Today bestselling author Pamela DuMond.

      

        

      
        I was an underpaid assistant working at a matchmaking agency, surviving on Insta-Ramen and dreams. How was it possible that I made a love match that resulted in the society marriage of the year?

      

        

      
        Christmas season was upon us and I planned on enjoying this gorgeous wedding by drinking too much Champagne, eating 5 star food, and relaxing for a change.

      

        

      
        I didn’t plan on running into the smoking hot, tuxedo-clad brick wall of a man.

      

        

      
        I didn’t plan on him stopping my fall by grabbing onto my boob and Not. Letting. Go.

      

        

      
        I most definitely didn’t plan on this gorgeous man being my new CLIENT.

      

        

      
        Joe was heir to the Delacroix Hotel fortune, whip smart, hilariously funny, and so yummy. I was tempted to… good God I wanted to... but sleeping with clients was a big, fat ‘No-No.’

      

        

      
        It wasn’t fair that our chemistry was through the roof. Not possible that a guy from his side of the tracks wanted someone as broken as me. Practically a sin that we couldn’t be together.

      

        

      
        Weren’t some rules meant to be broken?

      

      

      
        
        PRAISE for THE CLIENT:

      

      

      
        
        “Funny, witty, and hot, hot, HOT! The Client is a steamy blend of heart-warming romance and flirty humor.” ~ Ann Charles, USA Today Bestselling Author.

      

        

      
        “The Client is hot and tempting.” Catherine @ Catty Jane Book Lovers

      

        

      
        “A captivating love story; simply have no words to describe how beautiful it is.” Sofia Beddable Reads

      

        

      
        "5 Hot Waiter Stars" ~ Brandi-Let's Read Romance

        "And don't get me started on the sexy scenes...I found myself panting… ~ Starange13

      

        

      
        "2 Thumbs up for a great heart warming story..." ~ Barbara - Amazon Reviewer

      

        

      
        "Lots of feels, terrific secondary characters, drama, comedy, angst, this book has it all!" ~ Melissa P. - Amazon Reviewer

      

        

      
        "Found this book to be really steamy!" ~ BookAddict'sReviews

      

        

      
        “Sexy, effervescent banter and a second-chance romance with surprising depth. I loved The Client, and I think you will too!” Mia Hopkins Author

      

        

      
        “The initial meeting between Charlotte and Joe is downright hilarious.” My Book Filled Life

      

        

      
        "The perfect balance of funny (like laugh out loud funny), witty, and sexy (sosohot)." ~ Sweet Red Reader

      

      

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

        

      
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      “Tradition insists, Mrs. Lesley Biltenhouse, that I remove your garter with my teeth.”

      The geeky- cute, middle-aged groom knelt and rested his chin on the bride’s thigh. He gazed up at her, smitten. “Or our first year of married life will go to shit.”

      “You just made that up, John.” Lesley smoothed her three-and-a-half carat diamond-encrusted hand across his shaggy salt and pepper hair, tucking a wayward lock behind his ear.

      “But it sounded convincing.” He grinned, dove back to her garter, snagged it between his teeth, and dragged it down her leg. The bride stifled her giggles and the black-tie wedding crowd erupted in laughter and enthusiastic applause.

      I leaned back against the wall of the grand ballroom at the posh Delacroix Hotel on the Magnificent Mile in downtown Chicago and applauded along with them.  The skin on the back of my arms erupted in goosebumps.

      Breathe, Charlotte.  This is not a dress rehearsal. You made this happen. Breathe.

      I smoothed my designer tea-length gown down my legs, the raw silk scratchy against my bare knees. Its prickly roughness grounded me in reality, which was good. I couldn’t afford to be kidnapped by commercialism, swept away like a chick in one of those stupid commercials for Dead Sea bath salts. I had too much to get done, too much at stake.

      I, Charlotte Louise Bauer, a woman whose income hovered slightly above the poverty line, was the person responsible for brokering the Biltenhouse marriage resulting in the swank, society Chicago wedding of the year. My bosses at the White Glove Matchmaking Agency had rewarded my efforts, promoting me from shlepper of coffee and water-er of plants to junior agent. I’d start my new position on Monday, but this weekend was mine all mine, and I planned on enjoying myself tonight.

      I sipped the top-shelf Champagne and glanced around at all the gorgeousness an expensive, tasteful wedding offered. The Delacroix Hotel was built in the 1920s, a throwback to elegance and old-fashioned glamour. The ballroom was decked out for the Christmas holidays: Italian lights twinkled, draped over wreathes hung on the wallpapered ballroom walls as well as the fifteen-foot Douglas fir in the corner, decorated with sparkling Tiffany ornaments. I inhaled the scent of pine needles and freshly-cut flower arrangements that intermingled with notes of expensive perfumes and colognes.

      Heaven. I’d landed in heaven.

      I tipped my head back and drained my glass of Champagne. The bubbles swirled into my bloodstream and my shoulders slid off my ears for the first time in the year since I’d moved to Chicago. I stretched my neck right to left, then side to side, and decided one more drink couldn’t hurt. I swiveled to look for a waiter but collided boobs first into a tall, solid, brick wall of a man carrying a tray. “Oof!”

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “I’m sorry!” My face was buried against his rock-hard chest and I spotted only a flash of muscular largeness, a hint of his black tux, and a glimpse of chiseled cheekbones as we mashed up against each other.

      Oh no.

      Oh, fuckity fuck.

      This would not do.

      I’d leased my gown from Cinderella For a Night and had had my hair styled at the South Dearborn Beauty Academy. I needed to fit in with this crowd. These people were potential clients. I couldn’t afford to be seen canoodling in public at this wedding. I leaned back on my heels, sucked in my core, and pulled a few inches away from the hot waiter.

      My small movement pitched him off balance. He bobbled the serving tray high in the air with one hand, and grabbed onto a large decanter with his other, saving it from falling. But a crystal tumbler filled with liquor seized the opportunity to break free and wobbled at the edge of the tray.

      “Fuck!” I said, watching the glass plummet toward my cleavage.

      “Crap!” he said, his eyes widening as he abandoned the decanter and reached for the tumbler.

      I sucked in my stomach. The glass skimmed past my chest and crashed onto the carpet, splashing thick amber liquor onto my legs and skirt at exactly the same time the hot waiter’s hand landed squarely on my silken bodice, where it remained, large fingers firmly clamped on my boob. The feeling wasn’t all that unpleasant.

      I glared up at the guy ready to kill or dismember him, but his hazel eyes—or were they green—appeared remorseful, as did the set of his jaw, and the pout of his very full lips. “Hand off my boobs!” I whispered. I glanced around, hoping against hope no one had spotted this.

      “Correction. Boob, singular,” he said.

      “Who are you, the grammar police? Hand off my boob.”

      “Awfully sorry about that.” He removed his hand and stared down at my chest. “Lovely, really. Warm. Soft.”

      “What?”

      “Your breast. From the quick time we’ve spent together I can tell they’re real. Shocking in today’s world.”

      “Right.” I glared at the tall man whom I’d just inadvertently gone to second base with. He was handsome as hell, tight, muscular, and I suspected he could have given David Gandy a run for his reign as king of underwear models.

      I felt something warm, moist, and sticky in my nether regions but I didn’t think it was emanating from my lady parts. I peered down at my rental gown. The skirt was soggy and reeked of scotch. Blood rushed to my cheeks. I wouldn’t be getting my deposit back. “Damn it!”

      “You have every right to be furious. I wasn’t looking where I was going,” he said, sliding the tray onto an unoccupied table and snagging a discarded table napkin smeared with remnants of chicken cordon bleu. He dropped to his knees in front of me, dabbing the cloth on my skirt. “I’ll fix this.”

      “No! You’re just going to make it worse.” I stared down at his thick head of black hair and wide muscular shoulders that strained at the confines of his upscale penguin suit. He worked his way up my shins that had suddenly sprouted goosebumps. “I’ll handle it.”

      “No. I’ll handle it.” He graduated to my thighs. Pat. Pat. Pat.

      Several wedding guests were watching me.

      Getting felt up.

      By the persistent hot waiter.

      In the middle of the poshest wedding reception of the year.

      “Really you don’t have to do this,” I said. His mouth was mere inches from my sex, his warm breath penetrating the drenched silk of my gown, heating my skin. My face flushed and I broke into a sweat because in spite of this whole disaster I was tingling down there and this time it wasn’t from the Champagne. “Let’s just call it a night, okay?”

      “That’s awfully forward of you,” he said. “But if you insist. Your place or mine?”

      “That’s not what I meant!”

      He smiled up at me and my heart melted for a moment. His full lips. His twinkling eyes. The way he waggled his eyebrows in a suggestive, naughty fashion. “I know. Just trying to cheer you up. Can you believe someone actually married John ‘Wanker’ Biltenhouse? I heard a matchmaker fixed them up. Who do you think the idiot was?”

      “A very smart idiot.” His grip was firm, large fingers pushing through my dress. It felt like he was working. Attempting to accomplish something, righting a wrong, not trying to cop a feel. That said, if this had happened to me on the “L” train, I’d have clocked him over the head with my purse and kneed him in the balls. “Enough. The attendant in the ladies’ room can help me—”

      “Stop worrying, Cupcake.” He winked. “I got this.”

      “Uh…” He was so earnest, so incredibly fucking gorgeous, that for a second I forgot how to breathe. It dawned on me that waiters weren’t usually this hot unless they were struggling actors. I knew only too well how difficult it was to survive in a big city when you were down on your luck, playing a part that you didn’t quite have down yet, and my anger dissipated.

      Then I wondered if my run in with the hot server was part of my promotion package. Not literally. I didn’t work for a pimp service after all. But cosmically. Like divine intervention. Life had been super tough the last year and a half. Maybe meeting the sinfully delicious server was the gods’ attempts to make up for all the bullshit I’d been through.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Charlotte. What’s yours?”

      “You tell me. What name springs to mind when you look at me?” He stared at me with a hint of a smile on his handsome face, the beginning of twinkle wrinkles crinkling around the corners of his eyes. He was so…

      “Hot Waiter,” I blurted. “Oops! I meant to say… Matt Baiter. You look like a Matt Baiter to me.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Seriously? Matt Baiter? It’s that obvious what I’ll be doing tonight if you don’t go home with me?

      “No!” I bit my lip. “I really did mean to say Hot Waiter. I’m sorry!”

      “I’ve been called worse,” he said. “I could swear I’ve seen you before, Charlotte. You’re so pretty. And boobs that majestic make you impossible to forget.”

      “Thanks—I think.” I reversed my decision and was suddenly tempted to let the excitement of the night take me. Enjoy your night, Charlotte. Let your guard down and savor an evening of beauty and decadence, fine Champagne, and a gorgeous man who looks like he’d be more than happy to service your every need. “You work at the hotel, right?”

      “You could say that.”

      “I stopped by the catering department with the bride a few months ago when she was sampling entrees for the reception. Maybe you spotted me then.” I gazed at his lower lip, full and fleshy, wondering what it would feel like if he kissed me. Long and hot. Insistent and passionate, as he wrapped his big, muscular arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him…

      “Charlotte!” An earnest female voice called, snapping me out of my reverie. I glanced up and spotted my pal, the immaculately coiffed Hailey Frankle, waving her hand high in the air as she hustled through the well-appointed crowd toward me.

      My heart sank because I realized this stunning man on his knees before me with the big muscular arms, a cleft in his chin, and dark brown hair with a hint of curl at the ends, might have been the handsomest waiter in Chicago, let alone the entire Midwest—but I had to shut this down. “Thank you,” I said and popped open the clasp on my pearl-encrusted evening bag, pulled out a twenty bill, and tapped it on his hand that was still attending to my thigh. “I hope this covers the damages.”

      He stopped and stared up at me. “For what?”

      “The drink I spilled.”

      Hailey waved her hands in the air. “Charlotte! The bride needs you—STAT!”

      “I ran into you.” He pushed back the bill.

      “Clearly, it was the other way around.” I extended the twenty.

      “It doesn’t matter who made first contact, Cupcake. You’re doused in Glenfiddich 1962 Private Reserve. You might smell like a trust fund baby after a wild night, but that’s an expense you don’t want to cover. Besides, I owe you for the dry cleaning.”

      “You owe me nothing,” I said.

      He stood up and I was reminded of why I ran into him in the first place. Hot waiter was as big and tall as a Green Bay Packer linebacker but far prettier. Like a long-lost heir to the Kennedy dynasty. For or a second I wished I was the Charlotte Louise Bauer from a year ago—a simpler girl living in more innocent times in Oconomowoc, Wisconsin. But innocence had passed me by.

      “Charlotte!” Hailey raised her voice, a worried look consuming her face. “I need you!”

      “Thanks for the clean-up,” I said. “You’re sweet. But I’ve got to go.”

      “You have no idea how sweet I can be,” he said. “Stay and find out.”

      “I wish I could. I really do. But I can’t.” I turned, my heart bumping around in my chest, and walked away from what could have been my wedding reception fling as the band played You’re Just Too Good to be True. I stopped in my tracks, and regret nagged at me, practically poking me in the ribs. I couldn’t help but wonder what time he got off work.

      I turned to look for him.  “Hey, I don’t even know your real name. What’s your name?” But he had vanished into the thick of the wedding crowd. He was so big, a force of nature. How was that even possible?
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        I, Maximillian Cristoph Rochartè, was Prince of Bellèno. I couldn’t fall in love with an American commoner. Or could I?

      

        

      
        I stumbled across Vivian in a biker bar when she had the stones to pour a pitcher of margaritas on a guy who was harassing another waitress. She had legs from here to eternity, the devil’s own sense of humor, and the face of an angel. She was everything I ever wanted.  

      

        

      
        But none of that mattered.

      

        

      
        The House of Bellèno’s crown jewels were being squeezed. The monarchy had borrowed millions and the loans were coming due. I tried re-negotiating the deals but hit a wall. I’d sell my soul to save my family when an even better idea hit me.

      

        

      
        I tracked down a billionaire nobleman who was thrilled to fork over a fortune to marry his daughter, Lady Cici, to a prince. But Lord Angus Fontaine wouldn’t settle for me—I was the spare to the throne. He wanted my brother Leopold, the crown prince—the heir.

      

        

      
        Then inspiration struck again. Darling Vivian was a dead ringer for Cici, and she could impersonate her for a few weeks until the real Cici returned to Bellèno to marry my brother. It was messy. It was complicated. I loved it.

      

        

      
        I was screwed.  

      

        

      
        Because now weeks had passed, Cici hadn’t show up, and I was falling in love with Vivian. Unfortunately, my brother was too…
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        CHAPTER 1

      

        

      
        VIVIAN

      

      

      “Yo, Vivian! What does a guy have to do to get a drink around here?” the Hulk Hogan look-alike grunted.

       “Just need to ask me nice, Mr. Fitzpatrick.” I shouldered a large, round tray with a few dirty glasses and made a beeline to his four-top table on the right side of the bar. I cocktailed at Mugshots, a beer-scented, hard rock 'n' roll playing, leather jacket-clad bikers’ bar.

      Mr. Fitzpatrick and his buddies were in their late sixties with bandanas tied over their long, white hair. They were my favorite regular customers; rough around the edges but incredibly sweet. I picked up a few more empties. “What can I get you?”

      “Vivian, my angel,” Mr. Fitzpatrick said. “I need three Jack and Cokes and one fake lemonade with no sugar for Artie. He’s on the wagon.”

      “Got it. Artie. You okay? Not another ’bout of the gastritis?”

      “It’s a blood sugar thing.” Artie tapped the heels of his scuffed, black leather biker boots on the scratched, wooden floor. “My wife keeps asking, ‘Why don’t you stop riding? When are you going to stay home, watch Jeopardy and play with your grandkids?’ Seriously, Viv. I’m already retired. I spend twenty-two hours of almost every day at home. I hit the road with my buddies one afternoon each week and after that I feel alive again. I don’t think quitting our rides will affect my blood sugar.”

      “Those rides are good for you Artie,” I said. “Fresh air. Oxygen in your lungs. Getting out in nature is healing.” 

      “When are you going to ride with us, Viv?” Artie asked. “We keep asking.”

      Never. I would never ride a motorcycle again.

      “I appreciate the offer, but life is so busy these days with school. One sugar-free lemonade coming your way my friend.”

      I weaved around the sober customers, the tipsy folks, and all the in-betweens on my way back to the bar. 

      I hoisted my tray onto the counter and delivered my order to Buddy Paulsen, the bartender and co-owner. Buddy was thick around the waistline, covered in tats, and sported a ruddy Irish complexion. Fifty years ago he could have been the poster child for a Rebel Without a Cause. Now he was a businessman who desperately wanted to keep his waning crowd of aging bikers happy while he catered to the bar’s newcomers. I unloaded the dirty glasses onto a rubber mat.            

      My BFF, Lola Consuela Campillio, she of the tall legs and the dangerous curves, strode up in the same uniform I too had recently been forced to wear: a tight pleather mini, a deep V-neck Lycra top, fishnet stockings and black pleather, thigh pinching, high-heeled boots. She rested her tray on the bar next to mine. “I’m filing an official complaint, Buddy. I hate these new uniforms.”

      “I second Lola’s motion.” I tugged my mini lower onto my legs to better cover my private girlie parts. “These outfits make us look like sluts from Slutsville and I fear I’m getting a bunion. How come we can’t wear our Mugshots T-shirts and jeans?”

      “You both know why. I’m not in charge of this place anymore. Mike Woodman is.”

      “Woodman doesn’t care that I have to change clothes in the bathroom because God forbid I go home wearing this and my kid wakes up and sees hooker mommy,” Lola said. “I’m putting meals on the table. I cannot deal with Child Protective Services.”

      “Lola, you gotta play nice with the new guys. It was sell a stake in the place or close the doors. I love Mugshots. It wasn’t an easy decision.”

      Buddy sold his majority share of the bar to thirty-something businessman Mike Woodman. He came from family money and parlayed his trust fund into making a shit-load more dough in the stock market. Woodman got bored and then bought up his favorite interests like they were Tonka toys. His purchases included a bowling alley, a Harley-Davidson dealership, a strip club, a Baptist church along with its charismatic leader, and finally, a biker bar—Mugshots.

      Which pained me.

      While I’d only worked here since the day I turned twenty-one—nine months earlier—I’d hung out here for far longer. My dad used to frequent the joint with his buddies. And before it was considered child-abuse to take your kid to a bar, he’d bring me along on the nights Mom was working. I hung out with the bikers, heard the stories about the rides, and the Sturgis’ outings. After my folks died in a motorcycle accident four years ago you’d think I’d want to get away from a biker bar. But the problem was this place felt like family. And I didn’t have a lot of that left.

      So I started bugging Buddy to let me waitress at Mugshots. At the end of my first night he opened a bottle of Korbel, the regulars sang “Happy Birthday”, someone popped for cupcakes and Mylar balloons, and I had my first legal drink.

      You’d think I’d like the new clientele at the newly remodeled bar. They were, after all, closer to my age. But Woodman’s crew was privileged and the majority of them  were asshats. They always hung out at the biggest table in the middle of the cozy sized joint. Woodman would make his nightly appearance and buy a round or two for the snotty boys. He’d play with his gold pinky ring like he was a short, chubby version of Marlon Brando in The Godfather, sucking up all the cloying compliments about how he was “the man.”

      “Hey princess!” a twenty-something metro dude seated at Woodman’s table yelled. “Get your primo behind over here. I’m parched.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m on it.” I loaded my tray with drinks. “You’re sure this lemonade doesn’t have sugar, right?”

      “No sugar,” Buddy said. “Hurry up. Stop spending all your time hanging with the old crew and wait on the new guys. They’re our future. Be nice to them.”

      “The new guys tip like shit.”

      “They’re filling seats and buying booze.”

      “They’re assholes.”

      He shrugged. “The bar wouldn’t be here and you wouldn’t have a job if I hadn’t taken Woodman up on his deal. Be nice to my new business partner and his friends. Please?”

      “I’m not answering to Mike Woodman. He’s got attitude to rival an elephant’s behind. You hired me, boss. I’ll answer to you.”

      Buddy cleared his throat.

      “I’ll take their table,” Lola said. “I’ve already got the four-top next to them.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. 

      “If they give me a problem I’ll just smile and delicately curse in Spanish. They won’t have a clue what I’m saying.” She winked at me and walked off.

      “Yeah but I will. You taught me all the good Spanish swear words,” I said.

      I dropped off the round to Mr. Fitzpatrick’s crew. I picked up a half-empty pitcher and some water glasses that had barely been touched on a recently vacated table. I poured the water into the pitcher, stacked the glasses, and was on my way back to the bar to stock up on pretzel mix when I heard Lola holler, “Beso mi culo, pendejo!” 

      She edged away from Woodman’s table, a big fat frown on her pretty face, but the sweaty metro dude latched onto her wrist and stopped her in her tracks. “Do you not know who you’re dealing with? This margarita tastes like someone pissed in it.”

      “Let go of that girl,” the guy seated next to him said and grabbed his arm.

      I strode toward Woodman’s table and couldn’t help but stare at the guy trying to shut the asshole down. He wore a fitted black T-shirt and jeans and scuffed biker boots. He had hazel eyes, the highest cheekbones, and a cleft in his chin that a nickel would gladly dive into. He was a ginger, his hair cropped medium-length. Hello—this might be the best-looking man I’d seen in my entire life.

      “Get me another drink, Ms. Cinco de Mayo,” the metro dude said to Lola. “Now.”

      My attention turned from the hot guy to the matter at hand: harassment.

      “I’ll get you a new drink, pinche idioto,” Lola said, “as soon as you let me go.”

      I hustled in Lola’s direction.

      Woodman ambled out of Mugshots’s back office into the main bar and eyed what was going on at his table.

      “You own this place,” I said. “Do something.”

      He shrugged.

      “I know what the word ‘idioto’ means,” the metro dude slurred.

      “So much for mastering your Berlitz course,” the hot ginger said. “Remove your hand from the young lady or I’ll remove it for you.”

      I pushed through the crowd toward them, my tray still on my shoulder, righteous anger bubbling up with each frantic step.

      “Fine.” The metro dude released Lola. “You stupid—”

      She stumbled, dropped her tray, and glasses flew and broke. She broke into tears and kneeled to clean up the puddled mess of shards.

      “Go.” I put down my tray on an adjacent, empty table, held out my hand, and helped her to standing. “Grab some towels, a broom, and a dustpan. I’ll help.” 

      “Thanks.” She wiped her tears and walked off.

      “Why do we even come here?” the metro dude said. “We could be hanging on Rush Street.”

      I shouldered the tray, edged toward the table, and managed to toss my long brunette hair coquettishly over one shoulder. “I’ve got that drink you requested.”

      “You see?” Metro leaned back in his chair, addressing his friends at the table. “You don’t put up with lower class bullshit and you do the help a favor. You school them on how to cater to people like you and me. Help them learn their place in life.” He smiled at me. “Thanks, princess.”

      “No. Thank you. We brought you a pitcher of margaritas to apologize for your inconvenience.” I held it out to him, smiled…and then poured it on his head as he squealed. “Sorry! But you looked so thirsty.”

      “Well played!” The gorgeous ginger burst out laughing. “Pawn takes rook.”

      “Vivian!” Buddy yelled.

      “Vivian!” Mr. Fitzpatrick and Artie jumped up from their chairs and sprinted toward me.

      “Oh no, Vivian!” Lola’s hand flew to her mouth and she dropped the towels and the broom.

      Mike Woodman strode toward me—his piggy nostrils flaring faster than he turned his pinkie ring. “Vivian DeRose you are banned from Mugshots forever. If I ever see you in here again I will have you arrested for assault. And, oh yeah, you’re fired!”

      “It was worth it, loser,” I said.

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 2

      

        

      
        MAXIMILLIAN

      

      

      I was in Chicago for business. Uncomfortable business. Business that should have been on the up and up but could turn unseemly in a heartbeat. Which is how I found myself in the company of Mike Woodman, a despicable man who had the veneer of legitimacy but if you scratched the surface, was shady as shit.

      Woodman was an agent of sorts, a guy who could procure things. Some were honest and legitimate. Others were on the fringe. I was a man looking for the latter, searching for something, make that, someone, specific. It was probably my well-deserved karma that I was seated at a table next to the uncouth ass who treated that poor waitress despicably.

      My first instinct was to pop the guy but I feared someone would snap a photo, I’d be recognized, and all hell would break loose. I couldn’t afford that right now because I was here on a secret, urgent matter of the utmost importance. And then she hustled up to our table on a mission to rescue her friend.

      I could practically see the steam puffing out of her nostrils. I’d overheard bar patrons call her Vivian. She was fresh faced, pretty, young early twenties. She had long, brown hair, full lips, a tight, low-cut T-shirt that covered what looked like a great set of tits, and legs from here to eternity. My balls tightened because man, this girl was hotter than hell when she was riled up.

      I was curious how she’d handle the wanker, and laughed when she played him for a fool and doused him with a pitcher of margaritas. I wondered what else she could manage when that odious prick Woodman fired her. I thought she’d cuss him out, but Vivian just bit her lip and turned white as a ghost. She turned heel and walked down a hallway into the back of the establishment. She stomped out a few moments later in those sky-high boots that started a few inches below her skirt, with her purse slung over her shoulder. Her friend accompanied her, the two of them whispering on her short trip to the front door. A few older men in the corner hollered out, inquiring whether she needed a ride home. “I’m good,” she said. “You’re the best. Thank you.”

      I admired her spirit. She’d stood up to that loser who deserved far worse than being showered with a pitcher of margaritas. She was awfully sexy in that mini and I racked my brain trying to remember why she reminded me of someone… and oh holy crap, the opportunity I’d been desperate to pay a fortune to Mike Woodman had just landed in my lap with a bow on top. I almost missed it because I was too busy imagining her beautiful legs wrapped over my shoulders as I thrust into her.

      She slammed the door on her way out of the tavern. I sprung to my feet and strode after her. It was close to midnight on a warm and muggy summer evening. Except for the biker bar squatting on the corner, it was a quiet, residential neighborhood populated with older, small homes. There was a low rumble from planes that landed at nearby Midway Airport. Street lights glared overhead on the narrow avenue lined with parked cars. The air smelled of fast foods: Italian, Chinese, fried chicken, with an underlying layer of rotting garbage and lower-middle class fierce work ethic.

      I, paused for a few moments to check Vivian out. She was the right age, feisty as hell, and could clearly think on her feet. She had that girl-next-door kind of look, the girl that you’d known forever but one day blossomed and poof, like magic, became sexy as sin. A myriad of unknown factors could screw my scheme to high heaven but I couldn’t help but wonder if my crazy plan could play out.

      Unfortunately, the beautiful girl who might have been the answer to my prayers was also walking away from me at an alarming clip. She threw her hands up in the air, either speaking with ear buds into a phone or talking to herself. “I’ll have you arrested for assault,’” she said in a falsetto. “Fucking wienie with short fat fingers. We all know what that translates to.”

      Yes. Definitely talking to herself.

      “Who needs this shitty, fucking job? Crappy hours. Minimum wage plus tips. Stupid short skirt that makes me look like I’m giving away pussy shots for free. Ugh.”

      I snorted but clapped a hand over my mouth and followed after her.

      “And I am done with these cheap, blister-producing boots.” She stopped in the middle of the street, propped one hand against a parked car, balanced on one foot, and unzipped a boot.

      I was mesmerized as that zipper slid down her upper thigh, past her knee, over her calf and all the way to her ankle. She latched onto the heel, wriggled her hips, and wrangled the thing off. My cock started throbbing. I turned my head to see if indeed there was a free pussy shot, but sadly there was not. I was spying on her like some kind of weirdo voyeur. What kind of prince was I?

      A prince who needed to get his act together or the golden opportunity that had presented itself would slip away. I walked toward her.

      “Hey lady. Maybe you shouldn’t be undressing in public. But if you insist, allow me to help—”

      She blinked under the glare of a street lamp. “Pervert! Stay away from me!”

      “Not a pervert. The guy from Mugshot’s Bar. The one who—”

      “Asshole!” She threw her boot at my head.

      The boot bounced off my face. I stumbled backwards and caught myself on a parked car. “Ow.”

      “Wait. You’re not that asshole,” she said. “Sorry! Then again, maybe you should think twice about approaching a single woman late at night on a deserted street and scaring the crap out of her. I’m in no mood. Leave. Me. Alone.”

      She turned and hobbled away, which wasn’t easy considering she had one bare foot and was still wearing the boot on the other.

      I could feel my eye socket swelling but I couldn’t help but laugh. I picked up the boot. “Hold on, Cinderella. You forgot your glass slipper.”

      She turned and stared at me. “It’s pleather. Burn it. Oh crap, did I hit you in the eye?”

      “Yes, Rocky. I’ve endured worse. It sounds like you’re out of a job. Will you be looking for a new one?”

      “Will politicians always lie?”

      I fumbled in my pocket for a card and extended it toward her.  “I might have something of interest for you.”

      She walked a few feet toward me, took it, and held it up to the light. “Your name’s not on here. Who has a business card that doesn’t have their name on it?”

      “My name’s Maximillian—”

      “Nice to meet you Max.” She slipped the card down her cleavage and unzipped her other boot. “You have an accent. Where are you from?”

      “Bellèno.”

      She kicked off the other boot. My gaze was torn between her gorgeous tits, her curvy hips, and her long, toned legs.

      “Aha. The word on the card. I’ve heard of that place. It’s a skiing town in the Alps, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      She stood up straight, barefoot on the asphalt on a warm summer night. She was around five feet six inches tall. The right height.

      “Tell me in one sentence what the job entails.”

      “Tough to describe in one sentence.”

      “So, it’s illegal,” she said, arching one eyebrow.

      “Not really.”

      “‘Not really’ means quite possibly.”

      She looked even more wholesome without the boots, a far cry from the majority of women I met.

      “You’re smart. And you’re impossibly gorgeous.”

      “You’re hot,” she said. “But I’m not looking for that right now. Apologies about the eye. I wasn’t aiming for it. I’ve gotta go.”

      “Change your mind, Vivian, give that number a ring. Mention ‘The Crown Affair.’”

      “That doesn’t make your offer sound more legitimate, you know. Go home and put some ice on that eye.”

      “I’m staying at a hotel.”

      “I bet they have ice, too.”

      “I’m in town for a few more days. Trust me, this is a great opportunity.”

      “Thanks, Max.” She waved at me as she rounded a corner and then disappeared from my sight. “That’s what they all say.”

      [image: ]
* * *
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        PRAISE

      

      

      
        
        “Why can’t I be a Part-Time Princess?! Amazing, I loved this book!!” ~ London Dreaming

      

        

      
        “Absolutely Freaking Hi - lar - ri - ous!!!” ~ Avid Reader923

      

        

      
        “This is a flirty fun read.” ~ Karen’s Book Haven

      

        

      
        “AHHHHH I LOVELOVELOVE this Book!” ~ Maryam Dinzly

      

        

      
        "It's My Fair Lady meets Ms. Congeniality..." ~ Sara Steven at Chick Lit Central Blog

      

        

      
        "...what female doesn't dream of being a princess and swept off her feet by a handsome prince." ~ Carole GR Reviewer

      

      

      PART-TIME PRINCESS was featured in Glamour UK October, 2015 edition!

      

      
        
        DESCRIPTION

      

      

      
        
        Two princes are in love with Lucy. Too bad she’s and imposter…

      

        

      
        Lucy Trabbicio's a down-on-her-luck, young, cocktail waitress desperate to find a job to keep her uncle at Assisted Living. Lady Elizabeth hires Lucy to impersonate her to keep the attentions of Crown Prince Cristoph of Fredonia while she completes her pressing personal business in the States.

      

        

      
        In the mother of all makeovers, Lucy’s transformed into a reluctant ‘Lady’ and travels to Fredonia for ten days 'tops.' What could possibly go wrong?

      

        

      
        Sexy, bad-boy Nick—Fredonia’s other Prince—that’s what goes wrong!

      

        

      
        Dreamy Nick's courting Lucy hot and heavy when Prince Cristoph proposes marriage. What's an imposter girl to do?

      

        

      
        Elizabeth insists that she'll make it back home in time for the wedding. Lucy accepts Cristoph's proposal and is on the fast track to becoming a Princess when another glitch arises—someone's trying to kill her! Besides Nick, the only folks helping Lucy are her wild, party hard, take-no-prisoners Ladies-in-Waiting.

      

        

      
        A modern day, sexy tale with romance, twists and turns, laughter, a few tears, and a Happily-Ever-After Ending (just not the way you expected it!)

      

      

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      I sat tall, posture perfect, practically regal on a cushy, leather seat in the First Class section of British Airlines Flight #1509 to London. My Chanel traveling outfit fit me like a dream: it was casual but screamed money. More money than I earned during the last six months at my previous job.

      I tapped my matching Chanel bag and tote with the toe of my designer shoe and slid them a few inches until they were safely tucked under the seat in front of me. Even though I was inside a plane, I still wore my new designer sunglasses: when my employer slid them on my face and instructed me to look into the mirror—they were so freaking cool! I’ve been called a lot of things in my life and trust me, cool wasn’t one of them.

      A female fight attendant leaned down toward me as passengers jostled past her on their way to the back of this fancy bus. “The flight’s been delayed for a bit, Lady Billingsley. There are tornados in Oklahoma, Iowa and Kansas. We’re waiting for a few passengers from connecting flights.”

      I glanced out the window: storm clouds bustled low in the skies overhead and a brisk wind ruffled the tarps on the baggage carts. “Bad weather,” I said. “So typical this time of year in Chicago.”

      “Can I get you something to drink before takeoff? And, perhaps, a snack?”

      I smiled and tried not to appear shocked as I looked at her nametag. “You are sweet, Kristine.” The one time I’d flown before today the flight attendants practically ripped the water bottle from my sweaty hands prior to takeoff.  But that was when I was in coach.

      And that was when I was Lucille Marie Trabbicio—not Lady Elizabeth Billingsley.

       “I’d love a…” What would Elizabeth pick if she were flying? She didn’t seem to be the type to get trashed out of her mind, especially not on long trips. She wouldn’t want to get dehydrated: there’d be too much damage to her skin, her make-up could smudge and possibly damage her outfit. She also wouldn’t want to eat anything too salty as she might retain water. Bloating was a look that Elizabeth would not tolerate.

      “A Pellegrino, please,” I said. “Thank you. Is it okay—I mean might I send an urgent e-mail? It’s for business.”

      “Of course.” Kristine nodded. “Super quick! Captain says we’ll be pulling back from the gate in a matter of minutes.”

      I nodded, reached in my purse for my state-of-the-art iPhone and flipped it open. I logged into my new Gmail account that Mr. Philips had created for my part-time job. I typed a clandestine message to his and Elizabeth’s BFF, Zara, using their secret code names.

      
        
        Dear Lady and The Damp:

        

        Slight delay in departing ORD. Will check in once I’ve landed in London and transferred planes. Excited!! Please wish E good luck on her important mystery mission. And hang in there with the bad back thing Damp. Maybe go see a good chiropractor.

        

        Fondly,

        

        Lucy

        

      

      Then I remembered to use my code name, deleted Lucy and typed the word Groucho.

      I fiddled with my phone until I found “Airplane Mode,” and turned it on. I tucked my phone in my bag and pulled out a copy of British Vogue. Lady Zara encouraged me to page through the American, British and Italian versions of the fashion rag and familiarize myself with popular designers. I flipped through the magazine, glanced at the pricey clothes, expensive makeup and the pouty models. Pucci. Gucci. Valentino. Oh my!

      I accepted the mineral water from the flight attendant and thanked her. I thought about my cushy signing bonus and couldn’t help but smile. I’d paid my rent, as well as Uncle John’s dues for the month at Vail Assisted Living. Score! I leaned back in my seat, closed my eyes and predicted that this new part-time job that I’d signed confidentiality clauses up the wazoo for would be a breeze. I was already nailing it!

      The flight to London would take around nine hours. Plenty of time for me to review the cast of characters in Lady Elizabeth Billingsley’s life, as well as their names, titles and relationships with her. I had a two-hour layover at Heathrow before my connecting flight to Elizabeth’s home in Fredonia—the small, crown jewel of a country tucked in the mountains between France, Switzerland and Italy.

      When someone squeezed the top of my knee. “Well, well, if it isn’t Lady Elizabeth Theresa Billingsley in the flesh. Isn’t this a sweet surprise?” A guy asked as he settled into the aisle seat next to me. My gaze fixed on his muscular hand as he caressed my knee again and then ran his index finger up my inner thigh for a very-long heartbeat.

      One of the reasons I scored this part-time job was because I swore to my new employers that I could roll with the punches and improvise during unexpected events. I planned on that happening when I landed in Sauerhausen, the capital of Fredonia—not on the nine-hour flight from Chicago to London.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. The First Class section of British Airways had perverts? I smacked him, but only managed to slap my own knee because he had lightening quick reflexes; his hand had already vanished from my thigh.

      “That might leave a bruise, Princess. Which I’ll happily kiss away,” he said.

      “Look, dickwipe,” I hissed. “Who the hell do you think—” Oops. Reboot. I was now Lady Elizabeth Theresa Billingsley from post-card perfect Fredonia.

      Not Lucille Trabbicio—a former cocktail waitress at MadDog bikers’ bar on Chicago’s Southside.

      I cleared my throat and composed myself. “I apologize, sir. I do believe you accidentally bumped my knee and I over-reacted. ”

      “Oh, Lizzie. That was clearly no accident. ‘Look, dickwipe?’ Colorful language. I’m impressed. Apparently your time in the States has warmed your frosty demeanor. I can’t believe my good fortune on running into you again.” He settled into his seat. “How long has it been? Fifteen months?”

      I blinked. This guy not only knew Elizabeth but also had a nickname for her. I combed my brain but I didn’t recognize him from any of the pictures she or Zara showed me.

      Mr. Cocky pushed his leather bag under the seat in front and belted himself in. Slouched back and ran his fingers through his jet-black hair. “Did you miss me love?”

      I looked at his hand that had clutched my knee just moments earlier. It was large, had no ring on the important finger and now rested on top of his thigh—which was muscular, clad in jeans and ended in slightly scuffed leather boots.

      Nice. Very, very nice. Whoa—hold the door… I shook my head. No, he was not nice. This knee-squeezer was an opportunist and obviously depraved. My gaze traveled up and took in his finely cut sports jacket layered over a V-neck T-shirt that exposed just the right amount of black chest hair. Hmm.

      He leaned toward me as his index finger grazed the underside of my chin. “Has anything else warmed up Lizzie?” He tilted my face upward toward his full lips. “Do you remember all the fun and games we played? All the dirty, dirty things that you and I did?” He grinned. “And then—did again. I was done at round three, but you insisted on a fourth.”

      Holy crap did he just say what I thought he said?           

      I gazed up at his face into the bluest eyes I’d seen in my entire life. The highest cheekbones. The blackest hair that was cropped in a medium-length-style with one disheveled lock that fell onto his forehead.

      Hello—this might have been the best-looking man I’ve met in my entire twenty-one year-old life. I inhaled sharply.

      And quickly realized I was being a complete dork and gave my head a shake. Get a grip, Lucy, I admonished myself. Elizabeth, Zara or Mr. Philips would have shown me this guy’s picture if he were at all important. This had to be a fluke. An accident. At the worst—a chance encounter. “I think you’re mistaken.” I decided to hedge my bets. Elizabeth might have hired a down-on-her-luck girl, but not a dumb one. “Do we know each other?”

      “There you go with that dry sense of humor I always enjoy. Breathe, Lizzie. Take-offs and landings always frighten you. Do you want me to help you through it? Just like I used to?” He held out his hand and regarded me with a twinkle in his eyes.

      Kristine the flight attendant stood at the front of the plane and spoke into the intercom. “Welcome to British Air Flight 1509 from Chicago O’Hare International Airport to Heathrow, London. In a few minutes we will be pulling back from the gate. Please take a moment to review the following safety information for this plane located in the seat pocket in front of you. While our captain and co-pilots are tip-top, we’ll obviously be passing through bumpy weather as we depart the Windy City.”  

      “Um.” I wondered why my tongue suddenly felt awkward inside the confines of my mouth. “Um…” Earth to Lucy. You are being paid a king’s ransom. Do not screw up this job for a stunning pair of blue eyes, a little pitter-patter in your heart and a tingling in your nether-regions.

      “Excuse me, sir.” A short, coiffed, helmet-headed Barbara Walters type peered down her nose at us. “I’m so sorry, but I think you’re in my seat. 3B?” She peered at her ticket stub. “I do believe I am in 3B.”

      “Oh.” He pulled his ticket stub from his pants pocket and checked it. “You’re right, Ma'am. I’m in 4A.” He unbuckled his seatbelt. “I must have been hypnotized by this young woman’s beauty.”

      Phew! Lucky for me I wasn’t going to be stuck next to Mr. Cocky for the next nine hours.

      He leaned his head toward mine and whispered, “I know you’re disappointed Lizzie. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. There’s always the Mile-High Club. I do believe you once said those very words to me. I’ll never forget my initiation. Thank you. Seriously, thank you. That was a defining moment in my life.”

      I coughed, clamped my hand over my mouth and collapsed forward—my boobs slapping my thighs.

      He grabbed his leather duffel off the floor and stood up. “Can I help you with your bags?” he asked the woman and moved into the aisle.

      “You’re not only handsome, but a gentleman. Thank you for your kind offer, sir, but I’m good. My name’s Jane Dawson. I could swear I’ve seen you before. I’m bad with names, but I never forget a face.” She plopped down into the seat next to me, looked up and winked at him. “It’ll come to me.”

      He held out his hand to her. “You can call me Nick.”

      Jane smiled and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Nick. I’ll figure out how I know you. I’m good at this!” She leaned down and pushed her carry-on under the seat in front of her.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and then realized I was going to be seated next to the Jane Dawson—the famous news reporter whose career spanned decades. I clenched my hands together and gazed out the window as the plane backed away from the terminal.

      “You look familiar too, miss.” Jane said. “Albeit like you’ve seen a ghost or recently had food poisoning. First Class on British Air is practically like opening a copy of People Magazine. You never know whom you’ll bump into here.”

      I smiled at her. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Ms. Dawson. You’re an amazing reporter and your career is spectacular. My name is… Elizabeth.” I leaned close to her and whispered. “Thank you for saving me from that man. I’d much prefer to sit next to you during this incredibly long flight.”

      “Luck of the draw, Elizabeth. I was in 3B after all. Are you nervous during takeoffs dear?”

      “No. I’ve done this a million times.” The plane taxied onto the runway and I gripped the armrests like a young gold-digger holding tight to an octogenarian billionaire’s arm in a Vegas wedding chapel. The aircraft paused for a few moments as thunder boomed and lightning struck in the woods and neighborhoods in the near distance.

      A piece of paper shaped like a tiny airplane flew over my head and crashed onto my lap. I unfolded it and read:

      
        
        My dearest Lizzie:

        

        Liar, liar, pants on fire. Do we need to do something about that? I’m happy to help.

        

        Always,

        

        Nick

        

      

      I scrunched the paper into a ball, flung it over my seat back toward him and heard a low chuckle. “I’ll be just fine, Ms. Dawson. Nothing out of the ordinary or unusual about today.” I smiled at her, inhaled deeply and held my breath.

      Except that everything about today was out of the ordinary and unusual. Because this was the biggest day of my new part-time job. And I was indeed the poster-child for Ms. Liar, Liar, Pants-on-Fire.

      I closed my eyes, leaned back, tried to ignore the hot guy kicking the back of my chair and I remembered how I got here…

      

      Part-time Princess is available as eBook, print, and on Audio with professional narration by Lesley Ann Fogle.
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        Four sexy, flirty, LOL rom-coms about the royal romance between a Prince and an American commoner.
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        When Lucy Trabbicio, an American commoner and cocktail waitress, pours a pitcher of margaritas on the drunk guy harassing her BFF -- she’s fired! Hounded by bill collectors, Lucy must find a job to keep her beloved uncle at Assisted Living. 

      

        

      
        She accepts a part-time job impersonating a royal Lady for "ten days tops." Her mission: keep sexy Prince Cristoph of Fredonia's wandering eye in check. Her challenge: resist the charms of his younger brother, bad-boy Prince Nicholas. 

      

        

      
        A modern day, sexy tale with romance, twists and turns, laughter, a few tears, and a Happily-Ever-After ending (just not the way you expected it!)
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        Ring the wedding bells, pour the champagne, and get thee to the cathedral!

      

        

      
        Lucy Trabbicio is about to marry the man of her dreams, the Prince of Fredonia, in the posh royal wedding of the year.

      

        

      
        But something goes very wrong on the way to the altar. Now it’s up to Lucy, her party-hard Ladies-in-Waiting to solve the debacle, and get her back into her sexy Prince’s arms in time to be royally wed, as well as royally bed.

      

      

      
        
        ROYALLY WED: THE POSER (#3)

      

      

      
        
        Royally wed sex is the best sex… until Lucy discovers that she’s NOT royally wed!

      

        

      
        Lucy and the hot Prince of Fredonia are finally married and can’t take their hands off each other. Romantic interludes happen frequently and just about anywhere but the bedroom. But the legality of their marriage is called into question—the ceremony was performed by an impersonator; a poser. 

      

        

      
        Lucy travels to Italy with her Ladies-in-Waiting to track down the poser and solve the dilemma before the paparazzi finds out and blows the scandal sky high. Will Lucy and her beloved get their Happily Ever After?
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        Is it possible that Lucy Trabbicio, American commoner and former cocktail waitress, is royally wed to Crown Prince Cristoph instead of his brother Prince Nicholas? 

      

        

      
        Marrying into the Fredonia royal family seems to be filled with fiascoes. Is the latest snafu simply a case of bad luck, a mix up of epic proportions?  Or has Prince Cristoph carried a torch for Lucy ever since she left him high and dry at the cathedral’s altar and sabotaged her marriage to Nick?

      

        

      
        Lucy will finally get her HEA in this royal rom-com, but who will be her lucky husband — Prince Cristoph the heir — or Prince Nicholas Frederick the spare? 
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