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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      As I headed down Broad Street toward the stadium, cars whipped through the city in a frenzy of chaos. With the Phillies on a winning streak, the streets were crowded with red-and-white baseball jerseys. Despite the fans cheering in the distance, the dull hum didn’t compare to Strickland University’s bustling campus.

      My senior year would’ve been off to a good start if not for the tatted hothead in a Honda Civic who had almost run me off the road. I managed to swerve in time to miss the parked car to my right, but I couldn’t let him off that easy.

      Even though I should remain in the right lane to get to my dormitory, I checked my side mirror, inched forward, and yanked the wheel into the left lane to cut off the beat-up Honda.

      My best friend, Silvia Barker, rolled down her window, her middle finger dangling in the breeze, as I blew through the red light. As a minivan pulled onto the street, I parked in its space in front of Jefferson Hall.

      I opened the door of my M Series Coupé, desperate to peel my legs from the leather seat and grabbed my Diet Coke bottle from the cup holder. Twenty yards away, even in the glaring summer sun, I spotted my next mistake. Shirtless eye candy threw footballs across the front lawn, dirt smeared on their sweaty bodies. I flipped up my sunglasses and leaned on the hood to get a better look.

      Silvia slid out from the passenger side, a complaint on her lips. “Damn, it’s hot out here. I bet you could fry an egg on the pavement.”

      I tugged on my canary-yellow tank top to fan myself. “I know. It’s at least ten degrees hotter than in the burbs.”

      “The worst part is the humidity,” Silvia groaned.

      I clicked the trunk release.

      Silvia jumped off the curb to retrieve her black-and-gold studded purse from the trunk. She rifled through her bag and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “The Weather Channel is predicting a heat wave over the next few days.”

      “A little weather won’t hold me back.” I chuckled, turning away from her as she lit a cigarette, the smoke assaulting my lungs. “I’m like an inmate on death row with just a few more days of freedom until my life is officially over.”

      “Get a grip. It’s just a job, not the end of the world.”

      “Just a job,” I moaned. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ll be off to California next year and I’ll be stuck working with Grandfather.”

      Around a giant fountain, a group of girls in bikinis propped themselves up against a replica of the Liberty Bell. Water trickled down from the top of the cracked bell in the center of the quad, spraying them. They were the main attraction, and boys were tripping over their toes to get a second look. Returning students flocked from the well-preserved brownstone that lined three sides of the rectangular field. Strickland University had the pristine shine of an Ivy League college with skyscrapers serving as the backdrop. Even the statues of famous Philadelphians sparkled like fresh paint on new car.

      “C’mon, Izzie Bear, let’s get a move on.” Silvia took a few more drags and then knocked the fiery ash off with the bottom of her sneaker.

      I snickered, now walking toward her, as I ignored her previous comment. “I was waiting for you to put that out. You know those things will kill you.”

      “Well, I like my cancer in the form of menthols, thank you very much.” Silvia slung her purse over her shoulder and laughed. Her black hair, fashioned into a bob resting below her chin, was stuck to a thin sheen of sweat on her cheek.

      A punk rocker to the core, she wore a faded Warped Tour tee and jean shorts with holes in them. Our tastes were similar, except I’d pay for the ripped look where Silvia would make her own clothes. It wasn’t because she couldn’t afford them. She was one of those artsy chicks who enjoyed torturing her parents, a plea to get them to pay attention to her.

      As the daughter of a former beauty queen, she didn’t look the part—although she did inherit her mother’s long lashes and perfect complexion—but her mother never glanced up from her martini glass long enough to notice. We were born into families with too much money and zero emphasis on human interaction.

      I was about to open my soda when a car swerved next to me, its back tire just missing my foot. Blinded by rage, I gripped the plastic top and lunged my soda at the white Honda Civic.

      “Watch it, asshole!” I screamed, my hands above my head.

      The car screeched to a halt twenty feet ahead of us as Silvia stood at my side in shock. First, the blinkers turned on, and then a stocky twenty-something boy flung open his door. Dark tattoos covered his forearms that were corded with muscles. He ran his hand through his shaggy auburn hair, spiked up in different places, as he grinned at me.

      “Oh, shit.” Silvia slapped her hand over her mouth, her voice full of laughter. “That dude’s gonna murder us. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I shut the trunk and followed Silvia across the lawn. I ran so fast that my heart pounded out of my chest, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, igniting a fire under my skin. It gave me such a rush that I couldn’t hide a satisfied smile as I peeked over my shoulder.

      The thrill of doing something wrong, waiting to be caught in the act, always seemed more exciting than sex. Maybe there was something wrong with me, an inner sickness that I needed to address. For whatever reason, those small victories would get my juices flowing.

      We yell-laughed, skirting around innocent bystanders, as we made our victory lap. Oblivious to my surroundings, my celebration ended faster than it had begun as I crashed headfirst into a thick wall of hunky man flesh. It happened so fast that I hadn’t had time to brace myself for impact, doing a half flip along with him. He landed on his back with me face-planting on top of him, my breasts pressed against his chin.

      Of all the people to bump into, it had to be Luca Marchese. His cocky grin made my lip curl with revulsion even though he seemed to have the opposite effect on my nipples. One glance from him, and they betrayed me.

      “Hey, princess.” His voice was deeper, sexier, than I remembered from class.

      I blushed ten shades of pink from my cheeks to my neck, distracted by denim-blue irises set under dark brows. I rolled my eyes, attempting to peel myself off his bare chest, but he grabbed my wrists.

      “Not so fast. I think you owe me an explanation.”

      “I don’t owe you shit.”

      I wiggled free from his grasp, straddling him without meaning to. I held his arms flat against the grass. Our faces were inches apart as I hovered over him, the sexual tension burning between us like a lit match. We shared a short-lived moment until his eyes found my breasts again, and he winked.

      “Perv,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Lean muscles brushed against my legs as he moved.

      “What? You can’t fault me for checking you out”—he tilted his head to the side, his gaze falling over each of my curves—“especially when you’re shoving some of your best features in my face.”

      He propped himself up onto his elbow and reached for my waist with his other hand, but I swatted his hand before he could touch me.

      “You’re a feisty one. Got a mouth on you, too.” A fire blazed behind those beautiful blue eyes. “What I’d like to do with that dirty mouth of yours,” he said, rolling his tongue over his lip.

      Damn, he had nice lips, both full and perfect. Every part of me wanted to lean in and kiss him and shove my fingers through his dark waves. No boy had ever affected me this way. But he was a man, not a boy. With radiant olive skin, chiseled features, and toned in all the right places, he could be a model.

      My breath hitched at his comment.

      I wasn’t sure, but I swore I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh, which should have freaked me out. Instead, I looked down, irritated that it turned me on more than I cared to admit.

      He followed my gaze to his crotch and grinned, confirming my suspicions. “You should come to Delta Sig’s annual beach party. The less you wear, the better.”

      “Well, you know what they say. Less is more.” My strange attempt at a joke only fueled the tension between us. “But, no, thanks.”

      Tiny bumps ran down my arms and legs, a result of our close proximity. And, of course, he noticed the effect he had on me. He didn’t skip a beat.

      Now aware of my body and how it reacted to him, I needed an escape. I stood over Luca, desperate to stop the electricity pulsating through me. Every part of me ached for him, craved his touch. Since I’d knocked him over, I stretched my arm out to help him up, and he accepted. I didn’t have the right to be a total bitch, maybe just a partial one.

      Luca wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, the rest of his bare skin glistening in the sunlight. Eye contact proved to be too much for me.

      He picked up the pigskin at his feet and pushed a hand through his cropped black hair. Luca had thick hair that moved back into place, like those people in shampoo commercials. With the football held against his hip, he could have been posing for the cover of a magazine, one I would have shamelessly hung on my wall.

      I recognized the boy from Broad Street walking toward us in a Phillies baseball jersey. As our eyes met, he folded his arms over his chest.

      “You rich bitch,” he said, his voice coming off like a growl. Cold and calculated, his hardened stare was similar to that of a trained killer.

      What was it with Philly boys? They were so rough around the edges, like rabid dogs ready to claw their way out of a cage.

      Luca pushed me behind him, his hand on my hip, sparking a new level of excitement within me. I damn near salivated on his tan skin as he came to my defense.

      “Talk to her like that again, and you’ll be picking up your teeth off the ground.”

      The guy moved his jaw back and forth, drawing attention to his cleft chin, and cracked his neck. No way was he close to backing down. Idiot.

      “I’ll talk to her however the fuck I want to. Stay out of it. Bitch threw a soda in my car window.”

      I slid out from Luca’s shadow and stepped between them. “You almost ran me over. Maybe you should watch where you’re going next time.”

      Luca hooked his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back in your car and forget it ever happened.”

      I should have moved because I expected the boy to take a swing. But Luca smelled of sweat and citrus, a delicious combination that made me want to lick his skin.

      “She owes me!” he yelled in Luca’s face, pointing at the tiny brown stains on his jersey. “Her soda exploded when it hit my dashboard.”

      He was close enough that I got a whiff of stale cigarettes on his breath.

      Nothing seemed to faze Luca, not even this crazy person invading his personal space. He took a wad of cash from his pocket, plucked a few twenties from the stack, and threw them at the boy. “There, consider the debt paid. Now, get outta here!” he spoke with a thick South Philly accent.

      His over pronunciation of vowels wasn’t what caught my attention though. No, Luca commanded a presence, a sense of authority, that I felt in my bones. He didn’t back down. He just stood there, grinding his teeth together. I looked over my shoulder at Luca’s fraternity brothers huddled around us like an army.

      “Keep your bitch on a leash,” the boy said, his body angled toward the street.

      With that, I lost my damn mind. As I attempted to lunge at the guy, Luca clutched my bicep, holding me back.

      I flicked my fingers under my jaw and smirked at the asshole. “Vaffanculo!”

      Most of the time, I cursed in Italian, sort of a habit I’d picked up while growing up at Rinaldi Manor. Swear words sounded better in another language.

      Luca laughed, shaking his head at me, intrigued. I stomped off toward Silvia. She was waiting for me with an impish grin, her back resting against a flagpole, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Wow!” Silvia’s mouth dropped open in awe. “That was pretty crazy, huh? And, now, Luca Marchese is over there, defending your honor. Never thought I’d see that.”

      I turned around to see Luca with his fists full of the boy’s shirt, and I gulped. Because of my insane outburst, this stranger now had Luca’s fraternity brothers surrounding him. Damn it.

      I sifted through the group just in time to hear Luca threatening him. The two of them were going at it in an attempt to counter the other. I had a feeling Luca was not used to anyone challenging him.

      “That’s enough.” I touched Luca’s forearm.

      He glanced at me. “Not until he apologizes.” He released his shirt and stepped back. He pivoted his foot, half-facing the boy and me, as if torn between where he wanted to be.

      At the murderous look in his eyes and the heat behind his words, a strange pulse of electricity situated itself between my thighs. I wasn’t sure if my hands were sweating from the heat or the nervous energy shooting through my entire body.

      The fountain girls watched him and studied me, their arms folded across their chests. I felt as though I were under a giant microscope. The vicious daggers these girls shot at me made me wonder if they would tackle me to get to him. Well, they could have him. Rich assholes like Luca were a dime a dozen at this school. And I’d had my fair share of drama over the years. I didn’t need any more.

      When I refused to respond, Luca said, “Bella, he owes you an apology.” He shot the guy a pained expression. “Don’t you? Now, tell her you’re sorry. Nod your fucking head, and spit it out.”

      “Don’t call me Bella,” I said, my jaw tensed in anger. “You lost the right years ago.”

      “You’re beautiful. I’m just stating a fact, gorgeous.” Luca winked, one side of his mouth turned up into a crooked smile.

      He pulled the same Greek-lettered shirt his brothers wore from the waistband of his black basketball shorts. As he wiped his face with it, I couldn’t help but stare.

      “Sorry,” the boy grumbled.

      Luca folded his arms across his chest, engaged in a stare-down with the crazy person in front of him, before turning toward me. “What kind of man would I be if I let him talk to a woman like that? You shouldn’t settle.”

      “I’m not,” I snapped back. “I know how to choose my battles, and this isn’t one of them.” I waved my hand at the stranger. “Apology accepted. Just go!”

      Luca cocked an eyebrow at me. The guy might have been an ass for almost running me down, but he did not deserve anything Luca had in mind. I knew all about his family and their connections. If the guy had even a hint of who Luca was, he would have kept his mouth shut. Nobody stepped up to a Marchese unless they wanted to end up at the bottom of the Delaware River. By shooing him away, I might have saved his life without him realizing it.

      Smart enough to leave this time, the boy started walking toward his car.

      With wide-eyed curiosity, Luca took a step back. “Looks like you owe me now, princess.”

      At the sound of his husky voice, I stopped in my tracks. I wasn’t about to owe the son of the most dangerous man in Philadelphia a thing.

      His brothers didn’t even pretend not to stare down my shirt, but that wasn’t what angered me.

      “I don’t owe you shit.” I crossed my arms over my chest, deciding whether I wanted to walk away. But I could not let him win on principle alone. “How much did you give him? My wallet is in my car.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, unaffected. “You can find another way to show me your appreciation.”

      “Che schifo!” I damn near spit on the ground, throwing my hand out at him in disgust.

      “Babe, I’m not that bad.” He stared at my thighs and flashed a panty-dropper grin. “Trust me, I don’t repulse you. Not even a little bit.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out my nose. “Think whatever you want. I don’t need your charity. I’m good for it.”

      He smirked. “I know you are, princess, but I don’t want your money.”

      “Fine,” I huffed, not the least bit entertained. “I guess I’ll have to find another way to pay you back. Come by Mickey’s. I’m going there with some friends later.”

      His smile widened. “It’s a date.”

      “Nope, not a date. Just paying off a debt. I sure as hell don’t want to owe you of all people anything.” Despite my anger, I felt an odd sense of arousal from this argument.

      He stepped forward, his brothers making room for him to pass. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know what I mean, Luca.”

      He shot me a look, as though I’d piqued his interest. “So, you do remember me.”

      “We’ve had, how many classes together? How could I not? No one can miss the skank parade you bring with you.”

      His cocky smirk set my skin on fire.

      “Don’t think I give a crap about you, you stubborn ass.” I rolled my eyes. “You can go home and stroke your ego, but keep me out of it,” I said, making a jerking motion with my hand.

      Luca laughed, but it came out more like a snort. “I can’t wait for tonight. You’re a mystery, Isabella Rinaldi. Always have been.”

      I wondered why I’d invited him to the bar with us or why I kept talking to him. Stupidity, I guessed.

      A small part of me, the side that had zero willpower, wanted him to do unspeakable things to me. My brain screamed for me to retreat.

      “Next time, try not to be such a dick. It’s not flattering.”

      He nodded, and then, I spun around and walked away from him.

      “What the hell was that?” Silvia skipped across the lawn toward me.

      The massive four-story brownstone and the courtyard surrounding it took up the better part of a city block. Strickland University had a beautiful campus. According to the pamphlets, the senior dorm was the oldest and, by far, the most architecturally impressive. The residence hall was split into multiple sections, with walkways that led to each of the wide staircases.

      Silvia and I veered toward the right, passing a group of boys jogging. She turned for a second glance, smiling at her usual rugged type. Twenty-four/seven, she had boys on the brain.

      Double doors swung open, concerned parents and their children forcing their way through them. A palpable air of excitement radiated off the incoming seniors. It would’ve been nice to have parents who cared enough to help me move. Mine had probably forgotten I was still in school.

      I hooked my arm around Silvia’s skinny bicep, leading her into the hall. “We’re meeting the Delta Sig guys at Mickey’s later, so wear something hot.”

      She squealed with delight, her elbow digging into my side, as we scooted closer to make room in the crowded hallway. “Yum. I got dibs on Hunter Sterling.”

      “The chunky lineman?” I scrunched my nose at her. “He’s all yours.”

      Silvia bobbed her head, unaffected by my sarcasm. “You’ve gotta admit, he’s still hot even though he’s gained a few pounds. I mean, how do you not want to grip those arms and straddle him?”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed the stairs to our double suite, sliding my fingers up the wooden railing. “I hate rich guys. They’re all cut from the same cloth. Why would you even want him? He’s a total Preston.”

      Silvia ducked to the side, trying to avoid a group of girls scampering in our direction. “Maybe, but they’re not like the rest of the frat boys, Izzie Bear. Most of them are from around here, not like those pricks over at the Alpha house with their boat shoes and cardigans. The things I’ve heard about some of the Delta Sig guys, I swear, would blow your mind.”

      “I seriously doubt any of them could blow my mind.” Well, maybe Luca could, but I kept that to myself. “Let’s not talk about them. Now that I’m on Luca’s radar, he’s never going to stop bothering me.” I stuffed the room assignment paper in my pocket and pointed at our new two-bedroom suite. “I have a better idea. As soon as we get our stuff unpacked, we should have a little afternoon pick-me-up. Coffee with a little Sambuca sounds good right about now.”

      Silvia turned the key and pushed open the door to our room, and we stepped inside. “Nah, Irish coffee all the way, babe. I’ve got a bottle of whiskey in the trunk we can work with.”

      I held up my fist, and Silvia bumped hers against it with a goofy smile splayed on her face.

      “Cheers to that,” I said, planning to drink away my past feelings for Luca. He broke my heart when we were kids. I wasn’t about to let him do it again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      Ma always told me, “When you know, you know.”

      And, when I saw Izzie, something spoke to me. Not just because of my uncontrollable physical reaction to her. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I had to have her. She was my bella donna, the beautiful woman I wasn’t about to let slip away. The angry scowl on her face, the way her lips had curled at me in revulsion, was so hot. For the first time, a chick had hated me and for no apparent reason. Her disgust only made me want to show her the real Luca Marchese.

      After all the classes I’d spent staring at her, she’d finally given me the time of day. Our families had severed ties when we were younger, for reasons that were beyond both of our control, but she hadn’t even glanced in my direction or acknowledged that we knew each other when I saw her on campus.

      She was the princess of Strickland University and heiress of Rinaldi Holdings, and to me, she was untouchable. Every guy on campus wanted her. She was the Rolls-Royce of women, the unattainable, rare flower we all wanted to pluck.

      For the first time in four years, I had a shot with this chick, but in all honesty, she scared the crap out of me.

      She bore a striking resemblance to Kate Hudson with her sun-kissed skin, flawless complexion, and loose blonde curls framing her soft jawline. She was a real natural beauty, too. Her hair was a perfect mixture of honey and wheat, and her matching light brows were set above wide blue eyes, begging me to notice her. She had the girl-next-door vibe with porn-star tits. I would kill to get my hands on her mounds of perky flesh. And those lips, full and luscious, had made it hard for me to concentrate as she smacked them together at me in disapproval.

      I could not stop thinking about her. I covered my erection with the football, trying to visualize anything other than her tight ass, as she disappeared into Jefferson Hall. I ran through preseason football stats and the Phillies latest win against the Dodgers to keep my dirty mind from fantasizing about her. On the plus side, at least I now knew where she lived.

      Hunter Sterling, my fraternity brother, tapped me on the shoulder. He flipped his sunglasses up and slid them on top of his buzzed light-brown hair. “Holy shit, bro. Was that a mirage?”

      Next to him, Mark Montgomery, my other partner in crime, nodded. “I know, right? Fuck me.” He bit down on his fist, still staring at the door, even though Izzie was long gone. “The princess finally stepped down from her throne to talk to the commoners.” He sucked in a deep breath and stuffed his hand in his pocket. “Man, what I’d like to do to her.”

      “Yeah, I hear ya,” I said, also hoping Izzie and Silvia would come back. “I wouldn’t mind bending them over my couch a few times.” After I said the words, I realized I didn’t mean them. I wanted to stake claim on Izzie, not so much her friend.

      Sexy as hell in a rock ’n’ roll sort of way, Silvia was one of the few seniors none of us had hooked up with. From what I’d heard, she was a real cocktease. She’d party like a rock star, dancing with her dress hiked over her hips, but she never put out.

      I didn’t chase girls. There was no reason to seek them out when they’d stumble through our frat house every weekend. Izzie, on the other hand, I would follow her to the ends of the earth, if she let me.

      It was no secret that girls flocked to frat guys, but Delta Sigma Phi, by far, bagged a lot of the girls on campus. They’d gravitate to me more than my brothers and for all the wrong reasons. Somehow, they thought it would give them their five minutes of fame.

      Everyone who lived within a hundred-mile radius of Philadelphia knew the Marchese family. On occasion, the Philadelphia Inquirer would manage to get a shot of my brothers. A few times, they’d had the nerve to snap a picture of me leaving one of my father’s restaurants. That had led to headlines and questions I’d felt uncomfortable answering. And it was the main reason girls would get the boot after one night. I couldn’t risk someone getting too close. In my world, outsiders couldn’t be trusted, and only women accustomed to the life would gain access to our inner circle.

      Mark dug his elbow into my ribs, snapping me out of my head. “You gonna share the wealth this time, bro?”

      I snickered and slammed the ball against his chest, and he adjusted himself. Shit, my dick was at half-mast, too.

      And, baby, we salute you.

      I loved women. I respected the hell out of them. It was just that relationships took too much work. And there was plenty of fresh meat parading through campus to settle down.

      Mark smirked, tugging at the edge of his T-shirt. “You can’t tell me, you don’t wanna hit that.”

      For some reason, I felt an odd sense of irritation at his comment. Why did it bother me to hear him talk about Izzie in that way when I had been thinking the same damn thing? What a hypocrite.

      “I didn’t say that.” I glared at him as we started walking toward the rest of our brothers. “All I’m saying is, that girl wouldn’t let you within ten feet of her, and if she did, she’d probably rip your dick off.”

      Mark laughed and nudged Hunter with his elbow, knocking the big oaf into a flagpole in the middle of the Quad. “That sounds like a challenge to me. Silvia’s been following Hunter around since our sophomore year.” He held his hand out to Hunter. “You wanna help me out, bro?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Hunter shrugged, his eyes focused on the mass of people in the courtyard. His lack of a reaction was as close to a response as we could expect. Tall and beefy, he had a few inches on Mark and me. And, compared to last year, he was sporting a serious beer belly.

      On our way back to our house, Penny Baldwin darted across the lawn flanked by her sorority sisters. She was toned yet slender, and her hips had a gentle sway, but she did nothing for me, even in a skimpy pink bikini. She was girl-next-door, pretty with long blonde hair straightened over her shoulders. The permanent frown she wore was a real boner killer—as in, no amount of porn or Viagra could wake me from the dead when she was around. She could castrate a man with one glance, and no matter the occasion, she always looked pissed off.

      “Hey, Luca.” Penny stroked my arm with her French tips, forcing a smile.

      She had a crush on me, but whatever her issues were with men or life in general, I wanted no part of it. Still, I had to play nice since she was president of Kappa Delta.

      “Penny”—I nodded—“what’s up?”

      Penny glanced at two of her sorority sisters, shooting them a knowing look, and turned back to face me. “Were you talking to Isabella Rinaldi?”

      I cleared my throat and stood taller, more confident. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Do you think you could talk to her for me? I’ve been trying to get an internship at her grandfather’s company for months, but that place is harder to get into than Fort Knox.”

      “Why don’t you have your dad make a call?”

      She pushed her hands onto her hips, a defiant smirk on her lips. “Because I’d like to do something without his help for once. Does it matter? Will you help me or not?”

      Rinaldi Holdings bought up companies like they were penny stocks. They’d strip them and sell them off for millions. But the real money, the kind that took centuries to spend, came from Pennsylvania steel. The Rinaldis were the wealthiest family in Pennsylvania with global business contacts, including the Mafia.

      Izzie had no idea how much we had in common, that I wasn’t just a rich brat or a common street thug. I came from a long line of wiseguys, made men from poor Sicilian roots who learned if you want the American dream you had to take it. Men like Angelo Rinaldi understood the way it’d worked back in the old country. Izzie’s grandfather had helped my father legitimize some of our business transactions.

      I doubted Izzie knew how deep our families’ corruption ran, bleeding into one another. Despite her invite to the bar, she’d looked at me like I was scum under her shoe, not a worthy opponent. She underestimated the Marchese charm. Izzie’s anger had radiated off her, but I loved it.

      Penny stepped closer, as though she were about to touch me, and I took a few steps back. I hated how she would make it a point to run her nails along my skin every time we spoke.

      “Izzie and Whitney from Zeta are friends. Why don’t you ask Whitney to hook you up?”

      She gave me the evil eye, typical Penny move. “Yeah, but Whitney’s annoying, and Izzie looked pretty cozy on your lap.”

      I snorted in an attempt to stifle my laughter. An impish grin played across my lips. “Fine, I’ll talk to her.”

      “Don’t be an asshole.” Penny pointed a long, bony finger at me and pressed it into my chest. She was much stronger than she looked. “Capiche?”

      I managed to choke back my laughter as I straightened my stance. At six foot three, I had only a few inches on Penny.

      “Capiche,” I mumbled.

      Penny beamed with excitement, and without another word, she stomped off. Her sisters followed behind, flicking hair over their shoulders as they passed.

      Knowing Izzie wanted no part of me turned me on, and now I had an excuse to talk to her again. I seriously doubted she would be at Mickey’s tonight. It had been a long time since my last challenge. Game on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      For our first order of business, Silvia and I decided to unbox the coffeemaker and open a bottle of Sambuca. We dumped the storage containers around the suite, on our beds, and in our closets, and then we plopped down on the couch.

      With the bottle in hand, Silvia gave us each a shot glass worth.

      I tipped my coffee to hers. “Salute.”

      “Salute.” She sank into the thin cushions of our gray microfiber couch, burying her head in the pillows. “I’m so exhausted right now. I could fall asleep standing up.”

      I laughed at her theatrics. “Good thing you’re not standing.” I took a sip of the coffee flavored liqueur and leaned over to slide a pot holder under the carafe on the table. “C’mon, drink up.”

      She let out a big gulp of air, the steam blowing off her mug. “I’m waiting for it to cool down. It’s hot as balls.”

      I snuggled against the arm of the sofa and turned on the flat screen on the wall.

      The living room of our two-bedroom suite had couches facing one another, separated by a wooden coffee table. We had a small kitchen off to the left, a full-size bathroom to the right, and private bedrooms along the back wall. Each room had a double bed situated between two windows covered by dark gray curtains.

      Face up on the coffee table, a copy of Philadelphia Magazine haunted me. Grandfather’s cold dark features stared back, giving me an eerie feeling, as though he were in the room with us. Even at a distance, he frightened me. He sat in a gold throne, dressed in a black Gucci suit, his elbow on the arm and his fist resting under his chin. Angelo Rinaldi III had the power to kill you with one look.

      The headline read, Everything Rinaldi Touches Turns to Gold.

      That part was true, given his string of successful mergers and acquisitions. He had taken his father’s profitable holding company and turned it into a multibillion-dollar conglomerate. One day, that would be my legacy—sitting atop my seat of power while glaring beneath me as my cold heart devoured everyone around me. I didn’t want to turn into Grandfather, but I had a feeling that the Rinaldi aura would settle so far beneath my skin, it would creep into my bones.

      I came from a long line of assholes. There was no nice way to say it. Philadelphia Magazine had done a four-page spread on how our family made our money. Of course, they’d left out the real story—the one that would have blown the lid off our secrets, the story only a handful of people knew. Investors wouldn’t take too kindly to racketeers investing their hard-earned money.

      I chugged half the mug, the warm liquid running down my throat, and threw the magazine on the floor with a sigh. “Luca’s such a Preston. I can’t believe I offered to let him meet up with us. Can we go somewhere else instead?”

      “Five years later, and you still call all guys Preston. It’s time to come up with a new name. And there’s no way in hell you’re canceling. I’ve been wanting to hook up with Hunter since sophomore year. Don’t ruin this for me.”

      “They’re all Prestons. The more money they have, the worse they are. It’s just a fact.”

      Silvia had dated dozens of men like Luca and Hunter. For illustration’s sake, I would call them Preston, after the first snobby rich kid who had broken her heart. Even his name, Preston Greyson, screamed pretentious. I mean, c’mon.

      I used boys when I wanted and on my terms.

      Luca was wrong on so many levels and not because of his familial connections. If anything, knowing they operated outside the law turned me on. His defiance of authority, the way he’d gripped me in the quad, his erection pressed against my thigh had made me wet with anticipation.

      Why did the wrong thing always feel so right? Was there something inherently evil inside me, trying to break free?

      I glanced at Silvia as I flipped through the channels. “What do you think? Should I hook up with Luca?”

      Everyone on campus, for the most part, knew the Marchese family ran the Philadelphia crime family. I’d caught him staring at me during classes, and I’d dodged him any chance I could for the past three years.

      But, today, I’d straddled him, and I’d liked it. He could have taken me on the lawn, and I would have let him.

      And, now, I had Luca on the brain. Everything about him screamed danger, and I wanted him to corrupt me in every way possible. A red flag waved above my head, but I ignored it. I remembered him from when we were younger—though I’d never admit it. Doing so would mean my family was just as crooked, and in the eyes of investors, we had to appear squeaky clean. We had a public image to uphold.

      “Hmm…” Silvia slid her hand behind her head, staring up at the ceiling, as if it held the answer to my question. “I don’t know. He’ll just use you for sex and go on his way, like he does with every other girl.”

      I filled my cup with more liqueur than coffee and set the hot carafe on the pot holder on the table.

      Sex wasn’t about love; it was about power. And that came to mind as I responded, “Not if I use him first.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      LUCA

      

      When I walked into the Delta Sig house, some of the newer brothers were arranging furniture along the walls.

      Our house was pretty sweet, and by far, it was the largest on Greek Row. The three-story Victorian had a killer basement reserved for beer-pong tourneys and turning pledges into men. Split between the upper floors were fifteen bedrooms and seven bathrooms. What most would consider the attic, I’d claimed as my room. On the top floor, down the back hall, was a single door to my oasis.

      I couldn’t wait to climb those steps and crash onto my king-size bed, but being the president of a fraternity sucked. Babysitting man-children and running the day-to-day operations was my normal routine. But I always had to err on the side of caution. Sitting before school execs to explain why a pledge had pissed in the fountain wasn’t my favorite thing to do.

      I strolled through the living room, dining room, and into the kitchen, nodding at my brothers as I passed. My team had crushed it in tackle football, but I still felt the aftereffects. Each time I took a breath, my ribs would hurt where a swift elbow had hit. I popped a few Advil, took a sip of water, and opened the door to the back stairwell.

      “Luca, hold up a sec.”

      I turned toward Hunter who leaned against the kitchen island. Mark stood next to him with the usual dumb look on his face that gave nothing away, his muscular arms crossed over his chest.

      Hunter swiped a soft pretzel off the bar, bit into it, and mumbled between bites, “The guy’s here with the sand. He needs you to sign for it.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him, confused. “The party’s not for two more weeks. Where are we supposed to put it?”

      Mark and Hunter shrugged. I closed the door to the stairs and set off toward the front of the house.

      “Did the kegs come yet?” I asked no one in particular.

      “No, not yet,” Mark said, falling in line next to me. He glanced at Hunter and then me, the corner of his lip curling upward.

      We stared at each other, somewhat deflated at the sight of our front porch covered with bags of sand.

      “Who was in charge of ordering for the party?” I asked.

      “Johnny B, I think.” Mark seemed unsure of his response. “Dude’s a moron.”

      I didn’t disagree. In retrospect, I should have finalized the details myself, but I’d decided to delegate some of my responsibilities to my younger brothers. After all, I would be graduating at the end of the year, and someone needed to fill my role as president.

      “Doesn’t matter now. It can sit out here until the party,” I said, taking the clipboard from the deliveryman. “I hope the Alphas don’t fuck with our shit like last time.”

      “They even think about it, I’ll be crackin’ skulls,” Hunter interjected, smashing his fists together. “I hate those assholes.”

      Mark scowled at the house next door. “Preppy fucks.”

      Mark was an ass, but I’d let it slide more than most. I had a soft side when it came to him, sort of a hard-knocks pass.

      After high school, my family had moved from a row house in South Philly to just over the bridge in South Jersey. Mark and I had grown up together. We’d first met while playing Wallball behind the Italian bakery around the corner from our houses, the same location where we’d later plot all of our best schemes. As the years had passed, we’d created our own rackets, like selling mix tapes and cigarettes, anything to turn a quick profit.

      Mark had a tough life with his father, who was in and out of jail for various misdemeanors. And his mom never stayed sober long enough to feed him or his younger siblings. My dad had spent the first five years of my life in the joint, leaving Ma to raise three rowdy boys. I didn’t remember his absence, never felt the impact of losing a parent.

      At first, Hunter hadn’t fit into our equation. Not with his perfect white teeth and trust fund that could buy up all the houses on my old block. We had taken Hunter under our wings during our sophomore year, teaching him the ropes of fraternity life. He lived in some mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, with the rest of the rich dicks. As the son of a professional football player, he never knew the struggle we’d had as kids. But his dad was an asshole, so we all had that in common.

      As planned, we had enough sand to fill our house and front yard. I signed the delivery receipt and handed the clipboard to the deliveryman.

      I loved our annual beach party, but dragging sand through the house had proven to be a real bitch. We’d end up cleaning it off the floors for days, but half-naked chicks in bikinis or less made it worthwhile. And the boys agreed.

      I sat on a lounge chair and stared out at Greek Row. One after another, brick Victorian houses with long porches spanned the street. Even while I was under the cover of the awning, the sun beat down on me. We were experiencing an end-of-summer heat wave that felt ten times hotter in the city.

      Hunter and Mark sat in the chairs across from me.

      “I need you guys to track down Izzie and find out where she’s going later.”

      Surprise registered most on Mark, who looked as though he were going to be sick. “You’re shittin’ me, right? She already told you.”

      I glared at him. “Trust me, she won’t be at Mickey’s. Will you do it or not?”

      Hunter sat next to me, his chair hitting the wall as he sank into it. “I can text the chick Bianca shares a room with. I saw Izzie talking to her before, and they live in the same dorm. What’s her name? Betty, Hailey, Brittney—shit, I can’t remember.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through his address book.

      I propped my elbow on the edge of the chair, glancing at him from the corner of my eye. “Just make sure you tell her not to open her mouth. No one is to know about this.”

      One thing about these two, they were loyal. I trusted very few people with my family secrets, and Hunter and Mark were good at keeping their mouths shut. They understood the concept of complete and total silence.

      “I want to know what room she’s in, where she eats—whatever you can find out.”

      Mark hunched over, the chair creaking beneath his weight. He had the frame of a hockey player, except he played baseball on scholarship at Strick U. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this. She’s just a girl. I mean, she’s hot as fuck, but again, bro, she’s just a girl.”

      I looked him square in the eyes, but I didn’t answer him.

      He shifted nervously and turned his head toward Hunter. “All right, fine. I think Bianca shares a room with that girl Bonnie I hooked up with after winter break last year.”

      Hunter looked up from his phone. “Bonnie! That’s it.” Then, he started scrolling through his Contacts again.

      I looked at Mark, who leaned over to grab beer from the cooler next to him. He handed one to each of us.

      I cracked open the can and sat back in my chair as I chugged down half the contents. “I’d ask if you had Bonnie’s number, but I’m sure that’s a no.”

      I laughed because Mark never kept a number under any circumstances. At least I would take the number even if I had no intention to call. That seemed more decent than a flat-out refusal.

      “I got it,” Hunter called out.

      He rambled off the number to Mark, who made the call.

      Awkward did not begin to describe the conversation between Mark and Bonnie. At one point, I cringed from the brutal sounds coming through the speaker. Whatever tongue-lashing she was giving him, I would make up for it later. I looked out for all my boys, especially when they risked so much to help me.

      Mark glared at me. “Thanks for that, Luca. Now, we’re stuck inviting Bonnie and her roommate—who, by the way, looks like a fucking troll—to our party. Not a good look when we’re trying to steal pledges from the Alpha house.” He shoved the phone back in his pocket and sucked in a deep breath. “Silvia’s meeting Izzie at the SAC for dinner around six.”

      I glanced down at my watch, the gold band gleaming in the sunlight. Everyone ate at the Student Activities Center aka the SAC, but I didn’t expect a Rinaldi to sit with the common folk. That gave me three hours to shower, nap, and win this girl over. “Thanks.” I pulled myself up from the chair and slapped Mark on the shoulder. “You guys feel like eating at the SAC tonight?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Hunter said, his typical response to everything. “I can always eat.”

      He’d gained about thirty pounds since last year. His six-pack had waved good-bye, replaced by a beer gut. Even girls on campus were talking about him, but that didn’t seem to slow him down. Linemen were big by nature, so a little cushion wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      “I’m down,” Mark said, following me into the house. “You sure you want to bother with this chick?”

      I stopped when I reached the landing to the second floor and held on to the banister. “What do you think? She’s the Holy Grail, bro.”

      Most of the guys on campus, my brothers included, would give their right nut for one night with Izzie. I’d been waiting for a shot with her for years, and I wasn’t about to waste this opportunity.

      Mark threw his hands out at his sides, as if saying, I don’t know. “You were a mess last time, Luca. When your families stopped talking to each other, I thought you were going to lose your shit. You were heartbroken over Izzie when we were kids.”

      “That’s why I’m not letting her go this time.”

      He ran a hand through his spiky auburn hair. “That girl is nothing but trouble. I’m just trying to look out for you. Do what you want, but we both know how this is going to end.”

      I reached for my door at the end of the hallway and turned until I was facing Mark. “I’m taking a shower. Meet me downstairs later, if you wanna come.”

      I thought I heard Mark sigh, and then his door closed.

      Now that I’d made up my mind about Izzie, I couldn’t turn back. We’d met years ago, long before college, at a fundraiser our families attended, and even as a little girl, Izzie was gorgeous. She obviously forgot about it. Either that, or she preferred to believe we weren’t cut from the same designer fabric.

      I had to see if she would give me a chance. What was I thinking? She’d yelled at me one time, and I was already stalking her. I did not stalk women, especially not to get laid.

      But Izzie was so much more than that. She deserved better than my usual treatment.

      I opened the door, raced upstairs to the renovated attic I called home, and threw myself on my bed. The silky duvet Ma had sent over felt like sleeping on a cloud. I imagined Izzie next to me, her sweat-glistened naked body curled between my sheets. Damn, I had it bad for a girl who couldn’t stand the sight of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      When I reached the SAC, the intoxicating aroma of fried food welcomed me.

      I sifted through the masses, passing the bookstore, and headed up a flight of stairs. Holding on to the railing, I leaned over and took inventory of my surroundings. A small part of me felt like pushing out my arms and soaking in every ounce of freedom. I planned to celebrate every second of my final year. Then, I’d be sucked into the vortex of Rinaldi Holdings.

      I glanced down at my cell phone, and true to my control-freak nature, it was six o’clock on the dot. Silvia had a habit of being fashionably late, and for her, the emphasis was always on the fashion, except not in the traditional sense. She’d have on a thick layer of eyeliner, maybe a colored streak or two in her black hair—this week was hot pink—and an outfit that accentuated her curves.

      With hundreds of people roaming around the SAC, she would look nothing short of spectacular.

      I walked inside the crowded cafeteria, grabbed a tray from the stack, and slid it down the metal counter. They had everything from burgers and fries to Chinese food. I had my eye on the massive salad bar in the center of the buffet lines, but I’d need junk food to soak up the booze. A boy behind me cleared his throat, indicating I was holding up the line. I moved forward without looking and bumped into the girl in front of me.

      She turned around, her eyes full of hatred, her mouth twisted into a grimace. “Excuse you.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks as she glowered at me for a few seconds.

      Where was Silvia when I needed her? She would have made a joke of the whole situation and been BFFs with this girl by the end of dinner. Not me though.

      My eyes never faltered from the girl in front of me.

      She realized we’d hit an impasse, and our staring contest ended with her snapping a head of thick red hair back to center. Good thing she’d backed down. The last thing I needed on my first day back was to get into a chick fight.

      I searched the expanse of the hall for Silvia, only to catch someone else’s attention.

      Instead of Silvia, a guy with olive skin and wavy black hair burned a hole through me. Everything about him oozed sex…and trouble. At first, excitement shot through me like a thunderbolt—until I realized it was Luca. Something about him provoked a sudden rage in me, followed by an overwhelming curiosity. Impervious to the Prestons of the world, I hated myself for feeling anything toward Luca—even if it that emotion was anger, laced with a bit of sexual tension.

      As he violated me with his eyes, I fluffed my curls, creating a curtain between us. In desperate need of a distraction, I added random foods to my plate. Tuna salad didn’t go with pizza or mashed potatoes and gravy. Luca had me so flustered that it looked like a pregnant woman had assembled my dinner for me.

      As if a douche-bag alarm sounded in my mind, beckoning me to notice him, I glanced in his direction. And, when I did, he neared the cash register, his denim-blue eyes fixed on mine.

      In my head, I listed all the reasons he appalled me. For starters, he was wearing a two thousand dollar gold watch on his wrist and four-hundred-dollar jeans. Throw in the navy dress shirt, probably handmade in Europe, and he was another Preston. I’d expected the son of a Mafia boss to be a little more unrefined.

      But it wasn’t the money that repulsed me. I’d be a hypocrite to pretend as if we didn’t live a comfortable life.

      It was what a guy like him represented.

      By the time I paid, Luca had vanished. Thank God. Another minute of him gawking at me, I would have chucked the roll on my plate at his head.

      Crammed between hundreds of people, Silvia stood on a chair and flagged me down. She had on a black T-shirt that showed part of her stomach and a miniskirt. And her heels with gold spikes on them looked as though they could take someone’s eyes out.

      “Izzie Bear, over here,” Silvia called out.

      I followed her silvery voice to the table.

      “About time you made it.”

      I set my tray next to hers, taking a seat with a flustered sigh. She sat across from two of the most beautiful girls I had ever seen. I wondered if their faces had ever graced the cover of a fashion magazine.

      “Penny, Alex, this is Izzie,” Silvia announced. Then, she turned to me, her fingers grazing my forearm. “This is Penny Baldwin, Kappa’s president.” She pointed at the girl with pin-straight blonde hair and hazel eyes that appeared more green than brown.

      Penny studied my face before her features softened. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” Her voice rose about three octaves higher than normal. “You know, if you’re looking for an invite to the best parties on campus, you should hang with Kappa.”

      What do you want? The thought entered my mind almost immediately.

      Everyone wanted something from a Rinaldi, and I knew the sorority chick I’d never spoken to had an end game.

      Next to Penny, a girl with caramel hair, cut in layers over her shoulders, flashed a broad grin at me. She raised her hand and gave me a quick wave. “Hey, I’m Alex. You should totally come by the house later for our Thirsty Thursday cosmo party.”

      I nodded as they poked at their salads—or beds of lettuce, to be more accurate.

      Of all the times I order a plate of junk food, and I sit with girls eating fucking lettuce, picking at it like rabbits. Go figure.

      “Love your top. Where did you get it?” Alex asked.

      I glanced down at the black tunic with pink stitching and pondered what god-awful store my mother had dredged this out of. “Nordstrom, I think.”

      “I love that store,” Alex beamed.

      Of course you do.

      Silvia nudged me on the arm, knocking the fork from my hand. “Hotties at three o’clock.”

      I looked to my right and frowned when I saw Luca strutting over to our table. He slid a chair between Penny and Alex and straddled it with his long legs. I tried to ignore his lecherous gaze, but the two feet separating us was not enough. The devilish grin he wore, although unbelievably hot, made me want to slap the look off his face.

      Hunter Sterling, football royalty at Strickland, sat opposite Luca, giving Silvia a wink that caused her eyelashes to flutter and her breath to hitch. The boy with spiked auburn hair, who I thought was Mark Montgomery, flexed his muscles as he sat next to Hunter, dwarfing the plastic chair. He tapped Hunter, who ran a hand over his shaved head. Mark and Hunter sported white T-shirts with green letters of the Greek alphabet. They took turns with staring at my cleavage before making their way to my face, reminding me why I hated frat boys.

      Of the three, Luca was the most attractive. And, judging by his cockiness, that wouldn’t be news to him.

      Luca cleared his throat, a smirk tugging at his mouth. “Twice in one day.”

      He tapped his knuckles on the table. It drove me crazy—the air of confidence he exuded, the whole I-own-the-school mentality. What a pompous ass.

      I rolled my eyes and chugged the last sip of my soda. “Yay for me,” I deadpanned, holding the straw to my lips as I fought a smile. “Now, I know you’re stalking me.”

      “Where are you really going tonight, bella donna?”

      As much as I wanted to smirk, I liked hearing him tell me I was beautiful. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I struggled with my feelings for Luca. The butterflies doing somersaults in my stomach churned up acid from my picked over mystery dinner.

      “Bella—” Luca said, breaking the silence.

      “That’s not my name,” I just about spit the words. Even though Bella was a nickname for Isabella, I never liked that name much. Luca’s older brother, Mario, always called me Izzie when we were kids, and I thought Izzie better suited me. “You’re an ass, you know that?”

      Luca ran his fingers through his dark hair, flashing a very Preston-like smile. “Let me take you out.”

      “Not a chance.” My first thought at his words, “take you out,” was that he wanted to whack me, and that provided me with my own personal entertainment. But I knew he’d be pissed if I mentioned that aloud.

      I almost felt bad when he frowned, but he recouped quickly. His looks made it so hard to hate on him for too long. Still, I couldn’t allow myself to become involved with someone like him. In some ways, it was a conflict of interest. There was a reason our families severed ties over the years even though I suspected Grandfather had kept in touch with Luca’s father.

      I leaned on the table, meeting his gaze. “Is that part of your winning charm? You think you can give me that shit-eating grin, and I’m going to drop to my knees? Like I said, I’m not interested. If this is about earlier, I’d rather give you the money and be done with whatever this is we’re doing.”

      He laughed. “I’m not that bad, babe.”

      I snorted at his comment, annoyed by his pet names.

      He scratched his jaw, the corner of his mouth opening a little bit. He didn’t need game. He had that crooked smile and that sexy mouth I wanted to smash my lips against.

      “I’m adding the two of you to the list.” He pointed at Silvia and me, wagging his finger back and forth. “Come to the party we’re having this weekend. You don’t even have to talk to me, if you don’t want to.”

      I let Luca sweat for a second before his boyish smile wore me down, forcing me to submit. “I’ll think about it.”

      He cocked his head to the side, looking up at me from under his dark brows.

      The harder I stared at Luca, the more my palms started to sweat.

      “What am I gonna do with you?”

      His arrogance and the way his hands moved with each word were so annoying. But, for some reason, I found it so damn hot. All I saw when I looked at him were rock-hard abs, chiseled features, and mind-blowing sex. Maybe we could hook up, work out our aggression, and go our separate ways.

      “Just give it time.” Luca winked at me, never missing an opportunity to make some form of eye contact.

      When I was around him, I would turn into a nervous girl, afraid of her own shadow. On the outside, I was determined to maintain the wall I’d erected between us. He could never know how much he’d worked his way under my skin. A guy like Luca would salivate over the chance to get in my pants, and as much as I liked the idea, I vetoed it immediately.

      “Dio mio,” I groaned in frustration.

      He sucked all the air from the room with his arrogance, leaving nothing for the rest of us.

      “God can’t save you from me.” Luca hooked his arms around Penny and Alex and pulled them against his chest. “Right, ladies?”

      Neither of them seemed to mind. In fact, it was obvious that at least Penny had a giant crush on him. They never hooked up though. I could tell by the way her smile deflated when he placed his hands on the table.

      “So, Bella, I’m willing to bet you won’t be at Mickey’s tonight, but you should think about coming to our party.”

      “You don’t take rejection well, do you? Like I said, I’ll think about it. Besides, I have to unpack.”

      Silvia sank her nails into my thigh, indicating my mistake. I was so preoccupied with Luca that I’d forgotten she wanted to hook up with Hunter.

      Luca stared down the table at his friends, his one eyebrow raised. “You guys think you can help Bella out?” His tone indicated an order, not an option, and Mark and Hunter nodded in agreement.

      I wondered if his family had them on the payroll, too.

      What couldn’t his family’s money or power buy? Coming from an affluent family, I understood the concept, but he’d slid so far beneath my skin that I couldn’t stand to sit across from him anymore. Beyond irritated, I slammed my hand on the table, and Silvia jumped.

      “That’s not my name. Stop calling me that! This might work on other girls, but it sure as shit doesn’t work on me.”

      One side of his mouth turned up, twisting into another crooked fucking smile. He slipped his fingers through his hair, his blue eyes blaring into mine. “You’re even hotter when you’re angry. And that mouth…” His tongue glided across his bottom lip.

      I stood, kicking the chair behind me with my foot, and pressed my palms to the table, meeting his gaze. “You talk so much shit, but you wouldn’t even know what to do with me if you had me. So, tell me, Luca, what would we do if I decided to slum it for the night?”

      The nervous energy that ran in waves through my body magnified when Luca peeled his legs from the chair. He bent over the table so that our lips were practically touching. My skin was on fire, a sudden burst of heat traveling down to my thighs. I didn’t move because I’d never back down from him—or anyone else, for that matter.

      “I’m willing to bet those panties you got in a bunch are soaking wet right now,” Luca whispered. “Am I right, princess?”

      I inched back, my hands still on the table and my eyes fixed on Luca, hating that he was right. Damn, him. The corner of his mouth curled up into a wicked grin. He knew he had me, and I wanted him to corrupt me in every way possible.

      “You’re an asshole.” That was the first thing that had come to mind even though I wanted to say so much more.

      We were drawing an audience, the entire cafeteria waiting for our next move. Penny looked as though she wanted to lunge across the table and wring my neck—or his. I wasn’t sure which. Instead, she flicked her golden locks over her shoulder, feigning a semblance of a smirk.

      “We’ll be at the party.” Silvia cupped her hand over mine, her gaze lingering between Luca and the sorority sisters who were glowing with delight. “Count us in.”

      Never breaking eye contact, Luca grinned from ear to ear, despite the permanent scowl I wore in protest. “See you then, Bella.”

      I snickered, giving him a look of death. “Can’t wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      The barista set two cups on the end of the counter, spun the cups around to see the stickers, and called out, “Venti nonfat, no whip mocha latte and a grande cappuccino with Splenda.” She flashed a quick smile, whipping her caramel strands away from her face. “And a doppio espresso.”

      “Thanks.” I handed Silvia her mocha, chocolate syrup spilling over the top and onto my hand. I wiped it off on my jean shorts before noticing a stack of napkins on a serving station in the corner.

      After a long night, we’d slept four hours, if that.

      Broad Street Beans was at the corner of Broad Street and Greek Row, on the opposite side of the street from our dormitory. A sign splayed across the front said, Serving the finest brew to the 215 since 1968, in red-and-black script lettering. We were in the kind of neighborhood that gave a shout-out to their area code.

      Despite Grandfather’s warnings, I thought this part of Philly was okay in the daytime. At night though, I knew I’d better keep my cell phone and some pepper spray handy.

      I double-fisted my drinks.

      “To senior year.” Silvia tapped her lid against mine. “And making bad decisions.” She laughed and shook black bangs out of her face.

      “I’ll drink to that.” I took a sip of my cappuccino, chuckling against the plastic, and followed her to a table at the front of the café.

      She snorted, almost choking on her drink. “You would drink to anything.”

      “True.” I shielded my face with my forearm as the sun shot through the tinted panes of the bow window in front of our table, forcing me to squint. “Well, almost anything. The last few nights have limited my quota of bad decisions, but bailing on Luca and the Kappa girls was a good call. We dodged that bullet.”

      “Drinking skinny cosmos on a Thursday night—or, really, any night, for that matter—sounds awful. You owe me though. I didn’t hook up with Hunter, so you have to promise we’ll go to the party at Delta Sig.”

      I sighed, knowing I couldn’t break my promise, not after I’d convinced her to abandon our plans. And, while I was on the path of destruction, what kind of friend would I be if I deprived Silvia of her own list of regrets?

      “I’ll go but not willingly. Throw in a bottle of Cuervo, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      “Done.” She leaned back, a satisfied look on her face.

      With the end-of-summer sun searing into my retinas, I blinked a few times before deciding to slip on a pair of chunky sunglasses. This hangover was a real bitch, the kind of mind-swelling torture that made it impossible to function. I took my flask from my handbag and added bourbon to my espresso—hence the reason for two drinks.

      “Hair of the dog.” I raised the flask to offer it to Silvia, but she waved me off. I shrugged and brought the Styrofoam cup to my lips, drinking it in one gulp.

      “We should hit up Mickey’s tonight. They’re having a Drop It Like It’s Hot dance contest.” Silvia pulled a green flyer decorated with shamrocks from her purse and set it on the table. “You just have to shake your ass. You could win this, no problem. Have you seen some of these girls around here, two-steppin’ it?”

      “What time?”

      I heard Luca’s gruff South Philly accent and looked up, already irritated.

      “I know the owner of Mickey’s.”

      “Of course you do,” I deadpanned, rolling my eyes. “And I never said I was going.”

      Behind Luca stood Hunter, the cute but slightly chunky wall of man flesh, which made Silvia sit straighter, pushing her breasts out. And, as usual, they hadn’t left the house without Mark, who had his auburn hair fashioned into messy spikes. The alcohol hitting my empty stomach almost made a comeback as Mark licked his bottom lip at me.

      Oh my God, what was it with these guys?

      “Stalk much, Luca? You just keep popping up everywhere, don’t you?” I grunted and took another sip of caffeine, now feeling desperate for a stimulant. “I guess the asshole gene replicates once more.” I pointed at the boys. “Are they your bodyguards?”

      “No, sweetheart.” Mark folded his tatted arms, corded with muscles, across his chest. “Mark Montgomery. Maybe you’ve heard of me.”

      I shot him a look of disgust, refusing to acknowledge his giant ego that almost toppled over Luca’s. “What are you? Famous or something?”

      “Mark’s our star pitcher. The majors are looking at him,” Luca interjected.

      I whipped my index finger in the air and rolled my eyes at Mark. “Go you!”

      Silvia laughed so hard that she drooled mocha down her chin. She was quick to wipe her face before turning toward Luca. “Don’t you just love this chick? She cracks me up.”

      “I can’t get enough of her.” Luca flashed his panty-dropping smile, his gaze shifting between Silvia and me. “But she’s mean, and she won’t stop rolling her eyes at me. Maybe you can help me out here.”

      Silvia raised her eyebrow at me.

      “What?” I felt my eyes twitching in irritation, the crimson from my cheeks now spreading down my neck and chest.

      “At least one girl at this table likes me, just not the right one.” Luca pulled up a chair and wedged himself between Silvia and me at the circular table.

      It sat two people comfortably, but Luca and his friends made it work, huddling next to us. They were so close that I got a whiff of citrus from Luca’s skin.

      One of the boys smelled like Axe body spray, my least favorite scent on the planet. Whoever said that shit attracted women was out of their damn mind. It was more like a repellent. I guessed the unfortunate smell belonged to Mark.

      Luca leaned closer, a hint of toothpaste still on his breath.

      Like an idiot, I didn’t move my head even though our faces were only a few inches apart. He could kiss me, and I would have nowhere to run. And, surprisingly, the thing was, I wanted him to kiss me.

      “What do you want, Luca?” I rolled my eyes.

      He leaned his elbow on the table, holding my gaze. “I’m enjoying the challenge.”

      “Whatever!” I slid my chair back and scanned the crowd. “You’re just wasting your time, so you might as well give up now and talk to a girl who actually wants to hook up with you.” I pointed behind us. “Look, you already have some takers. You might wanna jump on that—you know, strike while the iron’s hot and all.”

      A line started forming from the cashier to the front door, giving prying eyes and ears a front-row seat to the show. Apparently, the boys at our table were the big swinging dicks on campus. Not that I couldn’t see the physical appeal. Each of them was cute in his own way, but Luca wasn’t just cute. He had the kind of sex appeal that made you forget your name.

      Except his charms had the opposite effect on me, and everything about him incited nothing but rage in me. Okay, that was a bit of a lie. But, damn, if I didn’t want to kick my own ass every time my overwhelming desire to straddle him jumped into high gear when he smiled that sexy-as-fuck crooked one that I couldn’t get enough of. One look, and it would go straight to my legs, forcing me to slap them shut.

      He glanced down, his grin settling on my thighs.

      “I’m calling your bluff, princess. You like me. You just don’t want to give in—at least, not yet. But you will, trust me. They always give in.”

      “Wow!” I slapped my hand over my mouth, my eyes wide in mock surprise. “Now, if that doesn’t make me want to spread my legs, then I don’t know what will.” I shot Silvia a knowing look. “Right, Sil? I mean, don’t you wanna rip all your clothes off right here at this table?” I fanned myself as I got up from the chair. I made sure my skin brushed against Luca as I walked behind him. “I’m so hot right now, I don’t know how I’m gonna keep myself away. Quick, throw a bucket of water on me.”

      Silvia slapped Hunter on the arm and pulled herself up from the table, laughing. “Let’s go before we catch fire.”

      I bent over, my lips grazing Luca’s ear, as I reached over and grabbed my coffee cup. He smelled so good that I almost forgot what I wanted to say.

      “You need to step up your game if you want a girl like me to talk to you.” With my cup in one hand, I shoved the other through his wavy hair. It was so damn perfect that it barely moved.

      I swore, he didn’t move or breathe the entire time I hovered over him. It was the exact effect I’d hoped to have on him. Guys like him loved the chase, the thrill of the hunt. The Prestons of the world couldn’t stand the word no, which made them even more fun to play with.

      Silvia and I started walking out the door with our coffees when I heard a chair skid across the tiled floor.

      “Izzie, wait up!”

      His friends must’ve stood, too, because the rumble that followed sounded like a herd of elephants. I pushed open the door and stepped onto the noisy sidewalk, ignoring Luca.
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* * *

      LUCA

      

      So, that happened.

      I could still feel her breath on my earlobe, the scent of her vanilla body lotion burned into my nostrils. She smelled good enough to eat.

      Without an ounce of makeup, she looked natural, flawless. Wearing jean shorts, a faded Rolling Stones tee, and black Chucks, she didn’t fit the mold of the heiress I’d expected. Izzie was a badass who didn’t take shit from anyone, including me.

      I’d noticed she’d closed her legs when I moved closer, so regardless of my strategy, something had worked. She defied the rules, forcing me to adapt and use another playbook. Unlike other girls, she didn’t rake her fingers through her hair or even show a little skin to get my attention.

      All she had to do was glance in my direction, and my dick would get hard.

      Hunter and Mark followed me out of Broad Street Beans, the family-owned coffee shop that had been around forever.

      I called her name several times, but Izzie dragged her friend by the hand to their dormitory. They ran across the street at a red light, almost getting plowed down by a pickup truck full of boys. The bumper had a Strickland University sticker on it.

      I watched as the driver of the truck honked the horn, not out of anger but to get the girls’ attention.

      They yelled something I couldn’t make out over the buzz of traffic. Then, the strangest thing happened. Izzie spun around, her lip curled up in revulsion.

      She raised her arm, launched her coffee cup at the passenger door, and held up both of her middle fingers. Silvia did the same, her black hair fanning around her face. Coffee splattered across the door and the windshield. The truck made a left turn while the boys screamed obscenities at them.

      I had never met a girl like Izzie, not even the typical bossy South Philly girl. She was on a playing field of her own, and I’d be lucky if she let me suit up.

      “I don’t know if I should be turned on or horrified,” Mark said, shaking his head at the girls.

      “Turned on. Definitely turned on.” I watched the gentle shake of Izzie’s ass until she disappeared. Everything she did would leave me in awe. “There’s no way I’m letting that one go.”

      “Not if I get her first.” Mark moved his hand back and forth in front of him, pretending to slap her ass. “No calling dibs this time.”

      Why was Mark doing this when he knew how long I had waited for another shot with Izzie?

      I snickered, now turning down Greek Row to head back to our fraternity house. “I don’t need to call dibs. She’ll be begging for it, trust me.”

      “Nah, man.” Hunter’s gaze shifted across the street to the Zetas standing in front of their house. A cute blonde waved, and Hunter nodded his head before turning back toward me. “The girls on the street talk, and I heard some shit from Whitney.”

      Over the years, I had seen Izzie with the tiny bottle-blonde from Zeta even though Izzie wasn’t the sorority type. “And?” I said, waiting for him to continue. “Get on with it.”

      “Izzie told her that you’re just some rich asshole with a mouth as big as your dick and that you don’t know what to do with either of them.”

      A roar of laughter floated through the air, pissing me off even further.

      Hunter made a choking sound. “Then, she mentioned something about someone named Preston, but I had no fucking clue what she was talking about. She kinda rambles when she talks. It’s like listening to one of those yappy dogs.”

      I shrugged it off because I couldn’t let them see how much her words affected me. Not only did she avoid me at all costs, but she also trashed me to other girls.

      She had a pair of brass balls on her. Despite her trust-fund country-club upbringing as a Rinaldi, she acted like she’d never been to a charm school a day in her life. Surely, someone that wealthy would have attended the finest schools—or at least learned some manners. But I loved how rude she was and the fact that she never apologized. She didn’t give two shits about anyone’s opinion.

      That quality alone made her more desirable. I had to have her, no matter what I needed to do to impress her.

      “Step up your game,” she’d whispered in my ear.

      Once we reached our fraternity house, I walked up the stairs and sank back into a wooden chair on the porch.

      I propped my foot up on the table separating us, looking at Hunter and Mark as they settled in their chairs. “You guys wanna go to Mickey’s tonight?”

      Mark bent over, grabbed three cans of beer from a cooler, and tossed one to each of us, keeping one for himself. He cracked open the top, took a sip, and let out an exaggerated long burp. “I’m down. But she’s fair game. Care to make a wager?”

      He knew I couldn’t resist the chance to make a quick buck. All of us loved card games and easy money, which none of us would turn down. But why was he after Izzie? I knew Izzie was off limits because of my father’s business affiliation with her family, but that didn’t mean I had to stay away, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to turn down an easy bet from Mark.

      Of course, I nodded in agreement.

      “If I win…” Mark trailed off as he leaned his head to the side, admiring the chicks sunbathing on the lawn down the street. “I get your cut of the take from the next poker night.”

      I peeled the tab off the can and flicked it at his head. “Done. And, if I win—which we all know I will—I get your cut.”

      “Mark, your cut is over ten Gs,” Hunter said. “What makes you think she’d even be into you? She called you Luca’s bodyguard.”

      Mark shook his head and pounded the rest of his beer. “She said the same thing about you, bro.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not trying to hook up with her. You take that bet, you’re a moron.”

      I tapped Mark on the knee. “You should save your money for a bet you can actually win. I’d say your chances of winning are a thousand to one. And you know I never lose.”

      Mark shrugged and reached for another beer. “May the best man win.”

      I knew by the look in his eye that he was doing this to teach me a lesson. But the bet only made me want to pursue Izzie even more. He also knew that if Izzie and I had sex that I’d lose interest, like I normally do, and that I’d move on and forget we ever met. Mark was looking out for me, aware that my father would never approve of a relationship with Isabella Rinaldi, granddaughter of his closest friend and the ticket to legitimizing his illegal businesses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      Around eleven o’clock, I walked into Mickey’s with Hunter and Mark to a raging crowd of locals and cheering coeds. The bar was a hole in the wall that only college students and alcoholics could appreciate. Irish posters and green signs illuminated the unfinished brick walls.

      Mickey McNally, a friend of my father’s, had owned the bar for over twenty years. And his father had owned it before him. Growing up in the hospitality industry, my family knew all the local business owners.

      We sifted through the throng to get a better view of the commotion along the back wall. A few girls recognized us and pulled on our shirts to dance with them. I shook them off, not surprised to see what had garnered a mosh pit of guys.

      On top of the bar, Izzie, Silvia, and Whitney from Zeta were dancing to “Pour Some Sugar on Me” by Def Leppard. Izzie had on an emerald tank top, exposing black bra straps. Her shirt read, Kiss Me. I’m Pretending to Be Irish, with a shamrock in the middle that said, Mickey’s.

      Mickey would give the tops out to college kids to promote the bar on event nights. Izzie had rolled the shirt up and tied it behind her back, so her flat stomach and narrow hips were the first things I noticed. She knew how to move her body, too. I bet she was a fucking animal in bed. My eyes traveled to her bare legs that were long and toned, like a soccer player.

      Silvia, of course, gyrated next to her. They didn’t seem to leave their dorm room without each other.

      Every guy in the bar grunted and cheered, throwing money at their feet. The Drop It Like It’s Hot dance contest had brought a lot of people into the bar. But the way Izzie danced, you would’ve thought we were in a strip club on Delaware Avenue.

      The girls seemed to have a routine going. Each took her turn in shaking her ass as she dropped to the bar like a stripper from the pole. Izzie looked down for a split second, her curls brushing against her face, and smiled. At first, I thought she intended it for those worshipping her like a goddess. But then she locked eyes with me, singling me out. My heart raced when she pulled down her bottom lip with her index finger.

      Just like that, our moment passed, and she turned to face Silvia, who also wore the same tee and jean shorts. She made her way to the end of the bar, moving empty glasses with her heel. Whitney from Zeta slipped her hands through her own blonde hair and ground against Izzie, their bodies meshing together in a tangle of limbs. For girls who wanted to win a dance contest, they had the wrong idea.

      Once the song changed to upbeat Celtic punk music, all three girls hooked their arms together, creating a line down the bar. They kicked their legs out in a methodical fashion, like cheerleaders following a routine. Izzie glanced down at me and winked as her legs dangled in front of me. I gripped the edge of the mahogany counter, unable to take my eyes off her. When the song ended, she grabbed a handful of money from the bar.

      “You came. Points for persistence.” She laughed, the pile of bills smashed between her fingers. Then, she held them out in front of her with the strangest look on her face.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled over the pounding of the bass.

      Izzie threw the bills over my head and chuckled. “I’m making it rain!”

      I knew she would be the death of me, but I still reached for her, wrapping my arms around her middle. She landed on her feet and used my shoulder to stabilize herself. I swiped a curl from her eyes, and she tilted her head to the side. Was that a signal? I didn’t want to misinterpret her giving me permission to kiss her neck because, for all I knew, she’d slap the grin off my face.

      Her lips puckered, and she winked before slinking through the crowd.

      Fuck me.

      Mark noticed her rejection and followed behind her. Asshole.

      I made myself a spot between some occupied stools.

      “Hey, Luca.” Lila, the thirty-something bartender I’d hooked up with last year, waved and leaned over the counter. Her tits mashed together in her dark blue halter top as strands of tawny hair fell down her shoulders.

      For an older chick, she was hot, but she was a little too kinky for my taste.

      “It’s been a while. You still drinking Captain and Coke?”

      I shook my head. “No, Jack, straight up. Make that a double shot.” I turned around to get Hunter’s attention.

      Hunter was busy with Silvia. They were an odd pairing, but he seemed to be into her. Mark wasn’t getting shit since he’d gone after Izzie.

      “And two Miller Lites.” I dropped a hundred dollar bill into her hand.

      “Sure thing, sugar.” Lila poured me a shot, uncapped the beers, and set them in front of me with a smile.

      “Thanks. The three girls who were up here, dancing”—I pointed, and she nodded in acknowledgment—“whatever they order, it’s on me.”

      “How about that?” Lila smirked, clearly intrigued. She knew the player-asshole version of me, not the whipped moron chasing around a girl who hated him. “I never thought I’d see the day. Which one are you trying to hook up with? Knowing you, probably all of them.” She chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “The one with the curly blonde hair,” I pointed at Izzie. “She keeps blowing me off.”

      “The Kate Upton look-alike. She’s hot.”

      I nodded, and she clicked a few buttons on the register.

      “I didn’t think anyone could resist the Marchese charm.”

      “She told me to step up my game.” All day, I couldn’t stop repeating her words in my head, still unable to extract them from my brain. People said talking to bartenders was therapeutic. I could see the appeal as I filled Lila in on my Izzie drama.

      What the hell was I doing though? Mark had run off after her, and I was spilling my guts, like a fucking girl.

      “I don’t think your game is the problem. It’s your approach,” she said. “If she thinks you’re a rich asshole, then you need to show her the real you. Your family wasn’t always rich. She’s probably had a bunch of rich pricks trying to stick their dicks in her for years, so you can’t use money to impress her.”

      I slammed the shot glass back and chased it with a swig of beer. “What does that even mean? I need to be drunk before you start spouting off psychoanalytical bullshit.”

      “Show her around the city. She’s just waiting for you to stop acting like every guy she’s ever known.”

      I fisted the beers in my hands and nodded. “Thanks, Lila. As always, you’re a lifesaver.”

      By the time I found Izzie, Mark had her cornered by the restrooms. Her mouth was twisted into an angry scowl. Next to her, Silvia and Hunter were making out. He hadn’t wasted any time in hooking up with Izzie’s friend.

      I leaned my back against the wall next to Izzie, pressing the bottom of my shoe to the brick. She looked relieved without an ounce of the irritation I had seen a second before. She took the beer from my hand and tilted the bottle to her lips. A smile crept across her face as she handed it back. Mark cocked an eyebrow at me, but I ignored him. He was the dick for pursuing her to begin with, not me.

      “Now, you can tell everyone that our lips touched,” she said, laughing. She’d had too much to drink. That much was obvious from her slurred words.

      She looked so fucking pretty with her soft curls framing her face. Once again, she had no makeup on, just that pink gloss that made me think dirty thoughts.

      “How about you give me a real kiss instead?” I said. It’d sounded so much better in my head. I stepped closer, moving between her and Mark. I pressed my palm on the wall behind her and leaned in until our lips were almost touching.

      She didn’t move her head, and I didn’t want to blow my chance. We stood there, breathing against each other’s lips, not moving. Sometimes, the anticipation of a kiss was better than the actual kiss.

      I thought of our first kiss, all those years ago in the wine cellar—the scent of strawberry Chapstick still on her lips, the look in her eyes when I placed my hand on the small of her back. I had not forgotten those memories. I wondered if she remembered, but I wasn’t sure I wanted her to. Back then, I had been in the process of losing my baby fat, as Ma had called it, and my voice had sounded like a strangled chipmunk in its pubescent state.

      “I’m starving,” she muttered as she patted her bare stomach. “Is anything still open?”

      “Yeah”—I took her hand, and she let me—“I know a place.”

      “Of course you do,” she deadpanned, rolling her eyes. “You’re Luca fucking Marchese.”
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* * *

      IZZIE

      

      When I tried to stand on my own, I had wobbly sea legs. By the time we left Mickey’s, Luca was tired of my attempts to be independent. With our fingers interlocked and my head on his chest, I took in his scent. I wanted to fight him, call it a night, and eat something at home, but I liked being around him.

      City blocks seemed to go on for miles, and after we rounded a corner and walked to the end of the next street, he opened the door to a restaurant.

      In red and green lettering, a sign read, Francesca’s Brick Oven Pizza. Fluorescent bulbs blinded me as we stepped into the quaint pizzeria. The delightful scent of a wood-burning fire and pepperoni wafted through the air. It reminded me of home and the pairing of garlic and herbs my childhood nanny, Domenica, used in her cuisine.

      I followed Luca and collapsed across from him in an oversize booth next to the kitchen.

      An older woman with dark brown hair stepped through double doors, her eyes wide with surprise. She leaned down, cupped Luca’s cheeks in her hands, and kissed him on his left and then right cheek. “You should have called first. I was just about to close the kitchen.”

      Luca kissed her in the same fashion and apologized. “Sorry, Aunt Concetta, but Bella needed to eat.”

      She turned her head toward me, noticing me for the first time. Concetta flashed a sincere smile and kissed me as well, which seemed strange since we didn’t know each other. My family reserved such greetings for people we knew, not Luca’s though.

      “Nice to meet you, Bella.”

      “It’s Izzie,” I blurted out. Then, I realized how rude I’d sounded and corrected myself, “I mean, my name is Izzie, but Luca insists on calling me Bella.”

      Concetta glanced at Luca for a few seconds with an odd expression on her face that I could not interpret. “I’ll prepare the usual,” she said. Then, she disappeared through double doors that swung long after she had left.

      I propped my elbows on the table to support my head. My skull felt as though someone were drilling into it with a power tool. I had surpassed the four-beer limit I normally set for myself within the first hour of hanging out with Silvia. And she’d somehow talked me into dancing on top of a bar. Even I hadn’t known I had it in me.

      He looked at me with his piercing blue eyes and those long dark lashes that women would kill for. Despite my drunken state, he still had an alarming effect on me. Crimson started creeping up the back of my neck and down my arms. I needed to distract myself and change the topic in my head.

      “Is this your aunt’s restaurant?” That seemed innocent enough.

      “No, Francesca is my mom. My dad bought this place for her after they got married. She’s here in the daytime, but for the most part, my cousin Sal, works the late shift. Concetta fills in whenever he needs a night off.”

      I stared at the murals decorating the walls—villas built into a hillside overlooking a giant body of crystal-blue water. “Cool artwork.”

      “It’s Palermo,” he said with pride. “That’s where my family is from.”

      “My grandmother’s family is Sicilian. The Rinaldis were from Florence originally before they moved to Calabria.”

      Our eyes met for a second, melting away my anger—until I remembered how awful he was.

      “So, is this where you take all your conquests?”

      His laughter filled the quiet air. Even though he should have been pissed, he seemed entertained by my attitude. “My God, Bella, I swear…” he said in a playful tone. “Dio mio, woman. What am I gonna do with you?”

      I slammed my fist on the table to get a reaction out of him, except he didn’t flinch like I had hoped. “Answer the question. And stop calling me Bella.”

      Luca called me Bella when we were kids and hearing him say that name only reminded me of all the times I spent staring out the window at Rinaldi Manor, broken hearted. I knew it wasn’t his fault that our families severed ties, but that didn’t make it any easier to allow him back into my life because we both knew that this could never work between us.

      “No.” He shook his head. “You’re the first girl I’ve ever brought here. I mean, obviously, girls come in here since it’s down the street from school, but I haven’t taken any here myself.”

      My eyes narrowed, focusing on the sign glowing in the window. I ignored him as he watched me. “Why me? This place too nice for one of your skanks?”

      He reached out to touch my forearm, and for some reason, I let him. “Like I’d bring them here. I work in the kitchen here every day after school, and I don’t shit where I eat.”

      “I’m shocked. I wouldn’t have thought you’d have time to work with all of your frat bro duties and manwhoring to attend to.”

      Luca smirked. “Well, I guess you’re in for a lot of surprises because there’s more to me than hot chicks and frat parties.”

      Concetta appeared from the kitchen. She was singing a song in Italian under her breath, which made me smile. My childhood nanny, Domenica, who still took care of Grandfather, even in her late seventies, would do the same thing when she cooked. Concetta set a pizza with thick slices of pepperoni on a circular tray in the center of the table. Starved, I lifted a slice off the dish and bit into it. I moaned as the spiciness of the meat exploded across my tongue.

      Luca laughed between bites, wiping a speck of sauce from the corner of his lips. “I take it, you like it.”

      “Like it? I love it. This sauce is amazing, and it has real pepperoni for a change. Hardly anyone does that around here. It’s always that thin, greasy nasty shit out of a package. Hands down, this is the best pizza I’ve ever eaten.”

      “It’s a family recipe.” He lifted another slice onto his plate and looked up at me. “The real secret is using fresh ingredients. That’s where most places go wrong.”

      “Hmm,” I said, finishing off my slice. “Damn, I was hungry. I think all I ate today was dinner at the SAC.”

      “Rookie move.” Luca flashed a broad grin and a perfect set of white teeth. Everything about him was flawless, so much so that it sickened me. “Next time, I’ll make sure you’re fed.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders slumped against the back of the booth. There will be a next time? How presumptuous.

      We finished off most of the pizza before a group of drunken boys stumbled through the front door, yelling and punching each other in the arms.

      “Did you hit that or what?” a tall dark-haired boy said, nudging his friend in the arm.

      He shook his head.

      The boy said, “Fucking pussy.”

      Luca rested his arm on the back of the booth and snapped his head in their direction. “Yo, dickheads, I’m trying to eat over here. You mind?”

      The boys strolled toward us with purpose. When the leader of their group laid his hand on Luca’s shoulder, my stomach twisted in knots.

      “Hey, brother, sorry about that.” He stared at me, and then Luca. “Are you on a date?”

      “Nah, Luca doesn’t need to buy a chick dinner to get laid,” the scruffy blond boy behind him said, turning to his friend for confirmation.

      “All it takes is a ride in the Benz,” another one chimed in, laughing.

      The Rinaldis had a fleet of cars, so it wasn’t like I’d be impressed. I flashed Luca an irritated look and sighed.

      My skin burned at their comments, and I wanted nothing more than to punch one of them in the face. I wasn’t some whore Luca could parade through the Delta Sigma house.

      Luca latched on to my hand as I attempted to slide off the bench.

      “Bella, don’t go.”

      I sensed a hint of desperation in his voice.

      “My name is not Bella! You’re such a…” I hesitated for a second, trying to think of the words for pig and asshole in Italian so that I could yell at him without these morons understanding. “A porco…a stronzo.” I thought of a few other choice words, but my voice caught.

      The corners of his mouth turned up into a devilish grin. “Baby, I love it when you talk dirty to me. Sit down, and yell at me some more, preferably in Italiano.”

      His goofy look forced a smile I tried hard to suppress. Luca insisted that the boys apologize, which I refused to accept. I sank back against the padding, my hands folded across my chest, as I waited for them to leave.

      Concetta announced the kitchen had closed, and after they exited, I slinked off the bench and walked toward the door. “Thanks for the food, but I need to get some sleep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      Luca pleaded for me to come back. I refused to turn around, not even to do a cursory glance over my shoulder as I pushed open the door. As I started walking down the dark street, I wished I’d waited for him. The streetlamps barely provided enough light to navigate, and I wasn’t sure which part of Broad Street I was on because of the detour we’d taken.

      Luca caught up with me a few minutes later.

      He clamped his hand on my shoulder to slow my pace. “Hey, I’m sorry about that. Those guys are assholes.”

      I pushed his hand away and planted my feet, glaring at him with pure hatred. “Why are you doing this?”

      He shrugged, completely unaffected by my attitude. “Doing what? Can’t a guy buy a pretty girl some food?”

      I rolled my eyes and continued to stagger down the street. “I don’t want to be lumped into some category. Is this what you do with every girl? Stalk them, and butter them up with food, so they’ll sleep with you?”

      I looked over long enough to see him smirk.

      “It’s not usually food they’re after.”

      He tried to hold my hand, and I grunted, unable to control my disgust as I moved away from him. “You are so gross, you know that?”

      He reached out again, but when I slipped from his embrace for the third time, he finally got the hint. “Okay, look, I’m sorry. What do I have to do to make it up to you?”

      “I don’t know. Stop acting like a pig.”

      As we walked, I stared at the ground, avoiding eye contact as much as possible. That somehow made it easier to contain my sickening emotions. Every time his long fingers brushed against my skin, I’d feel a rush of heat burn through me like wildfire. With each touch, the sensation would intensify, spreading to my cheeks, running down my arms, and settling between my thighs. I hated his effect on me—the same uncontrollable desire I’d bet every girl had for him.

      Swaying onto the lawn outside my dorm, I did my best to dodge him. “You only want me because you can’t have me.”

      “That’s not true.” His tone grew serious, defensive, as if I’d struck a nerve.

      Apparently, there had been a party at Jefferson Hall. I counted the number of plastic cups strewed along the lawn to keep myself from glancing in his direction. I stopped at thirty-four before I lost count, the mixture of red and blue cups blurring together.

      “Then, why do you keep calling me bella?”

      Luca brushed his fingers against mine, sending a chill down my spine that took me off guard. I damn near lost my balance, not that I was very steady to begin with, but I couldn’t allow him to touch me.

      “I told you, it’s because you’re beautiful.”

      I sighed, feeling somewhat defeated by his persistence to win me over. He would never give up, not as long as I kept averting his advances.

      But I would still try to make him hate me. “You probably call every girl bella, so you don’t have to remember their names in the morning,” I said, layering the sarcasm and anger on thicker.

      Luca laughed under his breath, enjoying a private joke. “They don’t last that long.”

      “See? This is what I’m talking about,” I snapped.

      What was it about him that made me hate him and like him all at the same time even though he was wrong for me on so many levels? We had almost nothing in common, yet every time he spoke, I would melt like chocolate on a hot summer day.

      “I was kidding—well, not really.” He used his hands in a animated sort of way when he spoke that irritated the hell out of me.

      But I still found it entertaining, maybe even a little sexy. Who was I kidding? Everything he did, I found unbelievably hot.

      He took a hint, no longer searching for my fingers as we climbed the stairs of the residence hall. Luca opened the door for me, gesturing for me to step inside. “I know you think I’m an asshole, that I call every girl bella, but you’re wrong. It’s just you. You’re different.”

      I figured he said that to everyone, and I didn’t bother to acknowledge him. We coasted down the second floor, and although still in party mode, the senior dormitory wasn’t a full-blown rager.

      When we reached my door, Luca tugged on my hand and every nerve ending in my body sparked at once. He smiled because he knew the power he had over me, over all women. No one could resist his charms, not even me.

      The pad of his thumb was rough against my skin. Rich boy had worked a day or two in his life. That much I deduced from his calluses. Somehow, that made me hate him a little less than I had five minutes before.

      I lifted my chin to sneak a peek of his gorgeous face. My eyes settled on his mouth as his tongue rolled over his pouty bottom lip. God, I wanted to bite that lip and then taste every inch of him.

      “Tell me something, Izzie.”

      “Something.” I couldn’t resist being a mega bitch.

      “You know what I mean.” He frowned at my snide remark. “We can start off with something small. What’s your major?”

      “Pre-law with a minor in international business,” I muttered.

      “I’m a Criminal Justice major.”

      I had expected liberal arts or something noncommittal even though I had known by some of our mutual classes that his degree had some concentration in law. But the fact that he’d picked a real major shocked me.

      I laughed into the crook of my arm. “You’re more criminal than justice.”

      I could tell by the look in his eyes that he understood the meaning behind my words. The son of a Mafia don pursuing criminal justice degree was hilarious. What was next? That he aspired to join the FBI or state police after college?

      “Maybe we can be study buddies,” I deadpanned, stopping at my door.

      A whirl of drunken boys in their boxers ran past us, hauling half-naked girls over their shoulders. I stepped back, and Luca moved with me, our fingers interlocked.

      “Yeah, sure.” He hadn’t seemed to notice my sarcasm until I chuckled. Then, his demeanor stiffened, and he tried his best to recoup from our exchange. “I mean, if you want to.”

      “I was kidding. Thanks for the offer, but I didn’t get awarded the Penn scholarship for academic excellence because of my looks.”

      “What do you have against me?” He sounded annoyed, maybe even offended. “Did I do something to piss you off? I like you, and you’re not making it easy to get to know you. At all.”

      “I know what you want, and I will not do the walk of shame out of a frat house, so forget about it.” I pointed my finger at his chest. “Luca, you can have any girl you want. You’re hot. You know you’re hot, and everyone else on campus knows it, too. I mean, look at you. You don’t need me.”

      I immediately regretted my words, but it was too late because he was already flashing that panty-dropper smile at me. He knew he had me. I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit I wanted to be with him more than any man I’d ever encountered.

      “I know I keep telling you this, but I’m not that bad. Just give me a chance.”

      Luca moved closer, and for a second, I thought he would lean down and kiss me.

      “I want to take you somewhere next weekend. Do you trust me?”

      “How could I trust you? I don’t even know you.”

      I fished the key from my purse and inserted it into the lock, and as I turned the doorknob, I felt Luca’s breath on my neck. I pushed the door open, and I leaned against the frame, unable to face him.

      His hand gripped my side, and he leaned into me, his lips grazing my earlobe. “Izzie, c’mon, I’m serious. You know me whether you want to admit it or not. I’m still the same person I was when we were kids. Just say you’ll come with me.”

      As long as he touched me, I couldn’t function, and my body went into total shutdown mode. As his fingers moved along my hip bone, my breathing picked up.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “South Philly.”

      I pressed my finger to my lips, pretending to think it through. “Okay, but on one condition. I want to go to Tony Luke’s for lunch.”

      His eyes shot wide open, and a tiny smile splayed across his lips. “Most people want to go to the usual tourist traps, like Geno’s or Pat’s.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not most people or a tourist, and I don’t want cheesesteak. Even if I did, it wouldn’t be from either of those places. I prefer a chicken cutlet sandwich over a greasy Cheez Whiz–steak any day.”

      He placed his palm on the wall outside my door, the other now on my stomach. “So, I guess it’s a date.”

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath before quietly blowing it out my nose. His body tensed against mine, and the fact that I didn’t move made my intentions clear. I tried hard to suppress my emotions, but the alcohol wasn’t making it easy. In a moment of weakness, I moved my curls off my neck and looked up at him, flicking my tongue over my lips.

      With that, he lifted me, carrying me into my suite.

      Luca kicked the door shut, and we crashed into the entry wall. Luca gripped my ass with one hand and my face with the other. I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh through his jeans. Moaning, he sucked on my bottom lip. A flicker of acknowledgment sparked in his eyes. Then, he parted my lips with his tongue and slipped it inside my mouth. For a second, I let myself enjoy the sweet scent of his skin and the way his hips rocked against me.

      I separated my lips from his, moving my head to the side, but he kissed my neck instead. “What are we doing, Luca?”

      “Dunno,” he mumbled. “I want you so bad. I can’t even think straight when I’m around you.”

      I didn’t want his hands to leave my body or his tongue to stop doing whatever he did that made my toes curl. Wanting to fight something and having the willpower to do it were two separate entities.

      His tongue caressed mine as he kissed me with an animalistic passion I craved. Heat ran over my body in waves as his hand slid up my thigh.

      He lifted my shirt over my head, threw it on the floor, and then unhooked my bra and slid the straps down my shoulders, exposing my breasts. Luca’s palm fell to my back, pulling me closer, as he leaned down to suck on my nipple, gently tugging it with his teeth. The tiny bud hardened at the flick of his tongue. He took his time as he expertly navigated my body. I was to the point of convulsing, an orgasm on the verge of ripping through me.

      Luca unbuttoned my jean shorts, slid them to the floor with my panties, and dropped to his knees. I pushed them aside with my foot.

      As he licked the inseam of my thigh, Luca stared up at me. He slid his finger inside me and drew it back to suck on it. “You taste good, baby. How do you want me to fuck you?”

      I bobbed my head and moaned, but that wasn’t good enough.

      “I want to hear you say it, Bella. Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

      “Luca, you’re killing me.” I groaned so loud that my neighbors probably heard me.

      “No, I think you’re the one who’s killing me, babe.”

      “Fuck me with your mouth.” I slid my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer. “Then, I want you to fuck me with that big dick of yours.”

      “Dio mio, woman,” he whispered.

      Luca gripped my hips, and that was when I heard a key turning inside the lock of my front door.

      I tensed up, pointing at my clothes scattered around us. “Shit! My roommate is home.”

      Like a ninja, Luca scooped my shirt, bra, and shorts in his hands, and we slipped into my bedroom.

      “Hey, Izzie Bear. Are you home?” Silvia yelled from the other side of the door. “I have company, so you might wanna stay in your room.”

      My mind needed time to recover from what had almost happened, and my breathing was so ragged that I had trouble speaking as I said, “Okay.”

      For the first time since we’d started kissing, I realized Luca still had all of his clothes on. “Not fair. You’ve seen me naked, and I didn’t even get to see you shirtless.”

      Luca unbuttoned his dress shirt, set it on top of a chest of drawers, and then kicked off his jeans. He stood in black boxer briefs that hugged his perfect package. It was like someone had sculpted him by hand and taken their time in creating every single part of him.

      When I gripped the waistband of his boxers, he pressed his chest against my bare breasts until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the bed, and we fell onto the mattress.

      He breathed against my neck, slipping two fingers inside me, his thumb circling over my clit. “I love how wet I make you. I did this to you. Remember that when you come all over my fingers.”

      “Keep that up, and I’ll come right now,” I moaned.

      “Good. I want you to come for me.” His mouth traveled over my nipple, his breath alone enough to send a shock down my spine.

      By the time his tongue massaged my clit, my brain stopped working. I ran my hand through his hair, my body trembling.

      As a ripple of orgasms tore me to pieces, he peeked up at me from between my legs and said, “Wow!”

      Before I could get myself together, Silvia banged on the wall that separated our bedrooms. “Good for you and Luca, but I think you woke up the entire campus. Keep it down over there.”

      I had been so entranced by Luca’s magical tongue that I didn’t even notice how loud I had been or the fact that I’d been screaming his name.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth and laughed out of sheer embarrassment. “Shit, sorry.” I wasn’t sure if she could hear me, but that completely ruined the mood.

      Luca sat next to me on the bed, our backs flat against the wall, as we tried to compose ourselves. He kissed the top of my head and my cheek, before making his way to my lips. “What time should I pick you up on Saturday?”

      “Oh,” I said, surprised he still wanted to take me to South Philly. “Eleven okay?”

      “Yep. So, I guess it’s a date.”

      “It’s not a date. Think of it as a peace offering. Now, go before I change my mind.”

      “I just ate your pussy. We’re not exactly friends.” He flashed a crooked grin, maintaining eye contact for a few seconds. “Call it what you want, beautiful.”

      He dressed almost as fast as he had taken his clothes off, his fingers working on the last button of his dress shirt. “Can I get your number?”

      “I’m sure I’ll see you around campus.” I slid off the bed, threw on my shorts and tank top but no bra, and walked him to the bedroom door. “And it’s not like you’d call anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want it,” he shot back.

      The living room was barren, except for the sounds coming from Silvia’s room. She had some nerve, complaining about me.

      I ignored his remark as I opened the door, holding it for him. “Good night, Luca.”

      He leaned in to steal another kiss and then gave me one of his panty-dropper smiles. “Good night, Bella. Sweet dreams.”

      After I closed the door and locked it, I walked into my bedroom, climbed into bed, and slipped under the covers with my clothes still on.

      What was I thinking?

      I rolled over, snuggling my face in the blankets. They were soft, warm, and smelled like home. They also stank of citrus and sex. Before I could dwell on our date, my head hit the pillow, and I fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      Like most Saturday mornings, after a long night of partying, the house looked like a bomb had detonated inside it. But, if that had happened, at least we wouldn’t have to clean it up.

      I stopped at the bottom of the landing and scanned the massive living room. Beer cans, liquor bottles, and empty cups littered the floor. Two girls slept with their heads mashed together, their bare breasts on display.

      A few brothers who lived in the house were spread throughout the first floor. For the most part, I noticed a bunch of randos who needed to leave.

      I pressed my fingers to my lips and whistled until I saw some movement. “If you don’t live here, get the fuck out.”

      I walked past the half-awake, still drunk people and into the dining room, finding a similar situation. Annoyed, even though this was the norm, I whistled again and repeated my warning.

      Dirty Dan peeled his shaggy blond head from one of the six long mahogany dining tables and looked over at me with one eye open. “What the fuck, Prez? Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep?”

      I clapped my hands together, wide-awake at the thought of my date with Izzie. “Kegs and eggs. Time to wake up, bro.”

      He perked up at the mention of our weekend post-hangover celebration. Whenever we had leftover beer, either Mark or I would cook eggs and breakfast meats for the house.

      One morning, Hunter had sat between two kegs with a plate of scrambled eggs and started laughing. Still shot from the night before, he’d mumbled, “I love me some kegs and eggs.”

      From there, we’d started a new tradition.

      The kitchen had tall white cabinets that reached the ceiling. A huge island at the center of the room had a collection of gray-and-white pendant lights suspended over it. Between the bar on the opposite wall and the marble counter, we could comfortably seat twenty people and still have room to move.

      I cleaned up the mess left over from the night before and then started cooking.

      Everyone rose to the smell of bacon and sausage, the house now coming to life. The boys started up with their walk-of-shame chant, and it went on for about ten minutes.

      Once the girls cleared out, they filed into the kitchen, and the beer began flowing. Within the first twenty minutes, they were pounding shots of hot sauce. Sadly, that was normal.

      Mark sat across from me at the bar, chomping on a piece of crispy bacon. I chewed my food, a big fuck-you grin on my face.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s up with you this morning?”

      “I’m just taking a second to savor the fact that I won the bet. Izzie agreed to go on a date with me today.”

      He made a gagging sound, practically choking on his food. “You’re going on a date? Gross. Since when do you date chicks?”

      This was the exact reason I’d waited to tell him. “She’s not the kind of girl you can talk into jerking you off during class. Chicks like Izzie take work, and she sure as shit wouldn’t have fallen for a line like, Come up to my room, and do shots with me.”

      He wiped his mouth with his forearm and gulped down the rest of his beer. “I tried at Mickey’s, man. She shut me down hard. No matter what I said, she would give me that look, like she was chewing on glass.”

      Mark raised a plastic cup in the air, and I held up my coffee mug. I couldn’t show up to her dorm room, smelling like alcohol, even though I could use a shot to take the edge off.

      “Until you fuck her, you haven’t won. The bet is still on, and may the best man win.”

      Izzie wasn’t a prize, not to me anyway. If Silvia hadn’t banged on the wall, I would have won the bet already even though I had no intention on collecting from Mark. Despite what I felt on the inside, I couldn’t let on to what I was thinking without hearing a rash of shit.

      I nodded, accepting his challenge. “You will regret this.”
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* * *

      Izzie opened her door in fuzzy UGG slippers and the jean shorts and shirt she’d worn the night before. Her curls stuck up all over the place, mussed up from sleep.

      She yawned, stretching her hands over her head, and leaned against the doorframe. “Hey…what are you doing here?”

      My heart sank to my stomach, but I hid my disappointment well. “We have a date. You wanted to eat lunch at Tony Luke’s. Ring a bell?”

      She scratched the back of her head and made that adorable pouty face I couldn’t get enough of. A few seconds passed before her blue eyes lit with realization. “Oh my God, I totally suck. I’m so tired. I forgot to set my alarm. Tony Luke’s does sound amazing right now. Perfect hangover food.”

      Izzie moved her hand over her grumbling stomach, pulling up her shirt in the process. I peeked at her exposed flesh, but once she noticed, she tugged it back down.

      “I need to get a shower though. Do you mind waiting?”

      “Not at all.” I pushed the door open and followed her into the small living room.

      It had two couches facing each other separated by a coffee table and a flat screen hung on the wall. The tiny kitchen reminded me of an efficiency apartment. We eye-fucked the shit out of each other, aware of the several feet that divided us. An island could have separated us, and it would not have mattered.

      Every time I glanced at her bare legs in those booty-hugging shorts, she would slap them together. I flashed a wicked grin and folded my arms over my chest. After a minute of awkward sexual tension, she walked away from me and into her bedroom without a word.

      She reappeared a minute later with a towel over her shoulder. “We don’t have a lot of channels,” she said, “but the remote is probably somewhere between the couch cushions if you want to watch TV. We have Netflix, too.”

      I grinned. “I’d rather get in the shower with you.”

      She stormed toward me, her hands on her hips, looking sexy as fuck. Every time she got angry, my dick would respond, as if she could summon it with one glance.

      “You get three strikes, Luca. And I’m not the type of person to give second chances. This is an olive branch. Act like an asshole, and screw this up, and you might as well forget I even exist because I sure as hell will forget you do. Got it?”

      The seriousness in her voice made me flinch. Now, she acted as though we didn’t even know each other.

      “Got it,” I said.

      She slammed the bathroom door behind her.
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* * *

      An hour later, we parked in front of my childhood home in the heart of South Philly. The streets were crowded, cars buzzing by in search of parking spots. In the city, parking was near impossible to find without ruining your car or starting a fight.

      My old neighbor, Alonzo, a short Italian man with dark hair on the verge of graying, greeted me by pulled me into a hug. “Luca, my boy,” he said. “It’s been far too long. I see too much of your brothers and not enough of you.”

      “Thanks, Alonzo. It’s always nice to see you.” I patted him on the back and stuffed a few hundreds into his pocket. “Tell Anna and Gabriella I said hello.”

      “Sure thing, kid.”

      His lips parted, and without looking, I knew that he’d noticed Izzie.

      I turned around, watching her long leg creep out of the Benz.

      Every time we had come to a red light, I couldn’t stop staring. In jean shorts and an off-the-shoulder white peasant top, her skin glowed. Her nipples poked through her bra, and when the sunlight hit her just right, I thought I could see her pink flesh. Or maybe I just envisioned it.

      And I’d already forgotten to open her door. Total bonehead move.

      She needed a new and improved Luca, not the old womanizer. Still, I had manners. Ma had taught me that much. And me not showing Izzie respect would have set my mother on a diatribe about how to treat a woman.

      I ran over to Izzie, held out my hand, and pulled her out of the car. A smile played across her lips when our chests touched. Her eyes fell to my lips, and her breathing hitched for a second. Then, she stepped back, as if acknowledging she’d made a mistake. No girl had ever given me a sense of excitement and inadequacy all at the same time.

      She stared up at the brick row house, confused. “Where are we?”

      “This is where I grew up. And that’s Alonzo. He’s lived here since before I was born.”

      I pointed to him, and he nodded before stepping inside his house.

      “Shall we?” I climbed two concrete steps and opened the screen door.

      Izzie held it open, her right breast touching my back as I pushed the key into the entrance door lock. I didn’t want to move. Feeling her warmth, a powerful sensation I desperately wanted to cling to, made my heart speed up.

      We walked into the house, and I watched her face as she glanced around. Straight ahead, stairs led to the second floor. The living room sat in the front with its windows facing the street. Each room ran into the other, except for the kitchen, which divided the dining room by a wall.

      Izzie turned to face me, one eyebrow raised. “I don’t understand. Why am I here?”

      “Think of it as a trip down memory lane.”

      She set off toward the kitchen, making herself at home, and along the way, she glanced at family portraits on the walls. On top of a wooden hutch in the dining room, she picked up a picture of my brothers and me. Her eyes lit up, and she turned to me. “Where was this taken?”

      I glanced at the silver frame and studied the chunky ten-year-old version of myself. A lot had changed since then. Cured meats hung from the ceiling above our heads, and silly smiles were plastered on our faces. “An Italian deli on Ninth Street where Ma likes to buy her meat from. Ma used to take my brothers and me once a week. Then, we’d go to the bakery for fresh bread and pastries. It was kind of our thing to do with her every weekend.”

      Izzie smiled and hugged the photo against her chest before setting it back down. “Your mother is sweet. I always liked her,” she mumbled, reaching for another frame. “I wish I had a mother to do things like that with…” Her voice trailed off as she collected her thoughts.

      “You were so cute when you were little.” She flashed a quick smile at me over her shoulder.

      Izzie lifted another frame with a photo of my entire family sitting around the table at a charity fundraiser with Izzie and her grandfather. My father had a glass raised in the air, and Angelo Rinaldi was next to him, leading the toast.

      “Do you remember the time we got lost in the wine cellar?”

      I moved forward and leaned my hip against the hutch, flashing a broad grin. “How could I forget? You were the first girl I ever kissed.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “You were my first kiss, too. I thought about you for a long time after that night. But Grandfather said we had to cut ties with your family.”

      Her gaze fell over the pictures, and as she stared at each one, her smile widened. I loved to see her smile.

      Back then, girls hadn’t looked at me the same way Izzie had, not until I’d lost all the weight—or baby fat, as Ma had called it. I’d earned the nickname Meatball as a child, but now, I was far from that awkward, overweight kid Izzie had known ten years ago.

      I hooked my arm around her waist, directing her toward the kitchen. “I thought about you for a long time. I used to ask Ma to stop by Rinaldi Manor when we were in your area, but a lot went on with my family that wasn’t suitable for your grandfather’s image. Ma didn’t tell me about it until I was older.”

      She nodded, as if she remembered the bloodbath that had occurred for almost a year in Philadelphia.

      Jimmy “Scags” Scaglione, the acting boss at the time, had had differences with the local gangs who dealt drugs for him. They’d refused to pay the cost of doing business on our streets, starting a war that had pitted his own men against him in the end. My father was one of those men.

      I tugged on the refrigerator handle, thrilled to find a row of Cokes and bottled water. A few of Ma’s dishes were on the shelves, which meant she’d been over here, baking for my brothers, who still lived in the house.

      Fisting two of cans of soda in my hands, I set them on the bar in front of Izzie.

      She popped the top of the soda can and took a sip. “This thing between us can’t happen, and I think you know why.”

      I didn’t need her to spell out her reasons because Izzie knew more about my family than most girls.

      “I haven’t met a girl who didn’t like me until you.”

      Izzie stared through the glass-paneled door leading to a small backyard. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t like you, Luca. It’s just, this could never work. We’re so different. You can’t just fuck me, smack me on the ass, and send me on my way. That’s not how I roll. The other night…” She gulped down another sip of soda and turned her head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m not interested in being another girl you use and throw away like trash. And this is a conflict of interest.”

      The corners of my mouth curled, but I fought hard to contain my laughter. She knew me better than I had thought. Smart girls were hard to navigate, mostly because they were always ten steps ahead. But Izzie wasn’t just smart and confident; she was a mystery.

      “Do you really think I would have taken any girl to my family’s restaurant? I know it’s down the street from school, but I’ve never willingly taken anyone there, other than my fraternity brothers. I can’t figure you out. One minute, I think you like me, and the next…” I sighed and flattened my palms on the counter, holding her gaze. “What I’m trying to say is, I want to get to know you, if you’ll let me.”

      “Okay then, give me the tour.” She threw her empty can into the trash, one-handed.

      Once we reached the top floor, she brushed her curls behind her ear and peeked into the first bedroom. “Whose room is this?” Izzie pointed at the walls covered with rock-band posters and half-naked chicks.

      “That would be my brother Anthony. He’s the oldest of the twins by two minutes, so he got the bigger room.”

      She laughed. “I remember Anthony. He was so serious when we were kids. And he followed your dad around, like a puppy dog.”

      “Yep. Anthony hasn’t changed much since then, and he’s still my father’s favorite. One day, he’ll take over the family business.” I followed behind her to the next door, and before she could ask, I said, “That’s Mario’s room.”

      “Where’s Luigi’s?” She spun around, laughing, and stopped so fast that we bumped into each other. Her chest rose and fell against mine, neither of us attempting to move. “Do you remember how much Mario hated that joke? He was so much fun to mess with.”

      “It’s hard to forget. Mario beat the shit out of me for a week just for laughing as you made fun of him.” I slid my hand onto her waist to test the waters, and she sucked in a deep breath.

      “Where’s your room?”

      “Last door on the right.” I choked back the idiotic thoughts rolling around in my brain. For a second, I almost said something so stupid that she might have slapped me on the face. Good thing I’d held my tongue.

      She turned the handle and walked inside, not speaking until after she absorbed every detail of my old bedroom. I slipped my hand in hers, the sparks between us more intense than before. Every part of me wanted to kiss her as she peeked up at me with those hazy blue eyes.

      Her features softened with her curls relaxing around her face. The angelic girl in front of me had so many layers to her, and I couldn’t wait to peel each one back.

      “Luca…” she said.

      I made a humming sound.

      “You’re standing on my foot.”

      “Oh, shit.” I stepped back, feeling like a complete moron.

      Real smooth.

      And just like that, our moment was over.
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* * *

      We didn’t speak as we got in the car and went on our way to eat. To sit with someone and not talk but have an odd sense of comfort felt nice. For once, I didn’t feel the need to make small talk just to get in her pants. She’d also made it clear that wasn’t about to happen. And I was okay with that.

      I parked in front of Tony Luke’s at Front and Oregon. From a distance, it looked like an old metal diner. But, up close, the takeout-style restaurant had a long open window where you could watch them make your food. A line had started forming down the pavement, crowds of people huddled under the awning. They had benches off to the left, already packed with a sea of red-and-white Phillies jerseys. We were among the few not dressed with Philadelphia pride.

      “My dad usually takes me here after a game, depending on his schedule. It’s kind of our tradition when he’s in town.” She leaned on the counter to check out the menu even though she had decided on what she wanted to order before we’d arrived. “I love that they have so much more than Pat’s or Geno’s. I mean, cheesesteaks are awesome, but nothing compares to a chicken cutlet with red gravy and provolone.”

      She bounced around with a childish enthusiasm that made me thankful I’d poured my heart out to Lila. No amount of money could thank her properly for this gift. And the worst part was, I never would’ve thought of it on my own.

      Izzie grazed her hand against mine to get my attention. “What are you getting? I’m so hungry that I could eat one of everything.”

      Judging by the size of her tiny frame, that was doubtful, but I nodded in agreement. “Pork with cheese, I guess. Either that or sausage and peppers.”

      “Yum,” she moaned. “They both sound good. You wanna share mozzarella sticks, too? I do this with Silvia all the time. We each order something different, so we can try the other’s food.”

      “Sure.” I tried to sound nonchalant. “Whatever you want, babe.”

      Once we reached the window, she tapped me on the shoulder. “You order for both of us. And make sure you get extra gravy on the cutlet.”

      Again, she surprised me. I’d taken Izzie for the type of girl who would order for me, not the other way around.

      I repeated our orders to the line cook and paid, but we had nowhere to sit.

      She rolled her eyes at the small seating area, annoyed. “Do you mind if we eat in your car?”

      “Sure, babe.” I smiled, knowing how to push her buttons.

      She shoved me into one of the poles holding up the awning.

      I usually called women sweetheart, never babe or baby. To me, the term babe was reserved for girlfriends, and I definitely wanted Izzie to be mine.

      Girlfriend…I did not have girlfriends. Not even friends who were girls because that would imply I couldn’t fuck them. And what guy would want a platonic relationship with a chick? Where was the fun in that?

      But I was becoming the boyfriend type. That was the effect Izzie had on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      Every assumption I’d had about Luca had gone out the window the second we walked into his house. I felt bonded to him, the same way I had when we were kids.

      Would he really do all this for sex?

      Most girls on campus threw themselves at him. One foot out the door, and they would be begging him to use them.

      Seeing a new side to Luca gave me a new appreciation for him. It also made me the biggest asshole on the planet. Everyone misjudged me because of my family’s money. But they didn’t know the whole story, and they sure as shit didn’t know the truth. I bet the same thing happened to Luca all the time.

      Luca grabbed my sandwich from the paper on my lap and took a bite. We were sharing food, something I usually did with Silvia, and with Luca, it felt right, like we did this all the time. I was so comfortable around him I often forgot he wasn’t the same boy I kissed in that wine cellar.

      “You have gravy on your face.” I leaned over, and with my finger, I wiped the red sauce from the corner of his mouth. Without thinking, I licked it off my finger.

      His eyes widened, and I could see him tense a little.

      “Sorry, that was weird. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m not even sure why I did.”

      He finished chewing and smiled. “No, you should do that more often.”

      I sighed and sat back in the seat, staring up at the black interior of his Mercedes sports car. “What are we doing, Luca? My head is fuzzy around you. It’s like I have no filter whatsoever.”

      “I like this version of you—although I’m not opposed to you yelling at me in Italiano.”

      I bit into my sandwich, moaning, as the delicious chicken cutlet and cheese melted in my mouth.

      For the last five minutes, we’d been sharing our food, like boyfriend and girlfriend. I loved and hated it, all at the same time. This could not happen between us.

      “Here, have one.” Luca held out a mozzarella stick dipped in marinara sauce.

      My teeth clamped down on the breaded awesomeness in his hand, a string of cheese now hanging from my chin. He tugged at it and ate the leftover piece. What the hell were we doing? This was a total Lady and the Tramp moment, minus the spaghetti. And why did he have to look at me that way?

      I leaned my elbow on the armrest, holding my sandwich partially wrapped in paper on my lap. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      He shrugged. “Like what?”

      “Like you want to throw me in the backseat and have your way with me.”

      “I’d be lying if I said that hadn’t crossed my mind a few times. What we’re doing right now…I’ve never done this with anyone else, and I don’t want to mess it up.”

      Honesty—something I never expected from a Preston. As I learned more about Luca, I realized he was nothing like Preston. And that forced me to lower my guard a few inches.

      “Yeah, this is nice. Thank you, Luca. I really needed this.”

      I stared out the window at the people in Phillies jerseys standing in line. Up until then, I had only shared this with my dad. In a few short days, Luca had managed to make me feel at home around him.

      “Do you mind if I make a stop somewhere before I drop you off, beautiful?”

      I shook my head, curious as to where he planned to take me next.

      We finished our food and drove through the crowded streets of South Philly.

      He pulled up in front of a corner bar, a few blocks from the Italian Market, and he removed his cell phone from his pocket. He dialed a number, pressed the phone against his ear, and mumbled, “I’m here.”

      Luca turned to me and whispered, “I’ll be right back.”

      I watched as he strolled over to the front door of the pub. Every bit of swagger in his walk made it hard for me not to want to straddle him.

      A boy about the same age as Luca with short dark hair walked around the side of the building, looking both ways over his shoulder. He shook Luca’s hand, and then Luca leaned into the boy with one palm on his back, making a strange motion with his other hand. I thought they’d passed something between them, but I couldn’t tell what.

      The boy had the appearance of a strung out junkie—sallow skin, sunken in eyes, stick-figure thin. Evident by a weird twitch he did with his fingers that seemed to extend to his feet, his nervousness around Luca made me wonder about their relationship.

      Is Luca a drug dealer? The thought irked me.

      I knew he was the son of a Mafia boss, but dealing drugs was something I didn’t want to get involved with.

      Their conversation lasted all of five minutes before Luca got back in the car without a word.

      Should I ask him about the boy?

      The danger a Marchese posed should’ve terrified me. Instead, the prospect of not knowing thrilled me in a way that set my skin on fire.

      A long moment of awkward silence passed before Luca reached out and placed his hand over mine, holding it against my leg. I thought about telling him to pull over the car, so he could fuck this tension from my body.

      On our way back to campus, I gawked at the skyscrapers as we drove down Broad Street. I loved the city, always had, but with Luca, it seemed different, more alive. He didn’t waste his life hiding behind his past. He wasn’t afraid to live. My family had a suffocating effect on me, all the pressure of their lies and success weighing me down. Like a bird set free from a cage, for one day, I felt the air breathing back into my lungs. And Luca had had a hand in that.

      I could not tell him what this day meant to me. To do so would give him too much satisfaction or hope that I’d change my mind about our situation. And I didn’t know what had transpired between him and the boy at the bar.

      As we pulled into a spot in front of Jefferson Hall, Luca laced his fingers between mine. I didn’t argue as his touch went straight between my thighs. I could tell he knew that by the way the corner of his mouth turned up.

      Yes, you’ve succeeded in making me feel something, you cocky ass, I wanted to say but held my tongue.

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and I pushed my hand out in front of him. “You don’t have to get out.”

      “Yes, I do. Let me walk you to your door.”

      I ignored his comment. “I had fun. Thanks.” I cupped his face with both hands and kissed his cheek.

      He turned, as if he were going to kiss my lips, but I pulled away.

      “I guess I’ll see you at the party,” I said, dropping my hands to my lap.

      I opened the door and hesitated when he said, “Later, beautiful.”

      I wanted to look him in the eyes and tell him to stop with the nicknames, but I resisted the urge. Once my feet landed on the pavement, I sucked in a deep breath. City air hung thick around me, full of exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke. Still, it was better than being home at Rinaldi Manor, the mansion on the outskirts of Philadelphia I called home.

      I shut the door, and he rolled down the window, forcing me to turn in his direction.

      “Has anyone ever told you how unbelievably sexy you look in direct sunlight?”

      I chuckled and bent over, my forearms resting on the doorframe. “Of all the pick-up lines I’ve heard over the years, that’s a first. Points for creativity.”

      “It’s not a pick-up line. Just stating a fact.”

      I had no clue what possessed me, but I blew him a kiss and winked. “Good-bye, Luca.” Then, I walked away from the car without staying to see his reaction.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At the end of Greek Row, the Delta Sigma house stood as tall as the McMansions back home. Somehow, Penny and Alex, the girls from Kappa, had convinced Silvia to let them party with us. Penny and Alex latched on to Silvia, looking like Victoria’s Secret models in black bikinis covered with short skirts. Silvia wore a gold-studded black two-piece with a matching pair of spiked heels. The punk-rocker chick in her carried through in every outfit she selected.

      Droves of people poured out from a massive Victorian. It had high pillars, a long covered porch, and a lawn littered with trash. Plastic cups, crushed beer cans, and even a condom wrapper were on the sidewalk. Gross. In front of the porch, three girls, each wearing white bathing suits, allowed Delta Sigma brothers to squirt them with a hose. Even in the darkness, the streetlamps revealed every inch of their wet bodies. To top off my irritation, a group of drunken girls staggered past us, clasping red Solo cups.

      “Did you see Luca?” a toothpick blonde said, slurring her words. Her breasts spilled out from her top.

      At the sound of his name, I craned my neck to listen.

      The girl next to her took a sip from her cup and glanced over her shoulder at the house, as if Luca might jump out from the hedges. “No, but I heard he was with the twins.”

      “Those bitches,” the drunken blonde mumbled.

      What an asshole. For a second, he’d had me fooled. Rage bubbled inside me, and by the time we reached the door, I fought the urge to leave. Led by Penny and Alex, Silvia and I climbed the stairs and came to a stop in front of Hunter.

      He sat on a barstool, staring down at the bills he was counting in his hands, not even noticing we were there. “Invite only.”

      “Seriously, Hunter, cut the crap,” Penny snapped, her hands finding their way to her hips faster than I could blink.

      “Oh, Penny. Hey, I swear, I didn’t know it was you.” Hunter swallowed.

      My guess was, it was out of fear from her menacing gaze. It all made sense—why she hadn’t hooked up with Luca. Penny was the kind of girl who would keep a man’s balls in a jar on her nightstand. And Luca wasn’t the type to be emasculated by a girl.

      Penny’s lips twisted into a smirk. “There are four of us.”

      Silvia tapped my shoulder while clinging to Hunter’s leg. His thighs were muscular trunks, but he had a beer gut that wasn’t well hidden under his shirt. He had on a wifebeater beneath a blue Hawaiian shirt with white flowers. All the brothers appeared to have on different variations of the same shirt to separate themselves from their guests.

      “I’m gonna hang here for a little bit,” Silvia said, hooking her other arm around Hunter’s bicep.

      “Okay. Find me later.” I laughed. “I’ll be wherever the beer is.”

      She chuckled. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “That’s a short list,” I joked.

      Mark stood in the doorway, a stack of cups in one hand, and greeted me as I walked into the house, “Izzie, glad you came.”

      His words were pleasant, but I knew he was full of shit.

      I flashed a smile, and as I attempted to take a cup, he grabbed my wrist and drew the number ten on my hand with a black marker.

      “Hey, what the hell?” I yelled as I tried to rub it off with my thumb.

      “You’re a newbie. It’s tradition.” Mark shrugged against the doorframe. “Welcome to Delta Sig.”

      I grunted, still trying to wipe my hand clean. “What does it mean?”

      Before he could respond, I heard Luca’s deep voice. “It means, you’re a ten, babe.”

      I tilted my head up to see Luca smiling at me over Mark’s shoulder. He slid out from behind Mark to take my hand.

      I raised my eyebrow, perplexed by their silly tradition and the sudden appearance of Luca.

      He pushed the curls off my forehead, sending a chill down my spine. Luca touched the fake hibiscus pin in my hair, grinning. “Now, get your fine ass in here, and dance with me.”

      I shot Luca a dirty look and stomped past them to find alcohol. The thought of dancing with him made me want to vomit. Luca followed behind me, his hands grabbing hold of my hips. I closed my eyes, swept away by the sensation his touch provided. Electricity skated across my skin, and my body trembled, hitting every nerve ending all at once. But, at this point, I hated him so much that I couldn’t enjoy it. With his lean muscles rippling against my back, resisting him was harder than I’d thought.

      “Dance with me, Bella,” he said, his breath warming my earlobe.

      I saw firsthand why girls gave into him, but my will to fight was far greater than my sexual desire. The idea of Luca with the twins drifted into my mind. Then, I remembered how mad I had been in the first place and shook myself free.

      He grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. I had nowhere to run, and the sand crunching below my sandals made it harder for me to escape. They actually had real sand for the beach party.

      I searched the crowd for the Kappa sisters. Luca stroked the side of my face with his finger to get my attention. His beautiful blue eyes were even more amazing close up.

      Damn him! And damn his ability to make me putty in his hands.

      “First off, stop calling me bella! My name is Izzie!” I yelled over a speaker behind us. “Second, you’re disgusting. Why don’t you go back to the twins or whoever you were screwing before I showed up?”

      His arrogant smile turned into a slight frown. When he tilted back his head to chug down the rest of his beer, I forced my way through the crowd.

      In the kitchen, I found Penny and Alex throwing back shots of vodka. Penny made a quick hand gesture toward the boy behind the bar. He returned with three shots and set them on the counter in front of me.

      “You need to catch up, girlie!” Penny screamed over the music. She bobbed her head, her hair billowing around her face, as she danced to the beat of the song.

      The first shot stung a little when I swallowed, so I washed it down with a cup of beer.

      Penny lingered around the bar, alternating between beer and rum shooters. The bartender tipped a shot glass to her lips and poured it in her mouth. She raised her hands above her head and yell-laughed.

      “You having fun?” Alex asked, sliding her stool next to me.

      She tugged on the straps of her bikini top, which got a reaction from a boy on the other side of the bar. He hunched over, his dark eyes slicing through us under a thick head of brown hair.

      I turned away from him, resting my elbow on the counter, as I took a sip from my cup. “Yeah,” was all I said, my voice lacking any enthusiasm.

      Luca had more of an effect on me than I’d realized.

      “Izzie needs another drink,” she said, winking at the bartender.

      I slurped down a shot of vodka and pounded another cup of beer.

      Over the next ten minutes, we consumed a remarkable amount of alcohol. The burning in my throat matched the rising temperature in my stomach. Any minute, its contents would make an appearance.

      “I like you.” Alex bumped her cup into mine. “You can drink.”

      I smiled politely and sipped the rest of my beer.

      Past drunk two beers ago, I pulled Alex into the living room to dance. The chunks rising up the back of my throat somehow managed to settle down as we sifted through the crowd. Sweat poured off us, our skin glistening under the dim lights. We ground against each other, screaming and moving like drunken lunatics. Any thoughts of Luca pushed their way to the back of my mind. For once, I was having fun and didn’t need a boy to kill the mood.

      I threw my arms in the air, swaying my hips back and forth to the music. We danced with each other, yelling like idiots, as the room began to spin.

      A cute boy with green eyes and light-brown hair dug his fingers into my side. I was so wasted that I leaned my head on his shoulder to catch my breath. We stayed that way for the next three songs until my mind drifted out of consciousness. When I closed my eyes, he stepped back, and I stumbled, breaking my fall on a set of rock-hard abs. I recoiled when I looked up at the boy whose muscular arms were wrapped around me.

      “I got you,” Luca whispered in my ear, his voice deep, smooth.

      His hands lingered on my hips and then slid up my stomach, but I was too drunk to care. I liked the feeling of them pressed against my skin. He smelled of citrus, maybe oranges. It was hard to tell with the stench of sweat and beer floating through the air.

      I almost gave in, my backside rubbing his thigh, when I remembered where his hands had been. His actions tonight alone gave me the sudden urge to vomit. I walked away, but he clutched my wrist and spun me around to face him. The tan walls of the living room closed in around me, swirling into one giant mess.

      I cupped Luca’s shoulder to steady myself and yelled into his ear, “Where’s the bathroom?”

      Luca hooked his arm around my back, and despite my inner protests, I followed him through the crowded living room. We ascended two flights of stairs, passing some of Luca’s brothers as we walked by endless rooms packed with people. At the end of the long hallway, he stopped in front of a single wooden door and inserted a key. Then, we climbed the stairs that emptied into a private living room. Couches lined a row of windows. A giant flat screen TV hung on the opposite wall.

      “Why are you mad at me now?” he asked, escorting me into a bathroom at the far corner of the room.

      I flipped up the top of the toilet seat and gave him a look as though I wanted him to leave, but he was too stubborn. “I heard some girls outside, saying you were with the twins. And I don’t know why, but it pissed me off.”

      “I wasn’t with anyone before you came. I mean, girls were trying to hook up with me, but I’d been waiting for you to come all night. Trust me, I haven’t done anything to screw this up. I promise.”

      The room was still spinning, and the pasta salad I had at lunch was about to make a comeback. I used the vanity next to the toilet to support my weight, dropping to my knees to position myself over the bowl. “You don’t want to watch this, Luca. I’d go wait outside if I were you.”

      He gripped my hair and held it for me as I hurled the contents of my stomach. When I was done, I closed the lid and sat on top of it. Luca sat next to me on the floor, stroking my hair. I couldn’t help but like him for that.

      Why did he have to do things that made me hate him less? I needed to hate him. He was wrong for me, a lapse in judgment I would regret, whether or not he knew it.

      I cocked my head to the side, allowing him to continue touching my hair.

      His fingers grazed my cheek, and he scooted closer to me.

      “I need to brush my teeth,” I said, trying not to breathe on him.

      “I have extra toothbrushes.” He reached into the top vanity drawer, removed a toothbrush from its package, slid some minty paste on it, and handed it to me.

      I took the brush from his hand, leaning over the sink to scrub my teeth and tongue, and then I spit and rinsed. “What are you looking to accomplish here?”

      He handed me a towel to wipe my mouth and shrugged. “I don’t know. I like you. I want to be around you. Is that okay?”

      “I don’t understand it.” I sat back on the toilet seat and leaned my elbows on my knees, not giving a shit that my breasts were pouring out of my bikini top, as I hunched over. “Everyone always wants something from me. I’m sick of people using me for what they think I can do for them.”

      Luca sat on the tiled floor in front of me. “That’s not why I like you. I don’t have any ulterior motives here.”

      I huffed. “Just so we’re clear, I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it my entire life, and I don’t need a man to come to my rescue. My mother is a flighty bitch who ran away every time another husband popped up, and my grandfather works so much that my nanny raised me. And, for the record, I might be a Rinaldi, I might own a percentage of the company, but I’ve worked for the money I spend. I came to this school on a full scholarship because I was valedictorian of my high school and won the Penn Scholarship all on my own. Not because I have a rich family.”

      Luca touched my leg and rubbed his thumb over my skin, staring up at me in admiration. “I couldn’t care less who you are or how much money you have. You’re beautiful, smart, and nothing like I thought you would be but in the best way possible. I just want to sit here and hold your hand for as long as you’ll let me. Is that okay?”

      I cupped his face in my hands. “I know how your family makes a living, and I’m trying not to like you, but you’re making it hard. I know this will end as fast as it begins.”

      Our faces were so close that the heat from his breath made my body tingle. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Before I could make the decision, Luca threaded his fingers through my curls and pulled me toward him. His lips were soft, and he smelled sweet. What started out as slow and passionate grew more intense as he deepened the kiss.

      I slid off the toilet seat and onto his lap, straddling him. I moaned as he peppered my neck with kisses, and he grunted against my skin. His erection poked my thigh through his board shorts. I wanted him inside me so bad that I was in physical agony. He kissed his way to my chest, his mouth hovering over the thin material of my bikini. I untied the strings, sliding the top to the floor. Luca shoved his face between my breasts, and I leaned back, so he could navigate my skin with his tongue.

      “Luca,” I breathed.

      Once I got my hands on him, I couldn’t resist the urge to explore every part of his toned body. I pushed up his white cotton shirt and ran my palm over his stomach. “I don’t want to stop. Please make me stop, Luca.” I sucked on his bottom lip, unable to peel myself from his lap.

      I tugged at the string of his shorts, and he separated his lips from mine.

      “Bella,” he moaned.

      Luca had more willpower than I’d thought.

      He gripped my shoulders, gazing at me with those beautiful denim irises I loved so much. “We should stop. You’re too drunk. I shouldn’t have…” He shook his head in disapproval with himself. “I feel like I’m taking advantage of you. I want you but not like this.”

      My entire world came to a screeching halt. I glared at him for a few seconds before I hopped off him. A little wobbly, I steadied myself on the sink counter.

      “This was a mistake. Look what you do to me. I can’t control myself around you. You’re dangerous.” I bit down on my lip, holding back tears. “It’s like you have me under some kind of spell. I can’t think straight around you. We can’t be together. You’re incapable of being with one woman.”

      He laughed. “I like you a lot, maybe too much. This is all new for me. What if I didn’t hook up with anyone else? I don’t know why, but I’m drawn to you in a way that doesn’t make sense to me. You’re all I’ve thought about for days, and I can’t stay away from you.”

      “Then, don’t.” I covered his mouth with mine, once again consumed by him.

      Drugs would’ve been easier to kick than Luca.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      After our conversation, Izzie got sick again, so I held her hair while she puked. Then, I helped her onto one of the couches in my living room. I sank into the microfiber with her head cradled in the crook of my arm, smiling like I’d just won the lottery. I had been so lost before I’d met her. Less than one week with her, I knew I’d never let her go.

      I swiped a blonde curl behind her ear and kissed her forehead. Izzie stirred in my arms, her eyes closed, as she mumbled my name under her breath. I picked her up, deciding to let her sleep off the hangover in my bedroom. Kicking the door open with my foot, I placed her on the king-size mattress and sat on the edge of the bed. Next to her, I ran my fingers down her arm and let out a sigh. I’d never been so happy to have a woman in my bed.

      She opened her eyes for a few moments and smiled.

      I grabbed a bottle of water from the mini fridge and two Advil. When I sat back down, she leaned forward and took the pills. Then, she pressed her lips against my ear and burped. I laughed so hard that I snorted.

      Izzie traced a line down the bridge of my nose, stopping when she reached my lips. We stared at each other for minutes. It was the first time a girl touched me, and I didn’t feel the need to rip off her clothes. Well, that thought was always in the back of my mind but not at the moment.

      She slid her thumb along my bottom lip, puckering hers at the same time. “You’re perfect,” she said, a genuine smile on her face. She rubbed at the corners of her eyes, fighting hard against the urge to sleep. “Has anyone ever told you that, Luca?”

      “I don’t know about all that. I have plenty of flaws.”

      She shook her head, as though it were the craziest thing she’d ever heard. “Nuh-uh…you’re kind of amazing, Luca Marchese.”

      My heart thumped out of my chest, overcome with a strange mixture of emotions. She made me so nervous yet excited, all at the same time.

      “I think you’re kind of amazing, too, Isabella Rinaldi.”

      She leaned in, as if she were about to kiss me, and then she jumped off the bed, staggering toward the door. I followed behind her. The last thing I wanted was for her to fall down the stairs.

      With her hand against the doorframe, Izzie turned around and slurred, “I have to pee.”

      I hooked my arm around hers and helped her into the bathroom.

      After a few bangs and a curse or two in Italian, she quieted. I plopped down onto the living room couch, threaded my fingers together, and slid them behind my head. My eyes fluttered closed, and a few minutes later, I awoke to a loud thud as Izzie emerged from the bathroom.

      “It’s hot in here.” She started walking toward me, her hands behind her back.

      I stood up, about to help her back to my bed, when her arms flung out, and the strings of her red bikini dangled at her sides.

      “Izzie,” I warned. “What are you doing, babe?”

      Instead of responding, she lowered her brows and bit her bottom lip while tugging at the strings around her neck. I went to reach for her, to tell her to stop, when her top fell to the floor.

      My God, she was beautiful, her smooth alabaster skin absolute perfection.

      With her perky breasts on display as an offering just for me, I was so hard that my dick throbbed. It was impossible not to look at her.

      She untied the see-through white fabric from her waist, pinched it between her fingers, and threw it at me. “Don’t you want me, Luca?” Her eyes fell to her breasts, and she peeked up at me, her finger pulling down her bottom lip.

      “I want you more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my entire life. But not like this. You don’t want to do this, not tonight. You’ll wake up tomorrow, hating me and regretting every second.”

      She blew out a gust of air. Her face twisted in anger as she stepped forward. “You’ll fuck any girl on campus, but you won’t fuck me?”

      “It’s not you,” I said, feeling like a piece of shit. It took every bit of my self-control not to look at her gorgeous body.

      “Oh, it’s not you; it’s me. Screw you, Luca.” She bent over, grabbed her bikini, and stomped into my bedroom.

      I followed after her, and she spun around, her teeth clenched together. With a loud grunt, she threw her bikini at me. It missed my head and landed on the computer monitor on my desk. I pulled a Delta Sig T-shirt from the top drawer of my dresser and edged toward her with caution. One wrong move, and she was likely to punch me in the face.

      “Bella, baby, put this on.” I placed my hand on her shoulder, afraid she might make a run for it. “It’s not you, trust me. You’re beautiful, sexy, and probably the most intriguing girl I’ve ever met. I would give my left nut for a chance to be with you. But you’ll regret this tomorrow, and I don’t want to be the asshole who took advantage of you.”

      She slipped the tee over her head, and I helped pull her arms through the sleeves. I loved the sight of her in my shirt as it dropped just above her knees.

      Curling the soft cotton around her finger, hiking it further up her leg, she raised her eyebrow at me. “You think I’m sexy?”

      How did she not see herself the way I did, the way every man on campus did?

      I laughed at her and leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “That’s all you took away from what I said?”

      She nodded, her hair brushing against my cheek.

      “Of course I think you’re sexy. You do things to me that even I don’t understand.”

      Izzie laced her fingers between mine, studying my hand, and ran the pad of her thumb over my knuckles. “Does this feel right to you?” She glanced up at me with those wide blue eyes that ripped right through me.

      Unsure of how to respond, I bobbed my head and slipped my other hand through her hair.

      She wrapped her arm around my back, laid her head on my chest, and whispered, “You feel like home, Luca.”

      We stood there, me holding my breath and Izzie sighing loudly, before she pulled away and slipped under my covers.

      “You feel like home, Luca.” Her words raced through my mind a thousand times. No matter how much I analyzed them, she was drunk. But I wanted to be that for her even if I wasn’t sure what she meant.

      With the duvet clutched in her hands, she yanked it up to her chin and fell back onto the mound of pillows. I couldn’t take my eyes off this girl as she smiled at me without a care in the world.

      “You’re a good friend, Luca. Thank you for taking care of me.”

      My heart plummeted into my stomach, like an anchor hitting the ocean floor.

      Friends. She wanted to be my friend. Friends didn’t kiss, strip, or almost fuck each other. Do they?

      I’d never had a female friend before, and I wasn’t sure how to interpret her response.

      “You’re welcome.” I kissed her forehead. Then, I reached for my pillow and started walking toward the door.

      I was about to flip the light switch when she sat up in bed.

      “Wait! Aren’t you going to sleep next to me?” she whined, her words no longer slurred.

      “Not tonight, babe. You get some rest, and I’ll check on you in the morning.”

      She slammed her fist on the empty space next to her. “Luca Marchese, get your ass in this bed, and spoon me, goddamn it.”

      I stood there in awe, my hand on my hip, and then I laughed into the pillow. “You’re something else, you know that?”

      Cursing under her breath in Italian, she patted the mattress again. “Would you understand me better in another language? I speak several others.”

      Instead of arguing, I closed the door, shut off the lights, and undressed. I climbed over her, wearing black boxer briefs, and plopped my head down on the pillow next to her. She reached behind her back and found my hand, tugging until she had it wrapped around her stomach.

      Dirty thoughts ran through my head. The itch in my groin would not quit, so I counted off scores I’d read earlier on my ESPN app. I curled up against her back, taking in the vanilla scent of her skin, and as I kissed her head, I noticed a hint of vanilla in her perfect curls.

      “Good night, Izzie,” I whispered in her ear.

      She closed her hand over mine and held it over her stomach. “Good night, Luca.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      I awoke to the sun in my eyes and my head pounding like a jackhammer. Every bone and muscle in my body ached. My throat burned, each breath stirring a fire inside my stomach. How stupid of me to think I could handle shots. The white walls were mostly barren with the exception of a single paddle hanging next to the door. Green and white letters carved into the wood read, Luca Marchese, President, under the Delta Sigma emblem.

      On a computer desk with a stack of textbooks, I saw a monitor with my red bikini top. I propped myself up onto my side and gasped at the sight of Luca sleeping next to me. Even in sleep, he was unbelievably handsome. His olive skin looked radiant.

      I looked down in disbelief. I had on a hunter-green Delta Sigma T-shirt. I peeled the tee up, revealing red bikini bottoms, and let out a sigh of relief.

      “Bella, calm down.” Luca’s voice was more gruff than normal. “You look like you’re going to have a heart attack.”

      He rolled over, and a set of chiseled abs and the most amazing smile distracted me. As much as I wanted to hate him, it was impossible. The moment he flashed one of his boyish grins, I’d melt all over again.

      “You have no idea how sexy you look right now.” He had a seductive look in his eyes.

      His sheets were so soft that I wrapped myself in them, and the image of me doing that the night before played in my mind. He raised his eyebrow at me, amused by my obsession with the silky cotton.

      “Don’t get any ideas, okay?” I rolled over to face him, cocooning myself in the duvet.

      Luca laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back against the wooden headboard. “I’m not trying to have sex with you. I was just stating a fact.” He sounded offended, which surprised me.

      His confession hurt, and I frowned at his words. “Why am I wearing your shirt?”

      “You took your top off, yelled at me for not having sex with you, and then hopped in my bed like it’d never happened.”

      I cringed when he laughed.

      “As much as I loved the view, I made you put the shirt on before you fell asleep.”

      “Oh,” I said, still piecing together my night.

      Considering his alleged reputation, I’d expected him to take advantage. Slivers of our almost bathroom sex crept into my mind. I buried my head in the pillow and wanted to scream. It smelled like his cologne, and I shamelessly took a whiff.

      Everything about him lured me in and made me lose control. I never lost control, not unless I’d chosen to. For years, I’d planned my perfect life, consisting of graduating summa cum laude and then going to law school. That was the agreement I’d made with my grandfather.

      But, around Luca, I couldn’t get my head on straight.

      I peeked up at him and relaxed when I saw his beautiful blue eyes. As much as it killed me to feel something for him, I did. That much, I could not deny. A relationship with Luca would be sex, nothing more.

      We stared at each other for several minutes without speaking before he broke the silence. “You hungry?” He sat up in bed, holding out his hand to me.

      My eyes traveled over his muscular legs to a pair of black boxer briefs that hugged him in all the right places. By the time I reached his chiseled stomach, I didn’t even realize I had been licking my lips. A low rumble echoed from his mouth, but he didn’t say anything. I refused to face him, not when he knew I’d eyed him up like a piece of meat.

      I flattened out on my back and looked up at the ceiling. “Does your dad own another restaurant?”

      “Yes, but not one that serves breakfast, smart-ass.”

      Luca slid off the bed, his leg brushing mine. My entire body felt electrified from his touch.

      He dug through a chest of drawers and threw a pair of green-and-white plaid boxers in front of me. “Put them on.”

      “Is this some kind of sick frat tradition?” I asked, confused.

      He laughed and sat next to me on the bed. “I thought you wouldn’t want to sit in the kitchen in that.” He pointed to the shirt he’d dressed me in before bed. “I’m making you breakfast. C’mon, get up.”

      I slipped into Luca’s shorts and he tugged on my hand, pulling me to my feet. When he opened the door, we stepped into a living room with couches and a bathroom in the corner. A giant flat screen TV hung over a mantel above various gadgets. Unlike the other floors in the house, there was no hallway or doors leading to other bedrooms.

      I stopped at the top of the stairs when I saw a door closed at the bottom. I turned to face Luca. “How did you get your own room?”

      He shrugged. “It’s one of the perks of being president.”

      “All you need is a kitchen and a fire escape, so I can leave here with my dignity intact.”

      His hands cupped my shoulders, and he let out a throaty laugh. “What am I going to do with you? Beautiful, witty, and curses at me in Italian. It’s like hitting the trifecta.”

      A momentary lapse in judgment led me to lean back into his arms. My God, he smelled amazing, and my mind failed me as he pressed his lips to my neck, a shudder ripping through me.

      “Why is this so hard for me, Luca?” I mumbled the words between ragged breaths.

      “Because you like me. You’re just too stubborn to admit it.”

      I turned around, so we were facing each other, and I slid my hand over his muscular stomach. “You know we’re the worst possible combination, right? Like vinegar and oil.”

      He flashed one of those crooked smiles I couldn’t get enough of and wrapped his arms around me. “I happen to like the taste of them together.”

      “Me, too.” I sighed.

      He kissed me before I could finish my train of thought.

      The kiss lasted less than a minute, but it left its lingering effects on me. He didn’t speak a word of it as we headed downstairs. I noticed he’d sucked in a shallow breath with his eyes focused on the hardwood floor. Unable to function with the heat radiating between my thighs, I welcomed the silence. My body still trembled from his touch, accompanied by a massive hangover.

      On our way to the first floor, I suddenly felt sick, the endless stairs making my head spin.

      Half-naked bodies lay on the sandy floor, on couches, and even on top of tables. The house looked like a tornado had rolled through, disrupting beer cups and liquor bottles.

      Mark and Hunter were sitting at one of the six long dining room tables. Cereal almost fell out of Hunter’s mouth when he saw me. None of the boys had shirts on—with the exception of Hunter, who was way out of shape. Waking to six-packs and handsome faces, I thought I’d died and gone to hottie heaven.

      Mark glanced up from his plate and shook his head. “Wow, you must be special. Made it all the way till the next day.”

      Luca clenched his teeth. “Fuck off, Mark. Quit being a dick! Izzie is my friend.” The words came out as rough and vicious as a bark.

      The word friend hurt, but at least he understood this could not work. In some ways, his acceptance of our relationship made it easier for me to be around him. Knowing he would stop the constant advances and wisecracks reassured me.

      Friends. I could handle that.

      “Oh, she’s your friend now?” Mark chewed a piece of toast and mumbled between bites, “My bad. Sorry, bro.”

      Luca shot him a look of death, and Mark held up his hands, laughing.

      I reached over and shoved my hand in Mark’s auburn hair, messing it up. “You’re just mad I’m not wearing your clothes, big guy.”

      He grunted as I took a step back. “And you’re lucky you’re a total smoke show.”

      I rolled my eyes and threw my hip into his arm. “Whatever!”

      Luca ushered me into the kitchen, commanding me to sit at the breakfast bar. He sifted through the cabinets, which were much nicer than I’d expected.

      If you could overlook the lingering smell of men, beer, and a bunch of mystery scents, the house was gorgeous. Last night, I hadn’t stopped to notice how impressive the house was, not with all the girls and beer cans on the lawn. The sheer size of the place overwhelmed me. But nothing compared to Rinaldi Manor, my childhood home.

      I watched as Luca stirred pancake batter. He looked good in the morning, even more so in black boxer briefs and his untamed hair. I wanted to twist my fingers through his wavy dark locks. Parts of last night came back to me in slivers. I closed my eyes, imagining his hands massaging my breasts.

      When I opened my eyes, Luca was staring back at me. He didn’t speak, but I could tell I had piqued his interest.

      He reached across the bar and stroked my cheek. “You okay, babe?”

      “Oh, yeah…sure. I’m fine.” Those two words screamed, Liar. I straightened my back against the barstool until the metal frame dug into me. “Do you normally cook breakfast for the house?”

      He poured batter onto a searing hot griddle and set the bowl on the counter. “It depends how hung over I am. If we have enough beer left over from the night before, we usually have kegs and eggs. It’s sort of a tradition in our house. Mark will cook if I don’t feel like it, but today is special. It’s not every day I have the pleasure of cooking for a beautiful woman.”

      “I’m sure you’ve had plenty of opportunities,” I retorted with every ounce of intended sarcasm.

      He leaned on the counter, a wicked smile stretching across his lips.

      Put on a shirt, I wanted to scream because I couldn’t take my eyes off his ripped physique.

      Luca followed my gaze, the panty-dropping look making my hormones go apeshit.

      “True, but this is the first time I’ve wanted to do it.”

      “So, we’re friends?” I said, trying to gauge his reaction. “That’s what you told Mark.”

      He sighed. “I don’t want to be, but before you fell asleep last night, you made it pretty clear that’s what you want.”

      I wanted him to take me right there on that counter. I couldn’t trust myself around him.

      Luca flipped the pancakes over and smiled, but this time, his lips stretched into a hard line. “Friends. I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

      He sat in the chair next to me with two plates and set one in front of me.

      “Thanks, friend.”

      I smiled, but he didn’t seem too happy.

      Luca focused on cutting and stuffing the dough into his mouth. Between bites, he said, “I’ve never done this before, but what do you think about friends with benefits? I wouldn’t even look at another girl, if you’d consider it.”

      I set my fork down and sighed. “I don’t know.”

      He moved his left hand onto my thigh, and when I didn’t stop him, he slid his fingers beneath the boxers he’d given me. I turned to face him, allowing him better access, and he shoved two fingers inside me.

      “You were lying earlier,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath.

      Luca was once again working his magic. I was about to have an earth-shattering orgasm.

      “You want this as much as I do. Your pussy is so fucking wet…and I did this to you.”

      I bit down on my lip hard enough to draw blood and gripped the edge of the bar. “Luca,” I moaned quietly. “What are you doing?”

      “Changing your mind.”

      He moved faster, so fast that I couldn’t think or see straight, and I clamped down on his fingers.

      I disregarded his brothers in the other room because it felt so good. I didn’t care if they found us, and something about them catching us excited me. I had a sickness, one that Luca and I shared.

      “Yes. But. I. Have. Some. Rules,” I mumbled each word in the crook of his neck.

      My body convulsed, and the most mind-blowing orgasm ripped through me. He pressed his lips to mine to stifle the sounds I attempted to choke back. But we didn’t kiss. I could barely function.

      Luca had rocked my world, all in under a minute. The boxers I was wearing were dripping wet, and my legs trembling, but I still wanted more. I could never get enough of him.

      When we heard footsteps coming toward us, Luca removed his hand and wiped it on his napkin, acting like nothing had happened. As Mark walked into the kitchen, my cheeks flushed crimson, and the sound of my heart beating in my ears made the room spin.

      Mark put his cereal bowl in the sink and turned around with a grin on his face. Like Luca, he didn’t miss a beat. His nose wrinkled, and he leaned his elbows on the counter, his gaze shifting between us. “It smells good in here.”

      “Yeah,” Luca said with a smirk, “I just made pancakes.”

      “It’s not that.” Mark inched toward the doorway and winked over his shoulder at me. He left without another word, but he was onto us.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth in an attempt to contain my laughter. Luca took my hand in his and traced circles on my skin.

      “One of my rules is that you keep this a secret,” I said. “I’m guessing you’ll have to tell Mark and Hunter. Will they keep their mouths shut?”

      Luca nodded. “They’re more loyal than anyone I’ve ever known. You can trust them with your life.”

      I sighed, unable to peel my hand away from his. “Don’t make me regret this, Luca.”
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      IZZIE

      

      Racketeering profits funded Rinaldi Holdings, the billion-dollar conglomerate founded by my great-grandfather, Angelo Rinaldi II. I lived with that fact my entire life, one my mother had never come to terms with. Our secrets were the reason for her drinking problem and her constant need to find an escape from our family. I supposed, to some extent, it’d also shaped my future, made me a little rough around the edges. On the outside, we sparkled like diamonds, but give us a quick spit-shine, and you could see the chinks in our armor.

      When Angelo had met my great-grandmother, he’d moved from Florence to Calabria, thinking he could make an honest living. That was his first mistake. With his new wife’s familial ties to ‘Ndràngheta, a powerful crime syndicate in Italy, he’d soon found his place in the criminal underworld, working as a soldier for the Alvaro family. Young and ruthless, with a wife and infant child at home, he had done whatever was necessary. He’d quickly made contacts in Palermo where the Sicilian Mafiosi operated. Once the fascists had cut into their profits and, in some respects, eliminated the Mafia, Angelo and his crew had fled to the United States.

      He’d made a living as a bootlegger with the help of his Sicilian friends, traveling and transporting illegal alcohol from Philadelphia to Chicago. Around the end of Prohibition, he had taken his profits and invested in Pitt Steel, a steel company with financial troubles that had worked in Angelo’s favor, making him one of the richest men in Pennsylvania. Established in 1939, Rinaldi Holdings had begun as a holding company, meaning we did not make or distribute any products or services. It existed for the sole purpose of investing money in other people’s companies and becoming rich off their successes.

      My grandmother hated Grandfather’s semi-legal business arrangements, throwing the term Mafiosi out more often than I could remember. She’d said it so much, all while cursing him in Italian, that my mother thought it would be my first word. Inviting made men into our home and sitting next to them at fundraisers was a normal part of being a Rinaldi. I understood that, embraced it even. My family felt obligated to pay respects to the acting boss at the time, which now happened to be Luca’s father.

      With our family’s link to ‘Ndràngheta and our close relationship with the Sicilian Mafia, my grandfathers used their connections to make Rinaldi a household name. They never wanted to become made men, and back in their day, only Sicilians were admitted into the Italian-American Mafia though the requirement lessened over the years.

      The first time I had met Luca, he’d had chubby cheeks, the same crooked smile, and those blue eyes that made me melt. He’d kissed me in a wine cellar, my pink chiffon dress shoved up against a wooden cask. We hadn’t used tongue, just a simple peck that lasted longer than either of us had imagined. I had seen him a few more times before our families distanced themselves but not in the same intimate setting as our first kiss.

      For years, I’d wondered what had happened to him until he’d shown up late to our freshman law seminar. When he’d smiled in my direction, I couldn’t formulate a single thought. That had worn off the second I saw a busty blonde draped over his arm like an ornament.

      And, once word had gotten around about his man-whoring ways, any chance of me talking to him had gone out the window. I had no interest in being one of a thousand. A few times, I’d caught him watching me, only to brush it off as the usual look-at-the-Rinaldi-heiress glances I got all the time.

      As I stared out the window of the skyscraper facing the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the people forty-nine floors below me seemed like ants running along the pavement. I thought of how many people my family had trampled over to get here. How many lives had my grandfathers ruined in pursuit of the American dream? We were just as crooked as the Marcheses, except we wrapped our transactions up in a neat package for our shareholders.

      At least the Marcheses worked for the money the old-fashioned way. The Rinaldis just sat on their throne, looking down at the rest of the world, ruling it with an iron first. We had everyone fooled, somehow managing to hide the corrupt, power-hungry parts of ourselves away from the public eye.

      In addition to school, I worked full-time at Rinaldi Holdings, and given my recent promotion to VP of Real Estate Acquisitions, I worked more than I slept. I’d padded my schedule over the years, taking classes during the summer breaks to lighten my load for my senior year.

      Over the past few weeks, I’d spent a lot of time with Luca, and after another late night, getting out of bed on a Saturday had been difficult. On our way home from the Delta Sigma house, Silvia and I stopped for coffee and breakfast sandwiches at Broad Street Beans, the perfect cure for my hang over. Then, we drove to the office together, unprepared for the day ahead of us, wanting desperately to crawl back into bed and sleep off our hangovers.

      Silvia was my secretary at Rinaldi Holdings, and as my best friend and roommate, she was always on-call. Lost in my thoughts and the people shuffling through the crowded streets below me, I barely noticed the sound of my phone beeping.

      Silvia’s silvery voice blared through the intercom on my desk. “Izzie, Mr. Greenberg is on the line for you. Are you available?”

      I rolled away from the windows, slid my chair behind the large oak desk, and held down the button on my phone. “Put him through, Sil.”

      Silvia patched the call through, my ear burning at the sound of his deep voice. “Isabella.”

      “What can I do for you, Rob?”

      As lead corporate counsel for Rinaldi Holdings, Rob Greenberg was meaner than a pit bull on steroids. Grandfather had insisted no man was better for the job when he hired Rob ten years ago, and despite his terrible manners, he was an incredible attorney.

      In my three years of working with him on various deals, he’d made the impossible happen. At first, he could not accept my position within the company. But once he’d realized I held my own, true to Rinaldi nature, he lowered his guard and accepted me as his equal.

      “We have a new real estate acquisition I’d like you to work on with me. Angelo said you would personally handle the case now that you’ve been promoted to VP of Real Estate Acquisitions.” His husky voice had the effect of someone clawing through the earpiece and drilling into my brain. I held the receiver away from my ear as he continued, “Come up to my office around five thirty. I’ll have Cindy order us takeout from Vitale’s.”

      I hesitated at first, now irritated this new deal would require us to share a meal together, but I finally said, “Sure. Cindy knows my order. I’ll be there shortly.”

      “Great.” His tone softened, as if I had just accepted a date from him. He would hit on me at least three times a week or make some inappropriate comment when he thought no one was around.

      I hung up without another word, dreading my dinner date from hell.

      Rob had flawless skin for a man in his early forties. He had no wife and kids at home, but he had a reputation around the office. He’d wooed almost every secretary, paralegal, personal assistant, and pretty much anything else in a skirt. Grandfather thought of him as his own son, which made exposing his truths complicated. Every time I mentioned his proclivities, Grandfather would shake it off, pretending Rob walked on air and all was good in the world. On the other hand, the women would find their way out the door right after Rob had bent them over his desk. The whole workplace fantasy did it for him—or so I’d heard.

      As I stood in his doorway, wearing a pencil skirt and tight blouse that hugged my best assets, I wished I could forget some of the stories. His eyes traveled over my body before settling on my breasts, a devious expression crossing his face. I was used to men doing the exact same thing, but I would never get used to Rob doing it. Only Luca was allowed to give me that bend-over-and-spread-your-legs look and get away with it. Despite his handsome features and short dark hair, Rob sickened me. One glance in his direction, and my stomach revolted. As he continued ogling me, I felt as if tiny bugs were dancing along my skin.

      He pointed to the brown bags on his conference table engraved with the RH logo found on everything in the office. “Please, join me. The food just arrived, so it should still be hot.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and nodded, slowly making my way toward him. After I sifted through the containers, I sat at the opposite end of the table from him, as usual. The table had twelve chairs, yet I ate far enough away that I could’ve been in a different room.

      “So far away, Isabella. Would it kill you to sit next to me?” Rob patted the leather cushion of the high-back chair next to him.

      Our distance always bothered him, but I couldn’t stand him otherwise. Twenty years my senior—not to mention, I was the boss’s granddaughter—he’d still attempt to win me over. The first time we’d worked an all-nighter together, he’d grazed my breasts several times, pretending to reach for settlement documents. He had the grace of a three-legged dog and the manners of a homeless person. At least the man who bummed change off me while I was on my way to class would thank me. Rob just wanted to take, take, take.

      “I’m fine down here,” I mumbled between bites of chicken Alfredo.

      Using a spoon to twirl the noodles onto my fork, I peeked over at him. He even stared at me while he ate, shoveling his food in his mouth like a pig eating out of a trough. Red sauce slid down his chin as he stuffed another piece of cannelloni in his mouth. I kept telling myself to ignore him, that he was a damn good lawyer and that was all that mattered. We needed ruthless people like him on our side even if he came with a truckload of baggage.

      After he finished eating, he slid next to me with a stack of documents in hand. He set them in front of me, moving them next to my legal pad and pen. I flipped through the pages, one at a time, until I had a sense of what we were acquiring.

      “An apartment complex,” I said, perplexed. “Why would we want to own and operate an apartment building in Pennsport? Are you adding this to the Riverfront Realty deal? That was supposed to involve the acquisition of riverfront properties along the Delaware River, not some building on the verge of being condemned.”

      “You’re not looking at it from every angle, Isabella.” He layered the papers between us, showing me photos of the red brick building in need of desperate repair. “This area is thriving right now, and with the help of our investors and a little work, we’ll turn a quick profit.”

      I did the math in my head and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Ten floors, ten apartments per floor, at an average rate of one to two thousand per month, it will take more than two decades to recoup the investment. Not to mention, we’ll be cutting the management company in on five percent of all the rental income collected. How would this benefit us in any way?”

      “Because the developer also owns several properties in Penn’s Landing. We’re looking into exploiting their current financial situation. If this deal works out, we’re likely to acquire Belmonte Developers for a fraction of what they’re worth. And, since you’re the owner of Rinaldi Realty Investments, you stand to make a fortune from the deal.”

      I sank back into my chair, studying the articles of incorporation forming Riverfront Realty, LLC. “LSM Investments…we’re collaborating with a local company?”

      “Yes. The owners are close personal friends of your grandfather’s.”

      That explained everything I needed to know. This deal was a favor for someone else, not an acquisition for Rinaldi Holdings. I made a mental note to dig further into the corporate documents for the investment company and let Rob finish explaining the paperwork.

      An hour later, our bellies were full, and my irritation level with him was at DEFCON 1. Rob’s secretary appeared by my side and handed me photocopies of the documents we reviewed over dinner. I took the papers, mumbling a quick thank you, and pushed my chair out from the table. Rob smiled, his gaze falling on my breasts. I rolled my eyes without a word and headed toward the door.

      “Isabella, wait.”

      I stopped in the doorway, staring into the marble and glass hallway of the legal department. The idea of looking at him brought upon the urge to spew my dinner on his floor.

      “Before we close the deal, I’d like you to see the property with me. Federal Donuts is down the street, and I know how much you like their glazed doughnuts. I was thinking we could stop by Friday morning before your classes begin.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, refusing to turn around to face him. “I trust your judgment, Rob. Thanks for the offer though.”

      I stomped past the reception desk and into the hall where I pressed the button and waited for the elevator. The doors opened to an empty car, which was a welcome relief, and I rode to the floor below. I stepped out of the elevator and shuffled down the corridor faster than I could blink, making a beeline for my office.

      Once inside the glass doors of the Acquisitions and Mergers department, Silvia jumped out of her chair and followed me into my office.

      Each executive had a private reception area with a secretary outside their door, who had their ear to the ground, waiting for the next piece of gossip. I never spoke outside the concealment of my office. Over the years, the government had turned several employees into confidential informants.

      “So, how did it go?” Silvia sat on the couch in the corner of my office and put her heels up onto the glass table in front of her. “What did that perv want?”

      I handed the Riverfront Realty folder to Silvia. “To buy some crappy apartment building in South Philly. Grandfather wants us to work together, so I don’t have much of a choice. Rob tried to bribe me with doughnuts.”

      Silvia rolled her eyes and thumbed through the pictures. “He’s so gross. I don’t get why all the secretaries wait in line for a chance to suck face with him.” She held up a snapshot of the front of the apartment building and sighed. “This place is a mess.”

      “Tell me about it. They have tenants occupying most of the units, too. It’s about two seconds from falling down unless we have an engineer reinforce the structure of the property.”

      “Doughnuts? He really thought that would work?” Silvia laughed and set the papers on the table, some metal creation a local artist had created for Grandfather.

      “Ugh. You should have seen him, Sil. He was practically drooling at dinner. Then, he had the nerve to suggest breakfast at Federal Donuts while his secretary was waiting on his desk for him.” I shook my head, disgusted. “Words can’t even describe…”

      “I have something that might cheer you up.” Silvia beamed with delight and clapped her hands together. “Luca called your cell phone while you were with tall, dark, and nasty.”

      She slid my phone across the table with a smile.

      I picked it up, glancing down at the blank screen before returning my gaze to Silvia. “I don’t know what to do about him. I like him a lot. When we’re together, it’s as if we never lost touch all those years ago. He’s still the same boy I kissed when we were kids.”

      “Then, stop fighting it, babe. He likes you; you like him. He’s hot as balls. I don’t see a problem here.”

      “It’s not Luca I have a problem with; it’s his family. I don’t know how involved he is with their business. My family has enough problems of their own, and adding his to the equation just…” I sucked in a deep breath and let it out. “I can’t get wrapped up in anything they have going on. It’s bad enough that the SEC and FBI are constantly up our ass for alleged illegal transactions, but adding racketeering to the list or even an affiliation with a suspected racketeer could land us in jail for decades.”

      “I’m sensing a but coming. So, what is it?”

      I sat up straight and crossed one leg over the other, flicking my heels onto the floor and getting comfortable. “I like him a lot. I can’t stop thinking about him, and when he’s around, it’s as if my heart is ready to jump out of my chest. I’ve never felt this way about anyone so soon. I guess it could be all the sexual tension between us, but I have a feeling it’s more than that.”

      “Maybe you should have sex with him—you know, test out the theory.”

      “Yeah, but what if that plan backfires? We’ve done everything but have sex, and it’s been amazing. But what if we have sex, and it’s mind-blowing? I have a feeling it would be, considering our chemistry, and then there’d be no way in hell I’d want to stay away from him.”

      My cell phone vibrated in my hand, a picture of Luca and me from the beach party lighting up the screen.

      “I think you have your answer, babe.” Silvia said, a tiny smile tugging at her mouth.

      I held it in my hand, staring at his handsome face, wondering how I’d allowed myself to get in this deep with him. He’d had me from the minute we crashed into each other in the quad, but I was too stubborn to admit it. So, I did what I had known I would do all along, and I answered his call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      On the morning of my first law test, I woke up late and pulled my curls into a ponytail. Luca had kept me on the phone past midnight, forcing me to stay up even later to study. I slapped a quick coat of concealer under my eyes and switched from slippers to flip-flops. My pajama shorts and tank top would have to do until after class. No amount of coffee could lull the dull humming in my brain.

      With fifteen minutes until class, I raced out the door toward Hancock Hall where, as a law major, I spent most of my time. I strolled down walkways lined with water fountains and statues that had been constructed by local artists.

      Of all the colleges I’d toured, Strickland had the best campus. They captured Philadelphia and the vibe it radiated in a brilliant fashion. With an emphasis on local everything, from food to arts, it was a sprawling metropolis of city flair.

      Streaks of light pushed through the canopy, searing my retinas, even through a pair of black sunglasses. Or maybe it was the lack of sleep clawing at me. Exploring the American legal system at this hour had sounded better before I’d met Luca. Now, I wished I’d chosen a later class.

      When I walked into the auditorium, students occupied half of the seats. Typically, senior year classes had smaller groups. But Professor Sanderson had some attachment to this particular room. Not that I minded, given the seclusion the stadium seating provided. I took my usual desk, midway down the back aisle, set my messenger bag on the chair next to me, and pulled out a notepad and pen before settling into my seat.

      Professor Sanderson, a plump, balding man, stood behind the podium, shuffling papers. He checked his watch as the door slammed shut, and then he loosened his tie and lowered the microphone to his mouth. “Welcome. The test will begin in five minutes. Please check your name off on the sign-in sheet making its way around the room and pass it forward.”

      For a few minutes, I flipped through my notes, doodling on the corners of the pages as I studied them. I sank lower into my chair, so my head rested on the wooden back and propped my elbow on the table attached to the left arm. My eyes fluttered, and I caught myself falling asleep by the time I heard someone clearing their throat. A boy with buzzed hair waited at the end of my row, fanning himself with a sheet of paper. I blinked a few times and realized it was Hunter. My choice in wearing PJs all of a sudden seemed like a horrible idea, especially when Luca tapped him on the shoulder and took the paper from his hand. My jaw just about hit the floor as he slid into the desk next to me.

      Luca winked at me and placed his arm behind my chair. “Morning, beautiful.”

      I tilted my head to get a whiff of his scent, oranges mixed with laundry detergent, making me want to nuzzle my face in the crook of his neck. He flashed a panty-dropper smile that forced me to slap my thighs together.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Disappointment registered on his face but only for a second. Luca glanced down at the sign-in sheet and checked my name off with the pen nestled between my fingers. His touch sent a ripple of electricity through my body. My cheeks flushed, the warmth spreading down my neck.

      He squeezed the pen back between my fingers, touching my hand for longer than necessary. “Breakfast?” Luca’s playful smile had a torturous effect on me. “I was thinking, pancakes.” He shrugged against his chair. “Maybe an omelet.”

      I stared at him, slack-jawed. My brain working slower than my body, I finally nodded. “Okay, both sound good.”

      How was it that I could be so comfortable around him yet so terrified at the same time? Late nights on the phone or lounging around his living room seemed natural. But, when he looked at me as though his world gravitated around me, I couldn’t breathe. My tongue would stick to the roof of my mouth, and I’d find it impossible to squeak out another word.

      As friends, Luca treated me like gold. He’d been keeping his distance from the frat groupies, as promised. But I feared what would happen when we stepped out of the friends-with-benefits zone. We couldn’t live somewhere between friends and dating forever. I already wanted more, but I was too afraid to scare him away. He wasn’t known for having repeats with women, and I didn’t want to give in to him and set myself up for disappointment.

      “Good. I’ll wait for you outside.” Luca gave my hand a quick squeeze that made my heart race. Then, he set off down the aisle to hand in the attendance sheet.

      All eyes were on me as he strutted away from me, broad-shouldered and graceful in a pair of navy track pants and white fitted T-shirt. I heard a few girls whisper his name, their jealous stares aimed in my direction.

      The first few days had been the hardest, trying my best not to crumple under the pressure of being Luca’s friend. We were the talk of the campus, as was everything Luca did.

      Twitter and Facebook feeds were dedicated to the extreme hotness of frat bros. Stalkers, if you asked me. But I never looked, not once, because I knew my face along with his were plastered on the Internet for the world to see. I had zero interest in finding out what angry frat groupies thought of me. I also avoided it because of my family—my mother in particular. As a debutant and the only daughter of the richest man in Pennsylvania, she would often grace the social pages. Half of the time, I would see my mother only in the newspapers, not in real life. I stayed offline for that reason alone.

      When Luca reached the podium, Professor Sanderson beamed with delight. “Mr. Marchese, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Luca handed him the paper and shifted his stance as he pointed in my direction. “It turns out, you have the prettiest girl on campus in your class.”

      Professor Sanderson wrinkled his nose and glanced at the back of the room where Luca was still pointing his finger at me. “Oh, is that so, Mr. Marchese?”

      Everyone turned around, and since no one was within a fifty-foot radius of me, it was obvious Luca was talking about me. I blushed ten shades of red as they watched me like a specimen under a microscope.

      “And the smartest,” Luca added. “She’s a Penn Scholar.”

      Professor Sanderson scratched his bald head, glancing in my direction. “Miss Rinaldi has a very bright future ahead of her.”

      I slid further down in the chair, wishing teleportation were a real thing. Now, everyone would label me not only as Luca’s plaything, but also as the rich bitch. I never advertised my name, out of fear of creating a new set of problems, and if anyone could understand that, it was Luca.

      We were friends—or so I kept telling myself. But the truth was, he’d declared his intent to pursue me the day we met.

      Luca shook the professor’s hand and swaggered down the aisle.

      Somehow, he’d won me over even though he walked and talked like a Preston. On his way out the door, he grinned at me, and with that, he was gone.

      The classroom erupted into chatter, eventually dying down when the professor tapped the microphone. I spent the remainder of class with my hand shielding my face from wicked stares. Girls were so vicious when it came to boys.

      When class ended, I handed in my test and rushed out the door before anyone could get a good look at me.

      “I’m seriously going to murder you!” I yelled at Luca, who was waiting on a bench outside of Hancock Hall, surrounded by a flock of girls.

      In that moment, I wanted to elbow the blonde bombshell hovering over him.

      Damn, I was jealous. I had an ache in my stomach, a foreign concept I’d never experienced before. Luca made me crazy with all his female companions following him around all the time.

      He stood and slinked through the crowd, closing the distance between us. “Ready, babe?”

      “Don’t you babe me,” I snapped, turning on my heels, which garnered a few stares from onlookers. “What was that all about?”

      Luca glanced over his shoulder and pointed at the girls. “They came up to me. I was just minding my own business.”

      Irritated, I headed in the direction of the SAC.

      “Bella,” Luca called out.

      But I kept walking. He was at my side within seconds. As he laced his fingers between mine, I fought the urge to throw him into a statue of Ben Franklin. But I liked touching him too much to deprive myself of his warmth.

      “Not sure what I did, but whatever it is, let me make it up to you.”

      I stopped mid step and turned to face him. “What did you have in mind?”

      He sucked in a deep breath, neither one of us pulling away from the other. We were holding hands in the middle of campus. The looks I got could have set me on fire, suddenly making my jealousy evaporate.

      “Have dinner with me tonight.”

      I laughed, and we continued walking. “I’m not going on a date with you.”

      “It’s not a date. Just two friends eating food, like any other night.” Luca led me by the hand through the front doors of the SAC. The bustling hub of our campus buzzed with energy, a steady stream of coed voices echoing off the high ceiling.

      We swerved to the right, my feet almost failing me as I tripped over an empty soda can.

      “Okay,” I mumbled. “As friends.”

      “Sweet.” Luca let go of my hand and walked up the stairs, a wry smile on his gorgeous face, and I followed behind him. “You might want to change,” he said, once we reached the top landing.

      I looked down at my shorts and tank top and sighed. My cheeks flushed when I realized I’d forgotten to put on a bra. Shit! No wonder everyone was staring at me.

      “Thanks to you, I was half-asleep when I left Jefferson,” I said, defending my stupidity.

      “Nothing I haven’t seen before.” Luca hooked his arm around mine. “Your tits are amazing. If school doesn’t work out, you could model lingerie.”

      He deserved the punch I landed on his bicep. “Asshole.”

      Luca shrugged, stopping in the entrance of the cafeteria. His nose was tipped to the ceiling, as though he were taking in the scent. “What are friends for?”

      I noticed Silvia flagging me down from the left corner of the room, her black bob moving along with her.

      Luca acknowledged her with a wave and tapped me on the shoulder. “Go ahead. What do you want to eat?”

      I smiled. “Surprise me.”

      Between Penny—who looked like she had the worst hangover on the planet—and Alex, I found Silvia. She had taken a liking to the sorority girls more than I’d anticipated. Penny and Alex were both down for a good party, so I didn’t mind hanging out with them. I’d even hooked Penny up with an internship at Rinaldi Holdings for the remainder of the school year.

      Mark and a few of the Delta Sig brothers were flirting with girls I’d never seen before. Judging by the pins they wore, I guessed they were Kappa sisters. I sat to the right of Mark and Hunter. The people at the end of the table stopped talking, and I suddenly felt the urge to hide. That awkward silence, even though it was brief, had become the new thing when I walked into a room.

      I waved politely at the semi-attractive blondes next to Penny. They both looked me over, as if deciding whether it was okay to speak to me. Then, their faces lit up as Luca set two trays in front of me.

      “I couldn’t decide. I got a little bit of everything.” Luca scooted his chair so that our thighs were touching, and everyone stared. “I got bacon, sausage, waffles, orange juice, coffee.” He pointed at the second plate. “And a cheese omelet, your favorite.”

      Luca handed me a fork, and without hesitation, I dug into the omelet. We crossed forks, nudging the other one out of the way, and we laughed between bites.

      “Mine.” I tapped him with my elbow.

      Luca leaned over my left arm to steal a slice of bacon and popped a piece into my mouth. I gulped down half of the orange juice, unable to stifle a laugh as he licked his lips at me. Juice drizzled down my face and onto my chest. He patted me dry with a napkin, and warmth spread to my cheeks.

      “What the fuck?” The girl with the angry valley girl voice stood behind Penny, her mouth twisted in disgust. “Really, Luca?” She pushed her hands onto her hips, swinging her corkscrew dark curls away from her face.

      “And you are?” she hissed, her eyes cutting through me like daggers.

      I pushed myself up from the table, my lip curled in anger. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Luca grabbed my wrist, his touch somehow keeping me grounded, as I clamped down on the edge of the table.

      “C’mon, babe. Chill.”

      “Oh, how cute.” The girl rolled her eyes. “You have a pet name for her already.”

      Penny threw her arm out in front of the girl, nervously biting on her lip. “Izzie, this is Savannah Lockwood.”

      Not only did Savannah scream trust-fund baby, but she also had the name of one, too. Despite my grandfather’s wealth, I hated the idea of reproducing arrogant, self-entitled snobs, ones like some of the people who attended Strickland.

      “So?” I snapped. “I don’t give a shit who she is.”

      Penny ignored me and turned to the bitch eyeballing me. “Savvy, this is Izzie Rinaldi.”

      Savannah’s stony expression eased up when Penny touched her forearm. She shot an evil stare in Luca’s direction and let out a puff of air, blowing a long curl in her eyes. “Luca, can I talk to you?”

      Luca looked at me and then to Savannah, and for a second, I wondered what had transpired between them in the past.

      “I’ll be back,” he whispered, his breath warming my earlobe. “Behave yourself.”

      “Don’t I always?” I deadpanned.

      He smirked in response.

      When the two of them were out of sight, I sat down and looked at Penny. “What’s her problem?”

      Penny flicked a lock of blonde hair over her shoulder, feigning a smile. “She hooked up with Luca during our freshman year, and now, she gets all cranky anytime she sees him with a girl.”

      She didn’t even blink, and by the way she’d spit out the words, I tensed up, now aggravated with Luca for leaving me.

      “Don’t worry; I’ll smooth things over with Savvy. She’s just jealous.”

      I laughed, which sounded more like a choking sound since my mouth was so dry. “Of what?”

      “You and Luca, of course,” she spoke, as though it were common knowledge to everyone, except Luca and me, that we were dating.

      “There’s nothing going on between us,” I grunted. “We’re just friends.”

      “Could have fooled me.” Her voice grew stern as she leaned on the table, her face cupped between her hands. “Luca doesn’t have female friends.” She pointed her manicured long finger at the boys next to me and at the end of the table. “They’re his friends. Whatever you think is going on, trust me, you will regret it.”

      Was it wrong to like sleeping next to him or to enjoy sharing meals or watching television together? Of course, his ability to give me multiple orgasms was an added bonus. Maybe I was a fool for believing I could be Luca’s friend with benefits.

      I finished my omelet in silence, which Silvia knew was code for, Leave me alone.

      The awkwardness at the table eventually ebbed away, their conversations blending with the noise of the cafeteria. A small part of me wanted to give Luca a shot, but my sensible side said, Hell no.

      Twenty minutes had passed, several people had left for classes, and Luca hadn’t returned. That sick feeling in my stomach made a comeback. When I stood, Silvia lifted her tray and flashed a sheepish grin.

      “Stay.” I swatted my hand and forced a fake smile. We had been friends for too long for her not to pick up on my irritation. I needed to retreat if I planned to keep my sanity in check. “I have to run to class. I’ll see you at work.”

      “Okay.” Silvia bobbed her head, deflated.

      I zipped through the crowded halls, down the stairs, and out the front door. Even with the humidity and end-of-summer heat, I breathed easier.

      Two hours later, Luca called, but I ignored it and went about my day.

      During class, my phone dinged with a text message.

      Dinner later?

      That was followed with another text.

      Sorry about earlier.

      I’d changed my clothes between classes, pretending Luca didn’t exist, and by late afternoon, I left for work. There was no point in delaying the inevitable. I couldn’t handle a friends with benefits relationship with Luca, not when the Savvy’s of the world had their claws in him, and Grandfather would never let me date a Marchese. And he would go ballistic if he ever found out. As far as I was concerned, the second Luca walked out of the cafeteria with Savvy, we were done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      “She hates me. She fucking hates me,” I mumbled to myself as I walked through campus, cell phone in hand.

      After my conversation with Savvy, I had to hear from Izzie. I’d been checking my phone every five seconds, hoping she would call, text, or even e-mail. Hell, I would settle for anything.

      Damn, I’d fucked up. No way would Izzie ever deem me worthy when I couldn’t keep my shit together. What was I thinking, walking away with Savvy? Leaving with someone who looked like an old pinup girl, like an idiot, would not win Izzie over.

      Over the past few weeks, I’d noticed how jealous Izzie could get, so I’d known better. But I’d had to think of my brothers when I saw Savvy glaring at me.

      “Luc, wait up!” Hunter yelled behind me, his sneakers hitting the pavement with a loud thud. He cupped my shoulder with his big hand, bringing me to a halt.

      I turned to face him as he blew out a puff of air. He hunched over, his palms flat on his thighs, as he attempted to catch his breath. He looked as though he’d run a marathon, beads of sweat rolling off his shaved head and down his face.

      Hunter pulled the black cutoff shirt he wore over his head and wiped his forehead. “Practice was killer,” he said, slinging his shirt around his neck. “Coach is riding me like a sorostitute on a Saturday night.”

      I laughed as I tapped him in the stomach, and what used to be a six-pack moved with my touch. “You’re out of shape. Just ’cause you’re a lineman doesn’t mean you have to turn into a fatty.”

      Hunter shrugged, his broad shoulders creating a wall. Even though I was six foot three, he towered over me, making me seem small in comparison.

      As the son of Sebastian Sterling—who had been the star quarterback at Strickland University back in the eighties before turning pro baller—Hunter had big shoes to fill. But his lack of discipline and constant partying had almost gotten him thrown off the team last year. With his father’s intervention, he’d managed to keep his position, but he was on thin ice.

      “I’m working on it,” Hunter said, keeping pace with me as we walked through campus. “I’ve gotta lay off the beer for a while. Coach handed me a fucking meal plan and told me I had to follow some bullshit diet. He’s making me work with our trainer until I get back in shape.”

      The weight didn’t agree with him, and it showed on the field. Over the past year, he had gone from fast-tracking it to the pros to barely keeping his spot on the team. Of course, his dad would call ten times a day to remind him about how much he was screwing up his career, so he didn’t need me to tell him that he was blowing his chances.

      I tapped him on the back in acknowledgment. “Laying off the beer sounds like a good start, but I’ll believe it when I see it. You should try those protein shakes that Mark drinks during baseball season.”

      “Nah. Those shakes taste like rotten vegetables mixed with chocolate powder. I think I’ll pass.”

      We rounded the corner without uttering another word until we reached Greek Row, mainly because I didn’t feel like talking. Girl drama was a first for me.

      Hunter waved to someone across the street, but my gaze drifted elsewhere.

      With his elbow, he tapped me on the bicep to get my attention. “What happened with Savvy?”

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and shrugged, still focused on the concrete. “Her usual bullshit about how she wants to be with me and that she’ll make Izzie’s life miserable if I don’t stay away from her.”

      Hunter sighed. “Are you willing to take that chance with a girl you actually like? Look what Savvy did last year. That chick you hooked up with had to transfer schools.”

      My focus shifted back to the ground, and my thoughts drifted to Izzie. “Savvy knows about the merger between our families. I’m not sure how she found out, but she threatened to tell the press about the deal. I can’t have that happen. As far as I know, Izzie has no clue that her grandfather is still in business with my dad.”

      He continued, “Look, man, I know you like this girl, but—”

      I held up my hand to make him stop. “I got it. Enough! Mario told my dad about Izzie at dinner on Sunday, and I already heard an earful from him about how I’m screwing with his business.”

      When we reached the house, I kept walking without saying a word. Hunter ran up the stairs to our house, slapping two of our brothers on the backs as they stood on the porch. They turned around and called out to me.

      I dismissively raised my hand and checked my phone again.

      No texts and no missed calls—at least none I wanted to answer. This was the longest Izzie and I had gone without speaking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Five minutes before my shift, I strolled through the door of Francesca’s Brick Oven Pizza. My mother stood behind the front counter, cutting a pie she’d retrieved from the oven. The wood fire gave off a delicious charred scent that always reminded me of home.

      Only one person could take away the pain I felt, and that was Ma. I leaned my elbows on the counter and looked up at her in admiration. Twenty-five years after my father bought her this place and she still insisted she run the restaurant, despite my father’s protests.

      “Hey, Ma.” My voice sounded as hollow as I felt on the inside.

      She set the pizza wheel on the black marble and slid a pepperoni pie into the case. I thought of Izzie and the first night we’d come here.

      I had made a habit of calling Izzie on my way home from work to see if she wanted me to bring her dinner. A few times, I had shown up with her favorite pie, which put smiles on both her and Silvia’s faces. I loved making Izzie smile more than anything in the world. I loved the sound of her throaty laughter in my ear when I tickled her. I loved that dirty mouth and how she never put up with my shit.

      I was starting to think I loved everything about her.

      Now, all I felt was emptiness as I stared down at the phone in my hands.

      “What’s wrong, polpetto?”

      I hated when Ma called me meatball, but I didn’t protest.

      “It’s that girl, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, staring out the window at a yellow Camaro flying down the street.

      “When can I meet her?”

      “I don’t know. She’s not talking to me.” I sat on a stool in front of the counter and ran my hand through my hair. “I feel like I’m losing my mind. I did something I didn’t think would matter at the time, and now, she won’t return any of my calls.”

      She reached out and clamped her hand over mine. Her palm was calloused, like mine, from years of working around pizza ovens, but the warmth she exuded calmed me. It always calmed me. Other than Ma, no woman had ever had that effect on me—until Izzie.

      “It’s okay.” Ma gave my hand a good squeeze. “She’ll come around.”

      With her black hair tucked into a bun, Ma’s face looked angelic.

      We had the same denim-blue eyes, the only feature we shared. I’d inherited my father’s defined jawline, straight nose, and wavy black hair. His hair had a splash of gray, but other than that, he still looked young enough to pass for an older brother.

      Anthony and Mario, my older brothers who were separated by two minutes at birth, had my father’s threatening dark eyes. Ma understood me in a way my father could never comprehend. He took my flat-out refusal to acknowledge our family business as disobedience. That had led to many knockdown, drag-out fights.

      “Your father’s sorry about last night,” Ma said, sliding her hand off the counter. “I know you two have your issues, but that’s because you’re too much alike. I see a lot of him in you, Luca.”

      “I’m nothing like him.” Comparing me to that monster annoyed the hell out of me. I lowered my voice to a whisper out of fear someone would overhear our conversation. “Every Sunday I come to dinner and each week we fight over his business. I already told Dad I don’t want to be a part of his organization. Do you really want that for me, Ma? Anthony and Mario already made their bones, followed in dad’s footsteps, but I don’t want to be like them. I want to be a lawyer not a criminal.”

      No matter what, my father and I never saw eye-to-eye on anything. Not on sports, schools, choice of majors, nothing. But my brothers could do no wrong. I was the family fuckup who returned on Sundays for dinner.

      Between last night’s bloodbath with Dad and now Izzie, my head felt as though it would implode.

      Should I give in to his wishes and become part of the organization he’s spent his life building?

      I did plenty of illegal things but not the kind that would land me in jail for life. Not to mention, what I’d have to do to become a made man.

      “Of course not, Luca. I want a different life for you.” Ma slid a glass of water in front of me. “I’m proud of you. All I want is to see my baby boy graduate from college and go to law school.”

      I wasn’t like Anthony or Mario, too stupid to go against our father’s wishes, and I was nothing like my father. Crime was essential to the fabric of our civilization, but that didn’t mean I agreed with how our criminal underworld worked. As far as I was concerned, my gambling rackets were as legal as driving to Atlantic City and dumping money in a fucking slot machine. Too bad the FBI didn’t see it that way.

      Ma picked up a knife and started dicing an onion, shaking her head. Watching her cook was one of my favorite things to do. I could’ve sat there for hours, listening to her hum the tunes to her favorite Sicilian folk songs.

      My father had learned of my extracurricular activities, and he’d gone ballistic. He thought the risk wasn’t worth the reward, that I would draw unwanted attention to the family. Of course, I disagreed. I did enough favors for him, like signing my name to the semi-legal companies he used as tax shelters. I didn’t feel bad defying my father’s wishes, not when my ass was on the line, too. And he expected me to forfeit a relationship with Izzie because of the real estate deal our family had in the works with Angelo Rinaldi.

      I kept a low profile when it came to my bookmaking and card games. I knew not to take anything for granted.

      The FBI shadowed us everywhere we went, which forced my father to operate through a tier of advisers. He barely left his house and never spoke on the phone with the rare exception of when he would use a burner. But, for the most part, he lived a reclusive lifestyle.

      When Ma set down the knife and peeked up at me, her eyes held enough sadness for two lifetimes. “Of all my boys, you’re the smartest. You always have been. You’re also the most stubborn, just like your father. The gambling rackets end now. Do you understand me?”

      “Dad’s known about it for years. I don’t know why he’s acting like this is something I’ve been keeping from him.”

      As the bell over the door dinged, she clasped the edge of the counter and whispered, “Enzo, Sr. came to see your father on Friday. I don’t think I need to tell you to stay away from EJ. Stop taking his money. He’s worse than a drug addict, and his father is too important, too close to our business.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and exhaled as she walked around the bar to the front of the restaurant to greet customers.

      Enzo Vitale Senior was my father’s childhood friend, a made man, and a capo regime in my father’s organization with his own men working under him. Enzo Vitale Jr.—aka EJ—would wager every cent he owned on anything from college football games to horseraces. I stopped by the bar to collect money he’d owed me after my date with Izzie. He looked strung out, most likely on drugs again. Whatever he won gambling would usually go back into my pocket on poker nights. I shouldn’t have taken money from him, given his connections, but he was a sure thing, and I liked a guarantee. Plus, EJ was impossible to say no to, considering we had been friends since we were five years old.

      I slid off the stool as Ma seated a couple in the dining area. Walking into the kitchen, I pushed the double doors open, blowing a hot breeze across my cheeks. Our head chef, Marco, had the burners going, several pots boiling to the point that they were about to spill over.

      “About time, kid.” He looked flustered as he swiped a strand of salt-and-pepper hair off his forehead.

      I ran over to the stove, lowered the flame, and gave the gravy a quick stir. “Sorry. I was talking to Ma. I can take over from here if you need a break.”

      Most afternoons I spent with Marco, I would learn the art of Italian cuisine from him.

      He seemed relieved to see me. He patted me on the back without a word and shoved a steel container in front of me. Submerged in cold water, the tomatoes were ready to peel and cut. We canned our own crushed tomatoes to make the red sauce Izzie loved so much. She’d raved over our recipe, but I never told her that I had done all the prep work.

      As I pared off the skin and cut the tomatoes into quarters, I thought of Izzie. Whatever I had done to piss her off, I had to fix it because her friendship—or whatever we were doing—had become too important. When we were apart, I would find myself wondering where she was. With each day that had passed, I had fallen harder for her, a feeling I had yet to come to terms with.

      As if on cue, my phone vibrated against my thigh. I set the tomato down, wiped my hands with a towel, and removed the phone from pocket, letting out a sigh of relief when I saw her name on the screen.

      But her text…I had no idea how to interpret the message.

      A few minutes passed, my heart thumping out of my chest, as I analyzed its meaning.

      Izzie: I told you before, three strikes. That’s all you get. Care to guess what number you’re on?

      Me: No, but I bet you’re going to tell me.

      Izzie: Don’t be a dick, Luca!

      When I laughed at her text, Marco raised a curious eyebrow at me. I shrugged it off and typed out a quick message, my back turned to him.

      Me: Can I see you later?

      Izzie: No. I’m working late.

      A woman turning me down was a first for me, and I even considered it an all-time low. Instead of sulking though, I slipped the phone back into my pocket and continued slicing tomatoes, thinking Izzie would be the death of me. But she was worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      I stared out the window of my office at Rinaldi Holdings, studying the main entrance to the Philadelphia Museum of Art with its endless staircase and impressive columns that held up sculpted pediments. A major donor of the arts, Grandfather had constructed the offices, so they had a view of my favorite place in the entire city. It felt like an eternity since I’d walked the halls of the museum with the sound of music pouring through my iPod, drowning out the masses, so I could appreciate each work of art, as if they were my own private collections.

      Working weekends sucked. But what choice did I have with Grandfather enslaving me? We had several pending real estate deals and new mergers with a tech start-up and one of our nanotech companies.

      When Silvia peeked through the door and cleared her throat, I spun around in my high-back leather chair. The pained expression on her face made me nervous.

      “Mr. Catalano is here to see you about the Riverfront Realty deal, and Mr. Rinaldi is also on his way downstairs.”

      I slid behind the large oak desk and tapped my mouse. The Rinaldi Holdings logo faded as I opened my e-mail. “I don’t see a Mr. Catalano on my calendar.”

      Silvia stepped inside and shut the door, taking a quick glance out the wall of windows. “Um…Mr. Rinaldi’s assistant sent him down without calling. I offered him coffee, and he insisted I make him an espresso. He seems like a real pain in the ass. I think he’s a friend of your grandfather’s.”

      Before I could respond, my grandfather opened the door, standing behind Silvia, a thick head of black hair combed to the side My grandfather stood tall, the weight of the world balanced on his broad shoulders. Shrewd in business and in life, he had a fierceness about him that sent a chill down my spine when his dark eyes met mine. My mother looked exactly like him, except he was a foot taller and had a dimple that creased his right cheek.

      “Isabella, my dear, I want to introduce you to someone you’ll be working closely with in the future.” He walked toward me, stopping long enough to glance over his shoulder and said, “That will be all, Silvia.” He gave a gentle wave of his hand, as though she were beneath him.

      Silvia came from a well-off family, but Grandfather didn’t consider her father’s profession at all admirable. He said plastic surgery was for doctors who didn’t have the talent to become a real surgeon and that they represented everything that was wrong with society. That was how she’d become my assistant instead of an intern.

      Silvia left with a nod and closed the door behind her to answer the phone.

      A man with jelled dark brown hair and olive skin walked into the room and tapped Grandfather on the back. Then, he reached out to shake my hand. “Miss Rinaldi, nice to meet you. I’m Frank Catalano. I represent LSM Investments.”

      One of our senior lawyers had worked on the Riverfront Realty deal for the past month, inviting me to join the discussion with the real estate brokers. I steered clear of Rob at all costs. We’d invested in a ten-story apartment building in the Pennsport section of South Philly with LSM Investments. I hadn’t liked the agreement from the start, but Grandfather had insisted we make it work and to find any way to close the deal on the property, and we had.

      I shook Mr. Catalano’s hand, curious about this unexpected visit—or better yet, intrusion.

      Grandfather braced him, as if he were an old friend, which was weird because I’d never seen him before.

      “Isabella, Frank is here to discuss the specifics of the Riverfront Realty deal. Whatever he needs, you will assist.”

      I held out my hand, motioning for the man to sit in one of the leather chairs in front of my desk. “Please take a seat, Mr. Catalano. Just give me a minute to pull up the paperwork.”

      “Thank you, Isabella.” Grandfather flashed a rare smile, scratching the stubble along his square jaw, as he made a beeline to the door. “Frank, pleasure, as always. Send my regards to your boss.”

      With the hardened expression of a man who’d had a rough life, I found it hard to believe Mr. Catalano had gone to law school. He looked polished in a three-thousand-dollar charcoal suit.

      Mr. Catalano, a man of few words, just nodded in Grandfather’s direction.

      “Okay,” I said, scrolling through the documents on my computer, “everything looks pretty standard. We filed the articles of incorporation for both companies with the state. Mr. Greenberg filed the operating agreements between Rinaldi Realty Investments and LSM Investments to form Riverfront Realty as well as Riverfront Property Management. We settled on the property last week. I’m in the process of going through the books from the previous owner. Their accounting was a bit of a mess. I’m still trying to get a handle on the ledgers.”

      As I looked at him, he gave me the creeps, but my hand didn’t shake one bit. I had nerves of steel. I was like my grandfather in that way.

      Something about this man bothered me. The scar that ran down the length of his neck wasn’t what irked me even though it did make me cringe every time I got a good look at it. Someone had given him that hideous mark. What kind of lawyer had battle scars?

      “I see there was an addendum filed to the operating agreement. You added Enzo Vitale Senior as co-manager. I was under the impression that I would manage the operations of this company alone. This must be a mistake, Mr. Catalano. I’ll have Mr. Greenberg take a second look at the documents.”

      “There’s no mistake,” he said, resolute.

      “But—” I held back my argument when I saw his jaw tense, and his face became even more rigid.

      “Mr. Rinaldi and Mr. Greenberg are well aware of the deal, I can assure you.”

      Now, I knew something about him screamed red flag. This deal was uncharacteristic of any real estate transaction my grandfather had made in the past three years. I’d spent a lot of time learning the business. No one would invest almost all the seed money when the other party hadn’t offered more than managing the rental units. And LSM Investments was taking a cut of that money.

      I scrolled down the page, my eyes focused on the computer screen, as I bit down on my bottom lip. “I would like to meet Mr. Vitale before I sign off on the paperwork.”

      I rubbed my temple, wondering why Grandfather and Rob Greenberg had designated this man.

      Mr. Catalano cleared his throat and leaned forward, intimidating me with his menacing gaze. “We will hire staff to collect the rental agreements and deal with the tenants and also an accountant to handle the finances. Your intervention will not be required. As to the ledgers, it would be wise for you to turn them over to me. I can take it from here.”

      This man confused the hell out of me.

      I slid out from the desk, so our eyes met, and even though he frightened me, I didn’t back down. “I don’t think you understand how I do business, Mr. Catalano. This is my company, my reputation, on the line, and I will not allow a complete stranger to take our money and use it how he sees fit. Please set up a meeting with Mr. Vitale.”

      “Angelo assured us you could handle this task.”

      The smugness in his voice and the disgusted look on his face pissed me off. I gripped the edge of my desk, trying to get a handle on my emotions. Not only were we fronting most of the money with very little return on investment, but I’d also have to devote my time to the operations of an apartment building. I told myself that Grandfather knew what he was doing; otherwise, he wouldn’t have cut the check.

      Well versed in the art of maintaining a strong poker face, I eyed my opponent. “He was right about that, Mr. Catalano. I am more than capable of overseeing the operations of this company.”

      I had to show him that I was not about to back down. The noticeable anger in my tone didn’t surprise me, but he seemed a bit intrigued by my reaction.

      His eyebrows rose and fell, and then he lifted a card from the pocket of his expensive suit. With his index finger, he slid a business card across my desk. “We’ll be in touch.”

      Written in block script on a white card was Catalano & Associates with an address on Delaware Avenue.

      Then, he left without turning back, ignoring me as he fled my office.

      Silvia gave her usual pleasantries, closed the door behind him, and plopped down on the chair in front of my desk. “What was that all about?”

      I shook my head, still trying to wrap my mind around what had happened. “I don’t know. That was the strangest conversation I’ve had in my entire life. He barely spoke, and when he did, I could tell something was off. What kind of big-city law firm is on Delaware Avenue? Something is not right about the deal that Grandfather made with him.”

      “Look up the address.” Silvia rolled her chair next to mine and waited for me to open the web browser on my computer.

      I typed the address into Google and gasped. “A strip club. This can’t be right.” I wiped out the search, studied his business card, and entered the address again.

      “I knew he was a little off, but this…” Silvia’s mouth flung open in shock. “How do you run a law firm out of a strip club? Search the addresses around it. Maybe it’s a typo.”

      With help from the Internet, I checked the properties to the right and left of it, finding a similar situation. Delaware Avenue was full of nightclubs, bars, strip clubs, and condominiums.

      “I don’t get it.” I threw his card on the desk and sank back into the chair. “Why are we doing business with this man?”

      Silvia leaned over my shoulder as I opened the documents. “Oh my God. Look at the amended operating agreement Rob drafted for the deal.” She took control of the mouse and scanned the rest of the folder.

      “I know. Imagine my surprise when I found out he had modified the agreement behind my back while Mr. Warmth was sitting in front of me.”

      “Look at this, Izzie Bear.” A strand of Silvia’s black hair fell onto my keyboard as she focused on the computer monitor. “The owner of LSM Investments is Luciano S. Marchese.”

      I turned the screen toward the left, so I could get a better view and propped my elbow on the desk that was polished to perfection, just like everything else in our little den of secrets. My heart sped up as I tried to grasp the consequences of this deal. The last time I reviewed the documents they were incomplete, still requiring a few details such as the name of the owner of LSM Investments.

      Did Rob and Grandfather intentionally keep this from me? Why were we buying property with the Marchese family?

      I looked at Silvia, who registered a look of shock to match mine. “Do you think Luca knew his father and Rinaldi Holdings were doing business together? I told Rob to keep me out of the deal until the settlement just so I wouldn’t have to deal with his creepy ass, but I never thought he’d do anything like this.”

      Silvia scrolled through each screen, but I was too numb to focus on anything, other than Luca. I had so many unanswered questions, all of which revolved around the pending sale of this shithole apartment building.

      She nudged me in the arm with her elbow to whip me out of my trance. Her eyes were still fixed on the electronic proof that our family was as corrupt as I’d always thought, but I couldn’t stand to look at my computer for another second.

      “Check out the HUD-1 forms from the last purchase on the property.” Silvia’s words sounded so far away yet so close at the same time. “There’s no way this place increased that much in value over two months. Rob signed off on all of these, too.”

      I finally spun my chair around so that we were facing.

      Silvia had pictures of the dilapidated brick building on the screen. As she clicked through them, she gawked at each one. “What was Rob thinking?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. He’s a damn good lawyer, but nothing with this deal makes any sense. You know about my family’s affiliation with the Marchese family, but I had no idea we’d ever entered into any deals with them. I thought we were done with that years ago when our family lost touch.” I sighed loudly and sank back into the high-back leather chair.

      From this seat, forty-nine stories up from the ground, the power of running a billion-dollar conglomerate could get to anyone, even Grandfather. We had more money than we could spend in ten lifetimes, and Rob wasn’t exactly slumming it in his downtown penthouse apartment.

      Although the SEC was always a problem, the recent visits from the FBI finally made sense.

      A loud knock on the door made Silvia and I jump. That was followed by the emergence of Penny.

      Over the past month, Penny had divulged her reasons for becoming friends with Silvia. And, now, we were friends, too. When she’d asked for an internship, Grandfather was more than happy to have the daughter of Mike Baldwin, CEO of Baldwin Industries, working for him.

      “Hey, girlies.” Penny slipped through the door. “Are you guys ready for dinner? I’m starving.”

      I glanced down at my watch to check the time, and I was surprised I’d forgotten to eat all day.

      Silvia shot up from the chair and rolled it back around to the other side of the desk. I shut down the computer, grabbed my purse, and put the insanity of the day behind me, along with my feelings for Luca. Because of the Riverfront Realty deal, Luca and I had no future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      I waited all week for Thursday night poker. With all the bullshit fraternity meetings and breaking in our new pledge class, I needed to blow off some steam. Hunter and Mark rode with me to the apartment owned by my father and situated along the Delaware River. Some of the most expensive properties in Philadelphia were on the waterfront. They also came with the sweetest view of the city. I stuck my key in the elevator slot and pushed the button for the penthouse.

      Mark farted, making it feel like a coffin until the doors opened up to a white marble foyer. He giggled like a child, and I shoved him away as I stepped into my living room. My father had most of the marble and fabrics imported from Italy, which gave the apartment the feel of a modern cathedral. Ornate chandeliers suspended from vaulted ceilings. Windows wrapped around the living room, dining room, and kitchen. French doors opened to a private balcony that overlooked the Camden Waterfront. A spiral staircase led to the second floor with four bedrooms that had equally impressive views.

      I shared the apartment with my dad, but he never used it. After my parents moved to Cherry Hill, New Jersey, he hardly crossed the bridge. His associates handled his business deals, keeping him updated through a tier of advisors. Once a month, I organized a high roller game that helped my boys pay their tuition for the year. And it was easy money.

      You can’t buy loyalty, a lesson I’d learned from my father. I didn’t have to buy Mark or Hunter. We were friends and brothers long before I started running card games or bookmaking. Together we came up with the idea to create our own revenue streams. But my father disapproved. He voiced his opinion on it every Sunday at dinner.

      We climbed the stairs, strolling down the hallway into the bedroom that faced the south side of the river. Opposite my bedroom, it had rich mahogany walls and floors, a wall of glass windows, and a balcony. On the right, we had a fully stocked bar with top shelf liquor and beer for our high rollers.

      Hunter opened a closet, dragging a poker table out with Mark’s help. “Where do you want me to do set this up?”

      I bent down and gripped the bottom of a black leather couch. “Get the other side and help me move it back about twenty feet.”

      Hunter lifted the opposite end with a grunt, still out of shape. Since school had started, he was working on the beer gut to stay fit for football. But he drank and smoked weed more than he exercised. Life in a fraternity house wasn’t for the faint of heart. Still, I had to maintain some semblance of control as president. For the rest of the guys, each night was a never-ending party. I had too much shit to worry about, like sweet-talking the Dean and the campus police.

      I slid behind the bar and poured three glasses of scotch, passing them to my brothers. Hunter lifted the lid of the monogramed humidor, cut off the head of the cigars and handed one to each of us. “This is the fucking life,” he said, rolling his finger over the lighter.

      Mark glanced down at his watch and sucked down the rest of his glass. “Yeah, but I have to catch a cab in an hour. It’s almost time to mind fuck the pledges again before initiation.”

      “Just not too hard this time,” I said, keeping his last act of abuse in mind.

      Pledge Sawyer ended up with a bloody nose after Mark slammed his face on the concrete floor in the basement. Another reason I hated being president. Mark was my best friend since we were kids, but he was an asshole. He reveled in the fact that he could torture the pledges and get away with it.

      “Sawyer’s a fucking pussy,” Mark said, adding more scotch to his glass. “He needs to man up. I was just showing him how.”

      I shook my head, too irritated to think straight. “Do you have any idea how many e-mails I had to read this week or the meetings I had to attend because of you? When I say reel it in, you better listen to me. I’m not going to jail for you again. Now, nod your head and fall in line.”

      Mark nodded in acknowledgment. “Sorry, bro. But I’m not going to take it easy on the pledges cause no one cut us any slack. I’ll try not to take it too far.”

      “Good.” I rose to my feet and slipped out from the bar. “Start setting up and find out when the girls are coming.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As the hours passed, Mark left to deal with pledges. We hired a couple high-end escorts for the card games to keep our clients entertained. No one on campus knew about our extracurricular activities, and we needed pros.

      I stayed behind the bar, knocking back beers, and smoking cigars with the Hunter. That was typical for poker night.

      No matter what the outcome of the tourney, we each split a cut of the rake. So, we could kick back and relax while they gambled their savings away. Some months we saw action from judges, doctors, lawyers, all wealthy clientele with money to burn. I didn’t feel bad taking a cut of the fifty thousand dollar buy-in. After all expenses were paid, we each pocketed over ten thousand dollars, not including our weekly bankroll from our books.

      Hunter chugged the rest of a German beer, set it down on the bar, and popped the cap off another bottle. “Have you heard from Izzie?”

      “No.” I sighed at the mention of her name. “I should’ve told her about the apartment building. It’s all my fault…” I hesitated for second, flicking the fiery ash from my cigar in the glass ashtray in front of me. “Well, it’s my father’s fault.”

      Izzie refused to answer my phone calls and texts and avoided me on campus. Every day for the past three weeks, I’d sent her flowers, and each time she would refuse delivery. Today was no different. Silvia had told Hunter that Izzie knew about the Pennsport deal, and my father had Izzie in over her head.

      The sale of the apartment building was legit but what he planned to do with the property management company wasn’t entirely legal. And the real estate development company we’d bought the building from had belonged to John Di Salvo, underboss of the Vaccaro family in North Jersey. The deal was about a ledger not the property. Crime families bought and sold debts using cryptic ledgers, one of which now belonged to Angelo Rinaldi. My father couldn’t afford to have my relationship with Izzie jeopardize his business. He thought women were too emotional to separate their feelings from business, but he didn’t know Izzie the way I did.

      Hunter took a sip of beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Look man, I don’t know what’s going on with Izzie and that guy she’s been hooking up with, but Silvia thinks you still have a shot with her.”

      I almost choked as I blew out a cloud of cigar smoke. “No way. Izzie is done with me. This shit with my family is too deep for her to handle. Don’t let her fool you. She’s not some innocent girl not even close. Underneath it all, she’s just like her Grandfather, and she wouldn’t do anything that could hurt her company.”

      Hunter flipped his bottle cap along the bar with his finger and looked over at me. “Maybe one day you’ll be in charge. You could be the Vito Corleone of Philly.” Hunter put his elbows on the refinished wood and leaned into them. “On second thought, you’re more like Michael.”

      I laughed, my attention slightly diverted by the bare ass of a hot blonde winking at me. She had nothing on Izzie though. I turned back toward Hunter and ignored her. “I’m not like either of them, jackass.”

      “Out of your brothers, Anthony is the Sonny of the family. Total hothead and not enough smarts to make a decision without getting himself killed. And Mario is no doubt Fredo, which means you’re Michael.”

      “I don’t want to be Michael. I’d rather be Tom Hagen.” That was true, but I have zero desire to be my father’s advisor, his consigliere.

      When I started college, I’d planned to go to law school in case my father needed me to step up and take over for Frank Catalano as his consigliere. I hadn’t told Izzie, or even my mother, why I wanted to become a lawyer. But plans changed, and over the years, I realized I didn’t want that lifestyle.

      Hunter smacked me in the arm and laughed. “You can’t be Tom Hagen, he’s not even a Corleone.”

      “Yeah,” I interjected, “but I’d rather be consigliere. Then I could still practice law and not have all the pressure of being the boss.”

      “Who do you think the boss is consulting with, bro?” Hunter set his beer on the bar and folded his arms across his chest.

      I nodded. “I’m hoping it never comes to that. I’d like to stay as far away from my father as possible.”

      After I finished my cigar, I slid off the stool and walked over to the table to check on our winnings.

      One of the biggest losers I had was the son of my father’s best friend, Enzo. His son, EJ, had more money than brains and would gamble away his car, if I’d let him. He was a degenerate who couldn’t handle losing, yet he’d come back for more every week, begging like a crackwhore under the el train, jonesing for a quick fix.

      I stood behind a table of eight players, watching over EJ’s shoulder as he shifted nervously in his chair. EJ scratched the corner of his jaw when he saw the river card. He stared down at the two cards in his hands, and then shifted his gaze to the five cards in the center of the table laid down by the dealer. His hand was shit. Even with the Ace of Hearts as the river card, he had no chance of winning. Like an idiot, he pushed his measly pile of chips across the felt.

      EJ’s body shook uncontrollably, making it more apparent to the four men who were still in the game that he was bluffing. But EJ was a tweaker, a meth head. It’d been hours since he stepped foot into my apartment, and he knew he couldn’t smoke or snort that shit in my presence. After the players flipped their cards, EJ sat back in his chair, deflated.

      He looked over his shoulder at me with sad brown eyes that were glassy. “Luca, can I get a marker? I just need a few Gs and I’m back in the game.”

      If any of the men at the table had asked for an IOU against the pot, I would’ve considered it, but EJ was a habitual loser. Allowing him to take a marker would’ve been the same thing as flushing his money down the toilet. The dealer, an older man with short brown hair and a graying beard stared at me, and when I shook my head no, he nodded and began to deal the next hand.

      I patted him on the back. “Nah, man, not tonight. It’s time for you to go home.”

      He shifted in his chair so we were facing and said through clenched teeth, “For real? Do me a solid. I’m good for it.”

      I wanted to wring his neck, but with everyone at the table listening to our conversation, I couldn’t overreact. “You still owe me from the Eagles game last week. C’mon, we’re not doing this here. Let’s go.”

      EJ stood, almost falling over, and pushed his chair into the table. He gripped the chair back, and I took that as my cue to help him to the door. His normally olive skin was an odd shade of yellow, his lanky body thinner than I’d seen him in the past fifteen years, and his greasy hair was mussed up from him digging his fingers through it. I couldn’t believe this was the same person I’d picked up chicks with in high school. The same guy who’d been there for me most of my childhood.

      I made a hand gesture at Hunter to let him know I was taking EJ downstairs and to keep his eye on the players. Hunter raised his beer bottle in acknowledgment. I hooked my arm around EJ, dragging him out of the room, his body dead weight, as we made our way down the spiral staircase.

      Now on the first floor, we staggered past the kitchen and over to the couch in my living room. EJ plopped down on the cushion and propped his arm on a stack of decorative pillows.

      Once he looked up at me, I laid into him. “This shit has to stop, EJ.” I couldn’t control my anger as I leaned over, my palms pressed flat against my thighs, and yelled in his face. “You can’t keep coming to my house whacked out of your fucking skull. Have some respect for my family and me. Better yet, get some respect for yourself. We’ve been friends a long time, but that doesn’t mean you get a pass with me. Get your act together or we’re through.”

      EJ rubbed the corner of his eye to wipe away a tear. “I need help, Luca.

      I sucked in a deep breath and let it out, frustrated. “I know. Look, I can talk to my dad. We can get you setup in a nice rehab, one of those country club ones I’ve seen on TV.”

      A look of disgust scrolled across EJ’s face. “I don’t need to go to rehab. I can kick crystal on my own. I’ve done it before. You don’t get it.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, his body trembling. “I’m in deep with some bad people. I needed that marker to pay them off.”

      I sat next to EJ on the couch, trying not to lose my patience. “How much money do you owe?”

      He leaned forward and bit the corner of his lip, afraid to make eye contact with me. “One hundred large.”

      “You’ve gotta be shitting me. What the fuck were you thinking? No one around here loans that kind of money. How did you get it?”

      EJ pulled his knees into his chest, rocking back and forth. “The Irishman came to see me yesterday to collect. I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. I have a problem.” He stopped moving long enough to meet my gaze, fear registered on his face.

      Waves of nausea hit me at once. By going behind my family’s back, and to the people my father severed ties from after he became head of the Philadelphia crime family, EJ had signed his death warrant. Teddy McGinley aka The Irishman was the henchman for the Irish Mob. They trafficked more meth through Philly than any criminal organization in the city, and the Irish were the only ones willing to front that kind of money.

      But why would they lend to a junkie who leached off his father, siphoning every dollar he could from an account Enzo kept in his son’s name?

      “You have no idea what you’ve done. My father…” My voice trailed off at the thought of what my father would do with this news. Despite his relationship with Enzo Senior, he would never make an exception. He’d had men killed for less. “I don’t have the money to lend you. I wish I did but my rackets are small potatoes.”

      “What about your girlfriend? One hundred Gs is nothing to a Rinadi.” His voice had a certain hopefulness that made it hard to tell him no.

      “That’s not an option. We’re not together anymore, and even if we were, I couldn’t get her involved in this.” I patted him on the shoulder and sighed. “The best I can do is give you back your buy-in from tonight. That should be enough to keep the Irish off your back for a week. Why don’t you sleep here tonight? We can figure something out in the morning.”

      EJ hugged me, his tears falling on my shoulder, as he sobbed like a baby. “Thanks, Luca.” His voice shook as he spoke. “I knew I could count on you.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him there was nothing I could do to help him. My father would have his head on a spike for his stupidity. And knowing dear old Dad, he’d make sure EJ would disappear, like a fart in the wind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      A month had passed since I last spoke to Luca, and with Silvia attached to Hunter’s side, I had a lot more free time when I wasn’t working at Rinaldi Holdings. I needed to get out of our shared apartment. It was quiet without my roommate, an almost eerie silence that creeped me out. But I could always count on my neighbors and their love of grunge music that hammered through the wall all day and night.

      I slipped into my running shorts and top, grabbed my running essentials, and headed out into the crowded hallway. I secured the headphone buds in my ears and jogged through campus to the beat of the music on my iPod. I glanced down at the watch I used to track my heart rate and miles, making a mental note to run around the stadium one more time.

      I ran in place at the light on Broad Street and noticed a car to my right. An unmarked black Lincoln Town Car drove up next to me, matching my pace.

      The car followed me across the street and down a few blocks until the campus was out of sight. I stopped to remove the buds from my ears, looking at the car as the tinted window started rolling down, and a man in his forties with gelled sandy-blond hair appeared. He had cop written all over him. His face was clean-shaven, and he was wearing a black suit. He had a look that could scare you straight.

      “Isabella Rinaldi?” he said in a scratchy deep voice.

      I placed my hands on my hips and waited for him to flash his badge along with his superiority. “Who wants to know?”

      He did as I’d expected and flipped open a black card holder, showing an ID with FBI written in big blue letters. “I need to speak to you about your affiliation with the Marchese family.”

      I glared at him, the sunlight not even strong enough to break my stare. “You people are unbelievable. I’m sick of this harassment. It’s bad enough that you make the occasional visits to my office, but now, you’re bothering me on the street. I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Are you sure about that? The SEC is close to nailing your grandfather for insider trading.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He hit a button, and the sound of the door locks clicking open followed. “Get in the car, and I’ll show you.”

      “No.” I held out my palm. “Hand over your badge. I’m not getting in a car with a complete stranger. For all I know, you’re a serial killer about to go all Hannibal Lecter on my ass.”

      He chuckled and opened the card holder again, holding it in front of my face. “Satisfied?”

      “Special Agent Robert Marx.” I waited for him to nod his head before I walked around the front of the car to the passenger side.

      He put the car in park and reached across the seat to push open the passenger door for me. I looked over my shoulder, hoping no one was around. Then, I slid into the leather seat and closed the door. I knew not to talk to cops, but I had to know what information they had on Grandfather.

      Agent Marx didn’t waste time. He threw a manila envelope on my lap. I stuck my hand inside and pulled out a stack of photographs. At least thirty pictures in full color were inside, some of which I was in.

      I flipped through photos of the day Luca had taken me to South Philly for what I’d considered our first real date. They had shots of us leaving Luca’s house and one with Luca coming out of the bar we’d stopped at after Tony Luke’s. Another set had what looked like an exchange of money between Luca and the dark-haired boy in his early twenties. Even in print, it looked like a drug deal.

      As I combed through the pile, I stared in awe at the pictures of Luca, Mark, and Hunter with women in short skirts, tight dresses, and mounds of fake breasts spilling out from their tops. They sure as hell didn’t look like any girls I went to school with. They were pros.

      I didn’t look up at first, rage bubbling inside me. When our eyes met, Agent Marx had a fuck-you smirk on his lips.

      “Is this supposed to mean something to me, Agent Marx? You think you’re going to bully me into telling you what you want about Luca? I have no idea who these girls are or what he was doing at that bar.”

      “Don’t play games, Miss Rinaldi. You were in the car, which makes you an accomplice. If you give up the Marcheses, I’ll see what I can do about the SEC investigation.”

      I sighed and sank back against the headrest. SEC investigations were not out of the ordinary at Rinaldi Holdings, and unfortunately, neither were visits from the FBI.

      But I decided to play along. “What do you want to know?”

      “We suspect Luca Marchese of illegal gambling. He’s been operating without the old man’s permission for years. We’re working with a CI who’s close to the family, but if you can get me the proof we need…”

      At this point, I’d stopped listening because nothing he said mattered.

      There was an old Sicilian proverb. Cu è surdu, orbu e taci, campa cent’anni ‘mpaci, which translated to, He who is deaf, blind, and silent will live a hundred years in peace.

      Grandfather had told me about omertà in high school when I first started interning at Rinaldi Holdings. The Rinaldis had been called many things over the years—bootleggers, thieves, war profiteers, and racketeers—but we sure as hell were not snitches. And I wasn’t about to start a new tradition.

      I pulled on the door handle, and before I stepped out of the car, I said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s what I like to hear, Miss Rinaldi. We’ll be in touch.”

      Without looking over my shoulder, I shut the door and ran through the campus three times to lose any tail the FBI might have had on me. Unable to clear my head, I thought about going home. Instead, I kept jogging until the soles of my feet burned.

      Somehow, I ended up at the front door of Luca’s fraternity house. I banged on the door, out of breath and hunched over.

      Mark answered, shirtless and in Adidas track pants that hung low from his hips. His spiked auburn hair was messy, and he looked sexy, his muscles flexing, as he held on to the doorframe—until he opened his stupid mouth.

      “You’re already in position. Ain’t this a nice surprise?” He moved his hands out in front of him and rubbed them together.

      “Do you think with anything other than your dick, Mark?” I lifted my palms off my knees and straightened my back. “Just let me in already. I need to see Luca.”

      Mark snickered as I pushed past him. “Playing hard to get again…”

      I sauntered into the house, like I owned the joint, ignoring the guys watching me from the massive sectional couch. Weeks had passed since I last saw Luca, and I was a little nervous even though I didn’t show it.

      “He’s upstairs,” a boy with bleach-blond hair and a tan that looked sprayed on said, ogling me from across the room.

      Mark laughed behind me, and when I turned around, he pointed at the stairs with a cocky smirk. “Be my guest, princess.”

      I dialed his number on my cellphone and said, “I’m downstairs. Come down here right now.” Then, I hung up.

      Luca tumbled down the stairs in black boxer briefs, sweat glistening his perfectly muscular tan chest. He stopped mid step and ran a hand through his wavy hair. “Izzie, what are you doing here?”

      The sight of him half-naked was too distracting.

      “Put some clothes on, Luca, and grab your keys. We’re going for a ride.” I flung my hand out, waiting for him to get in gear. “I don’t have all day to waste while you stand there with your dick in your hand. Andiamo!”

      He gripped the railing and licked his bottom lip. “You’re so fucking sexy when you’re angry.” His bulge seemed to get bigger as he stared down at my spandex bra top, and then his eyes worked their way to the matching shorts that hugged my ass.

      “Wonderful,” I deadpanned, rolling my eyes. “Now, get your ass upstairs, and put some clothes on before I change my mind.”

      Luca winked with a sexy-as-fuck smirk on his lips, and then he vanished as he made his ascent.

      I plopped down on the couch next to Mark and put my foot on the coffee table. The couch wrapped around the massive living room, like something out of MTV Cribs. At least ten boys were spread out, watching some kind of bizarre porno, their eyes shifting between the screen and me.

      “Is this what you guys do when you’re not partying? Watch porn together without sound?” I chuckled at my remark. “Do you guys take turns with narrating?”

      Mark patted my thigh, stroking it with his big fingers. “Only when we know you’re coming over, sweetheart.”

      “Kinky. I like it,” I joked. “But you touch my leg like that again, and you’re gonna lose an arm, big guy.”

      “She’s not kidding,” Luca said, coming downstairs.

      I stood up, my hands on my hips, which drew attention to my bare stomach. In a roomful of boys who were probably already horny, given what they were watching, I was the chum in this shark tank.

      I turned toward the stairs, one eyebrow raised at Luca. “You ready?”

      “Uh-huh,” he mumbled.

      [image: ]
* * *

      LUCA

      

      We hadn’t spoken a word since we left the house. I kept driving until we ended up at a dead end next to an old factory off the Delaware River. This was a good place to whack someone.

      She got out of the car, scanned the area twice, and waited for me to sit on the hood next to her before she spoke, “The FBI came to see me today.” Her words cut through me like a machete. “They have pictures of you.”

      “That’s nothing. They’ve been harassing my family for years.”

      She sighed, picking at a chip in her nail polish. “You were with Hunter, Mark, and women who looked like prostitutes.”

      “Strippers,” I corrected. “My dad owns Scores, a strip club off Delaware Avenue. That’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Whatever.” Izzie’s lip curled. She had a look of revulsion that made me want to bend her over the hood of my car. “The FBI has pictures of you and the guy you met with at the bar we stopped at after Tony Luke’s. They zoomed in close enough for me to see him handing you money. Who is he? And why is the FBI following you?”

      “That’s not enough to prove a thing.” I had to dodge her questions. The less Izzie knew about EJ and his gambling problems, the better. I couldn’t have her complicit in my criminal activities. “What was the agent’s name?”

      “Agent Marx. He said the SEC has evidence on Grandfather. Apparently, he did some illegal trades made with inside knowledge. And they seem to think you’re running an illegal gambling ring.”

      I choked down the bile rising up the back of my throat. My father had warned me about the card games and sports betting. He’d said it was too risky without the proper structure. But the money was so easy that I couldn’t stop.

      I ran my hand along her back, pulling her closer. “What do they want from you?”

      “Information about you. They want proof that you’re running an illegal gambling operation.”

      “Shit,” I mumbled, taking her hand in mine. “They’re trying to build a case under RICO, so they can prosecute my family for racketeering.”

      She looked up at me from under her brows, those hazy blue eyes softening me. “I figured that. You know, I’m not an idiot. But please tell me they’re wrong about you.”

      I stared off into the river, the polluted dark water lacking any shine. The FBI wanted information, something only I could give her. At twenty-one years old, I wasn’t about to spend the next twenty years of my life sharing a cell with Bubba.

      “Luca”—Izzie laced her fingers between mine—“I’m with you. Okay? Whatever you did or are planning on doing, I’m here. We’re in this together. I might be many things, but I’m not a rat. Now, tell me the truth. If I’m gonna put my ass on the line for you, I need to know what I’m dealing with.”

      I moved in front of her until I had her in between my legs. She was a Rinaldi. I knew I could trust her.

      “It’s true. For the past three years, I’ve been taking bets on professional and college sports. At first, it started with betting on Strick U games. Then, I got Hunter and Mark involved, and it turned into something bigger. I planned to stop after graduation.”

      Izzie took my hand between her tiny palms. “Promise me, Luca. Promise you will stop.”

      We were so close, and I wanted to kiss her, but I thought better of it. I didn’t want to make a promise I knew I couldn’t keep.

      “What happens if you don’t give them information?”

      She closed her eyes and sighed. When she opened them, tears were welling in her bottom lids. “The SEC will investigate Grandfather. They’ll turn our entire company upside down. They’ve done it before, but it’s never stuck.”

      “The surveillance pictures are not enough proof. For all they know, I was buying a TV from some guy on Craigslist. Look, don’t worry about it. I’ll figure something out.”

      The reason I’d stayed away from Izzie, after she’d refused delivery of my flowers for weeks, was to protect her from this exact scenario. Once I’d made the decision to keep my distance, I’d been drinking and fucking away my grief over Izzie. Nothing worked though. No amount of pussy or Jack Daniel’s could absolve me of my guilt. I should’ve warned her about our family’s business deal. I knew Izzie was hurting, based on what Silvia had told Hunter, and I wanted her back so bad.

      “I know I fucked up.” I pulled Izzie’s hand to my lips and kissed her smooth skin. “I was trying to protect you, but it doesn’t look like our time apart made a bit of difference. Will you have dinner with me tonight? I’d like to make it up to you.”

      Izzie fixed her gaze on the gravel covering the lot in front of us. She hesitated, her eyes now blaring into mine. “When I’m with you, it’s electric. My entire body is on fire, and I feel alive. But that’s because you’re dangerous, not because we’re supposed to be together.”

      I rolled the pad of my thumb over her cheek, and she smiled.

      “We might come from different backgrounds, but we’re more alike than you think, babe. I’m not a bad guy. When you look at me, you see the son of a mafia boss because that’s all that anyone ever sees. I’m not my father.”

      She sighed. “That’s not what I see, Luca. To me, you’re still the boy I kissed in a wine cellar when we were kids. You were my first kiss, my first crush, and now, you’re the man I’m trying so hard to hate. But I can’t hate you. ”

      “It’s always been you, babe. You’re the only girl who’s ever made me feel something real.”

      She took my hand from her face and kissed my skin, the heat from her touch going straight to my balls. Her hazy blues were wide open as she kissed each of my fingers, making me groan with pleasure.

      “You and me…we’re in this together. But we can’t be together, Luca.”

      I slid my arm across her neck and pulled her against my chest, so I had her head tucked beneath my chin. I kissed her hair, breathing the scent of her vanilla body cream. “We can find a way to make it work.”

      She let out a sniff and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “No, we can’t. I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head, disappointed but not about to push the subject. Once she made her mind up, it’d only make things worse.

      Izzie was my first kiss all those years ago, and I hoped that, one day, she would be my last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      Crossing over the Benjamin Franklin Bridge into New Jersey, I held the wheel, my fingers wrapping around the leather like a vise. The SEC and FBI shot my nerves with the pending investigations. And in the midst of the drama, Mr. Catalano had summoned me to the Marchese house for dinner to meet Enzo Vitale Senior, the man who would manage the Pennsport apartment building with me.

      With a few hours’ notice, he’d called on a Sunday, of all days, to schedule a time and place. Grandfather had assured Mr. Catalano that I would make myself available to him and today was no exception. Luca never missed Sunday dinner, which also meant that he’d be there, reminding me how much I missed him. Grandfather had strict rules about mixing business with pleasure, and as his successor, I had no choice but to sever all romantic ties to Luca.

      Following the directions from the GPS, I drove for a while until I pulled up to a tall wrought iron gate concealing a massive Italian villa-style mansion. A large M swooped through the middle of the fence. The high shrubbery surrounding the perimeter made it difficult to see up the long driveway.

      I leaned out the window and pushed the button on the intercom.

      A rough manly voice said, “This is private property.”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Catalano. My name is Isabella Rinaldi.”

      “Hold your license up to the camera, Miss Rinaldi.”

      I dug through my wallet, annoyed this man thought he was such a big shot that he could play games with me. Even Rinaldi Manor wasn’t this hard to get into, and it was triple the size. With my hand out the window, I waited until I heard a buzz, and the gate slowly moved inward.

      A middle-aged man with dark features walked down the driveway, touching the tip of his fedora in greeting.

      He yanked on the handle and opened the door. “Miss Rinaldi, please step out of the vehicle.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him and snorted. “Do you treat all your guests like criminals?”

      As I stepped out of the car, I thought about leaving. The man patted me down without warning, his fingers dangerously close to groping my breasts. He felt my bare legs, exposed by the knee-length wrap dress. I wanted to kick him in the face as his hand slid up my inner thigh.

      “Are you done yet?” I snapped. “There’s a difference between searching for a weapon and trying to cop a feel. You could at least buy me dinner first,” I quipped.

      He stood up with a stoic expression on his face, his palm flipped out in front of me. “I need to check your purse.”

      I lifted it off the passenger seat, and he sifted through tampons and loose change. The man proceeded to rifle through my trunk, the documents in my messenger bag, the underbelly of my seats, and then the glove box.

      He found the gun Grandfather’s head of security had given me for protection and tucked it inside his suit jacket. “I’m keeping this until you leave. Get in,” he commanded as he slid behind the wheel and closed the door.

      Maybe some part of me loved danger because I complied even though his demeanor made me uncomfortable. We drove onto the property lined with red chestnut trees, and a Tuscan-style house spanned the massive lot. A four-car garage was to my left, private verandas were on the upper floors, and the grand entrance was on my right. Several expensive cars were spaced along the multicolored pavers.

      He parked at the front door, and another man helped me out of the car.

      Two more men in dark suits were waiting at the main door, one of them holding it open for me as I walked into the house. A normal person would have been terrified but not me. My entire body tingled with excitement, soaking in every second of the threat coming here posed.

      The interior of the house was incredible. Words couldn’t begin to describe its beauty. Various shades of yellow, brown, and white, combined with rounded archways, high ceilings, and terra-cotta tiles, gave the house the feel of Italy. The attention to detail showed in the artwork and the careful placement of each piece.

      A beautiful woman with dark brown hair twisted in a low bun appeared from a doorway at the back of the house. She had a red-and-black apron fastened around her tiny frame. I remembered her from when I was a child.

      She ignored the men holding up the walls every twenty feet as she made a beeline toward me. “Isabella,” she said, cupping my face in her hands. “It’s been years. Look at you, so grown up, so beautiful.” She kissed my left and then right cheek, still holding on to me. “Benvenuto in casa mia,” she said, finally releasing me.

      “Thank you for having me.” She led me down the hall, her hand pressed to my back. “You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Marchese.”

      “Grazie!” She patted my back and chuckled. “Please, call me Francesca. Mrs. Marchese is my mother-in-law.”

      This woman oozed love and warmth, both of which were visible in her home. I wondered if Luca realized how lucky he was to have a mother like her.

      “Francesca”—I nodded, adjusting the strap of my messenger bag—“I was under the impression I would be meeting with Mr. Vitale and Mr. Catalano.”

      “You are, but first, we eat.”

      She steered me into a room that boasted a large dining table. At least thirty people could sit comfortably, and by the looks of it, close to that were there, waiting for my arrival.

      Francesca cleared her throat, and the laughter and chatter died down. I recognized Luca’s twin brothers, Anthony and Mario, from their pictures, but I couldn’t tell them apart. At the head of the table, Luca’s father stood tall and lean. Luca, as always, looked impeccable in a long-sleeved tailored shirt and jeans. Between the four of them, it was like standing in the presence of generations of Roman gods, sculpted to perfection.

      Spread throughout the don, like courtiers waiting to kiss the ring, were Mr. Catalano and a few dark-haired men.

      His people loved him, unlike his predecessor who had gotten whacked because of his greed. Grandfather had told me a few stories about the Mafia wars that had occurred before Luciano Marchese took over as the head of the Philadelphia crime family. He’d mentioned their beef with the Irish that had started over drug trafficking. We were corrupt in our own way, but drugs was too much for Grandfather and the reason he severed ties with the Marcheses for a decade.

      Among Luca’s brothers were women I assumed were their girlfriends. Closest to me, Concetta rose to her feet and kissed each of my cheeks. Several women next to her greeted me in the same fashion.

      Why are a group of strangers embracing me as one of their own?

      My family only kissed people we knew, yet Luca’s family had no problem taking my face in their hands and smacking lipstick on my cheek. Francesca stood next to me as each person at the table kissed me. She reminded me of Domenica that way.

      By the time I reached Luca, he laced his fingers through my hair, holding the side of my head, as he whispered in my ear, his breath warming my face, “You look beautiful, Bella.”

      I sighed, wishing things between us were different. “Thanks, Luca.”

      Our lips were so close, and I struggled with not kissing him.

      Francesca yelled at him in Italian. The threatening low tone to her voice was one only a parent could scold with and still sound pleasant. Her words roughly translated to, Stop flirting with our guest.

      “Ma, she’s fluent in four languages,” Luca protested. “You’re killing me here.”

      Francesca reached over and squeezed his cheek between her fingers. “Polpetto,” she said.

      I laughed louder than I’d intended.

      He smirked. “Laugh it up, babe.”

      Francesca moved toward the end of the table and motioned me to follow with a slight nod in Don Marcheses direction.

      “What did I tell you about those pet names?” I warned, walking away from him. “Huh? Meatball.”

      I glanced at Francesca and smiled, still chuckling, as we made our way to the end of the table.

      “Mr. Catalano.” I extended my hand.

      He surprised me and pulled me closer to kiss me in the same fashion as the others. Even Mr. Warmth was all about the love today.

      “No need for formalities, Isabella. Call me Frank.” For the first time, he’d called me by my first name instead of Miss Rinaldi. He nodded at the man next to him and said, “Let me introduce you to Enzo Vitale Senior.”

      A slightly chunky man with a little salt added to his pepper hair gave me a once-over and pulled my hand up to his lips. “Isabella…what a beauty.”

      I drew my hand back and tapped him in the arm with my elbow. “Such a charmer, this one. I don’t think we’ll have any problems working together.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” He chuckled and slung an arm around me as he pointed to the boy standing in his shadow. “This is my son, Enzo Junior, but we call him EJ.”

      Unlike his father, he was stick-figure thin and had sunken in cheeks. He looked strung out, if I’d ever seen it. EJ was the boy I saw handing money to Luca in the FBI photographs.

      “Bella, it’s about time we met,” EJ said, reaching out for me. “Luca talks about you all the time.”

      “Not all the time,” Luca snarled.

      I bit down on my lip, fighting a smile. “Really? What does Luca say about me? All good things, I hope.”

      “Oh, you know, the usual.” EJ flashed a wicked grin at Luca, as if he were about to spill his secrets.

      “Enough,” a deep voice rumbled through the awkwardness.

      Mr. Marchese, the don himself, tapped EJ and the men next to him on their shoulders, and they parted to the sides, making room for me.

      “Isabella, I’m sorry you had to listen to these two.” He took me in his arms and embraced me. As he released me, I noticed Luca’s twin brothers standing to his right.

      “Hey, Izzie. Long time no see.” The twin with black hair gelled into short spikes hugged me and then kissed me on each cheek. He smelled spicy and manly. Mario was the only person in Luca’s family who’d called me Izzie as a child.

      “Hey, Mario,” I said, kissing his cheeks before he released me from his grip.

      “You remember me. Well, then you already know this goon is Anthony,” he said, looking at his brother.

      Anthony brushed his dark waves off his forehead before he leaned forward to kiss me in the same fashion as Mario. Of the two, Anthony was more reserved. “Nice to see you again, Isabella.”

      Don Marchese stepped behind Anthony and clamped a hand down on his shoulder, pulling him close. “Anthony is my oldest son.” He said it with such pride that I knew Anthony would be the next don. “You two will be working together on some of our business transactions. But enough of that…” He steered me toward my chair and pulled it out for me to sit. “Benvenuto. Please, have a seat.”

      The men that occupied the chairs he’d motioned toward found new ones. I sat at the head of the table next to Luca’s father.

      “Tell me, Isabella, how is Angelo doing?”

      I placed my hands flat on the table, feeling the etched wood with my fingers. “Molto bene. Grandfather sends his regards.”

      At this moment, I realized that, in some ways, I was this man’s equal because I was speaking on behalf of my family, and the don respected me for it.

      He patted my hand, a simple gesture that was both fatherly and welcoming. “Angelo is a good man. Pass along the same for me.”

      “Yes, of course, Mr. Marchese.”

      He smiled, and then he moved his hand from mine to the table in front of him. “Please, call me Luciano. We should be on a first-name basis, considering we’ll be in business together for a very long time.”

      Despite the aura that surrounded a Mafia boss, he was quite pleasant even though I could tell there was a quiet storm behind those deep brown eyes.

      What worried me was the way he’d emphasized the length of time we’d be working together. I had been screwed long before I knew what I’d gotten myself into—and not in a good way.
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* * *

      LUCA

      

      My father allowed Izzie to sit next to him as though she were a part of the family. Even I never garnered enough respect to gain that form of acknowledgment. The deal he had with her company was important enough to warrant the royal treatment. She deserved it, especially after the way we’d left things between us.

      After exchanging pleasantries with my father, Izzie followed Ma into the kitchen attached to the dining room by an adjoining door. At least, if she ever forgave me, I knew my family would accept her. Under normal circumstances, Ma would never let a guest help with dinner, but Izzie had a commanding effect on all of us.

      Twenty minutes later, the women emerged with bowls, plates, and casserole dishes and what appeared to be enough food to feed a small army. That was normal. I wouldn’t expect anything less on a Sunday.

      Izzie bent over to set the baking dish in the center of the table, her sweet, perky tits jiggling out of a black dress that hugged each of her curves. I damn near drooled on myself as I watched her move around the room.

      “Dio mio, woman,” I moaned without noticing I’d said it aloud.

      A hand smacked me on the side of the head, causing my vision to blur for a few seconds.

      “Manners,” Ma said as she took her place at the opposite end of the table from my father.

      I rubbed the spot where Ma had whacked me, looking at Izzie long enough to see her chuckle.

      With everyone here, it wasn’t as noticeable how far apart my parents sat. When it was just our family, you could cut the tension with a knife. Ma had found out about Dad’s goomar a few years ago, and she never let him forget it. Given my close relationship with Ma, I couldn’t forgive him for what he’d done to her.

      Once everyone settled in, the wine started flowing, half the food disappeared into our stomachs, and the conversation took a turn for the worse.

      All through dinner, I’d caught Mario stealing glances when he thought no one was looking. I’d caught on quick since I was burning a hole through her with my gaze.

      Mario, the youngest of the twins, looked down at Izzie, who had cozied up next to my father, Frank, and Enzo.

      “What’s the story between you and Luca?” Mario asked Izzie, giving me a snarky look.

      “Um…” Izzie finished chewing the pasta and set her fork on the plate.

      Antony shot me a look from across the table. “I wanna hear the story, little bro.”

      Anthony was the oldest. We all had Dad’s wavy black hair, but Anthony had grown his long enough that it fell over his forehead, making it easier to distinguish one twin from the other. Of course, we knew the differences in their mannerisms and personalities. But Izzie looked confused as hell when my brothers spoke to her.

      “There’s not much to tell. I kissed her when we were kids. Ma found us. End of story.”

      Izzie blushed, a healthy shade of pink coloring her pale cheeks.

      Mario pointed his fork at me and then Izzie, a wicked grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “That’s the old story. What’s the new one? Something’s going on here.”

      “Nope.” I frowned, staring down at my plate. “Not anymore. She hates me.”

      “I don’t hate you,” Izzie said.

      “No?” I said, shocked, as she locked eyes with me. “You should.”

      “Tell me,” Ma interjected, waving her hand. “How did the two of you meet again?”

      Izzie chuckled. “It’s kind of a funny story. This random guy almost ran over my foot on Broad Street, and me being a hothead, I threw my soda in his window. I ran away when he got out of his car, and that’s when I bumped into Luca. It wasn’t one of my finest moments.”

      “And,” Angelina, Ma’s friend, said, hovering over a plate of pasta, “what happened after that?”

      Izzie’s gaze shifted in my direction. “The guy found me, but Luca took care of it.”

      “You rough him up, bro?” Mario said, pounding his fists in the air.

      “A little. But this one here”—I motioned toward Izzie—“and that mouth of hers, she started cursing at him in Italian, like some crazy person.”

      We both laughed at the memory. A flicker of hope ran through me as we shared a quick moment.

      “What?” Izzie shrugged. She held her hands up, like a kid who didn’t want to admit they had done something wrong. “He started it.” A ripple of laughter went around the table, and she continued, “Luca’s leaving out the part where he used this as an opportunity to talk me into going out with him.”

      “No way. You’re crazy, woman. I did not bribe you.”

      “Oh, no?” She smirked at me. “You asked me to come to your party, and I told you to get lost. A few hours later, you showed up at the SAC when I was there, eating dinner. Then, you showed up at the coffee shop and talked your way into going out with my friends. I don’t believe in coincidences, Luca. You were stalking me.”

      I wanted to kiss, fuck, and kill her all at the same time when she winked at me. Everyone laughed at her story—or my embarrassment, to be more accurate.

      Ma shook her head at me along with the rest of her friends. They were disappointed.

      Silence fell on the room until Aunt Concetta and Anthony’s girlfriend brought out dessert. I was thankful for the distraction until EJ opened his fat mouth.

      EJ leaned his elbow on the table, staring at Izzie. “I wouldn’t mind taking his place.”

      Izzie faked a smile for his benefit. “Appreciate the offer, EJ.”

      My father gave me a look that could cut through a diamond, warning me to keep my mouth shut. My teeth clenched together, anger surging through my body.

      When Izzie finished her dessert, she set her napkin on the table and stood, excusing herself. “Luca, why don’t you show me where the bathroom is?”

      She followed me in the hallway where we were almost alone. The guards didn’t count, as far as I was concerned. They were as much a part of the house as furniture and statues.

      “Why is our relationship the topic of conversation tonight?” Izzie kept her head down as I walked next to her, desperately wanting to hold her hand.

      I could hear her choking back tears that never came.

      “The situation with our families only makes things more complicated. We’re in business together now, and I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

      I pulled her aside when we reached the bathroom, out of sight from onlookers. She flattened her back against the wall and sighed as I leaned closer.

      “I’m so sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am now that you’re here, having dinner with my family. They love you. Of course they do. Who wouldn’t?”

      “You don’t,” she grumbled. “You didn’t even have the decency to tell me the truth. I had to find out about the Pennsport deal on my own. Do you have any idea how much it hurt to find out that the man I was falling for couldn’t be bothered to trust me with the truth?”

      “You were falling for me?” My mouth flung open in shock.

      Izzie was my end game, plain and simple. And I loved her.

      She wiped the tear streaming down her cheek. “You’re home for me, Luca. I’ve never had much of one, but when I’m with you—”

      I pulled her to my chest and rubbed my hand down her back. “I love you.”

      She lifted her head from my shoulder, her blue eyes searching mine. Now that I had her attention, I decided to be honest—not only with myself, but with Izzie as well.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve loved you since we were kids. You’re the only girl who’s ever liked me for me and not for what I could give you. You don’t need money or power. You already have that. You’re beautiful, smart, and independent, and those are just a few of the things I love about you.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, taking in the scent of her vanilla body cream. I loved the feel of her body pressed against my chest with her head nestled right below my chin. “I really am sorry, Izzie. If it’s time or space you need, I’ll be here whenever you’re ready. I’ll wait.”

      “I missed you so much, Luca.” She squeezed me tighter, her hot tears soaking my shirt.

      I pressed my lips to her forehead. “I missed you, too, amore mio.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ninteen

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      After our encounter at his house, Luca had been showing up at my door every day for a week, each morning offering to carry my books, a hint of hopefulness in his smile. I was never immune to Luca’s charms, and it wasn’t long before I took him up on his offer and had coffee with him at Broad Street Beans.

      That night, I ran back into his arms, where I belonged.

      Hunched over a legal pad, I scribbled notes for the Riverfront Realty deal on my lap. Luca climbed the stairs and stepped into his living room, cans of soda and a bag of chips in his hands. He set the food on the coffee table, sank into the cushion next to me, and flipped through the channels on the cable box. After finding the game, he popped open a soda and took a sip. Luca offered it to me, and I shook my head.

      I sighed when he hopped off the couch, yelling at the most recent play. I didn’t even bother to look up. He cursed the television, as if it would talk back, and then he mumbled under his breath. His cell phone rang off the hook until halftime, making it impossible for me to concentrate. Every time, he would do a quick scan of the caller ID and send it to voice mail.

      Irritated, I slammed my fist on the table, knocking over an empty soda can. “Luca, seriously. You promised, if I slept here, I could get my work done. Between the game, your cell phone, and your constant outbursts…”

      “C’mere,” he said with a smile.

      I set the pen down, and he pulled me into his arms, so my back was against his chest.

      He peppered my neck with kisses. Against my skin, he said, “What did I do now? Whatever it is”—he made his way to my earlobe and sucked on it for a second—“I’ll make it up to you, babe.”

      “Don’t babe me,” I snapped back, only mildly distracted by his touch. I was too angry about the documents still clutched between my fingers. “You need to start talking to me. I need to know what I’ve gotten myself into, Luca.”

      He tugged at the seam of my T-shirt, his hand sliding up my stomach and over the top of my lace bra. “What’s the problem?” His breath warmed my skin, and the more he touched me, the more my anger started to fade.

      I let out a soft moan as his hand slid between my thighs. “Stop distracting me. I need to talk to you about something important.”

      My panties were so wet. I could barely think of anything other than having sex with Luca. His hand traveled to the button of my jeans, but before he could pop it open, I ripped his fingers away. I lifted a stack of papers from the couch and handed them to Luca.

      He took them from me, a perplexed look on his handsome face, and as he studied the documents, his expression changed. Luca bit down on the corner of his lip, his grip tightening on the documents.

      A few minutes passed with Luca sucking in deep breaths and letting them out, as though he were in physical pain. “I should have told you…I’m sorry, Izzie.” He laced his fingers between mine. “How long have you known?”

      “I found out right after you stopped talking to me. After Mr. Catalano came to see me, I was suspicious of the Pennsport transaction. Rinaldi Holdings is not in the business of managing apartment buildings, and as VP of Real Estate Acquisitions, all deals go through me. I didn’t think much of it at first, but given Mr. Catalano’s behavior and the fact that his office is located at the same address as a strip club, I started to get a little worried. Then, I checked out the articles of incorporation, the HUD-1 forms from the last sale of the property, and the amended operating agreement. I know your dad is the owner of LSM Investments. I just wish you had told me, considering I’m the one putting my ass on the line.”

      The papers slipped from his hands, and he rubbed the back of his neck. He did this when something was bothering him, which didn’t help to alleviate my anxiety.

      “Babe, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to give you the impression that I had anything to do with my father’s business.” Luca slid a curl behind my ear and softly kissed me on the lips. “Please don’t be mad over something I cannot control.”

      “I get it, Luca. Grandfather does many things I don’t approve of, and it’s not like the Rinaldis are clean. But I need to know what your father’s motives are with this deal. Something is not right about it. I haven’t found any physical proof, but the books are messy, which isn’t a good sign, and I’m having a hard time with figuring out where the money trail starts and stops.”

      He shook his head, a dejected look on his face. “I don’t think you understand, babe. LSM Investments is my company. My dad forced me to incorporate right after my eighteenth birthday. He said it was my way of paying respect to the family business. Mr. Catalano handles everything, and the company practically runs itself, but it’s my signature on all the documents.”

      “I don’t understand. You don’t have the same name as him.”

      “Yes, I do. We’re both named Luciano after my great-grandfather, but Ma started calling me Luca, so she could separate us when she was yelling at us.” He chuckled at the memory of his mother. “My middle name is Salvatore, and my dad’s is Santino, which makes it hard to tell us apart.”

      I leaned back against the leather couch and pressed my cheek against the cushion, reaching out for Luca and feeling the inseam of his jeans. I didn’t want to think about what this meant for us or how it would impact our relationship. All I wanted to do was immerse myself into mind-blowing sexual bliss with Luca.

      He smiled one of those crooked-as-fuck smiles that went straight to my legs.

      From the second we’d met, I had known I was in trouble. Nothing about dealing with the Marchese family screamed safe or sane. But, despite my overwhelming need for control, I had allowed him into my life. The walls I’d built up over the years, Luca had managed to demolish them within the first few weeks. And my feelings for him now were so strong that I couldn’t trust myself around him. I would never escape the clutches Luca had on me.

      “I shouldn’t have to play detective.” I let out a frustrated sigh. “You need to be as honest as you can with me, or this is not going to work between us.”

      He propped his elbow up next to my head and rested his fist under his chin. “Babe, I’m sorry. I promise. From now on, I’ll tell you what I can, especially if it involves you.”

      As I rubbed his thigh, I could feel his bulging erection. He leaned over, the heat from his breath sending a shiver through my body. I threaded my fingers behind his head and slipped my tongue in his mouth, deepening the kiss as I lifted my leg over his, straddling him.

      “I’m not mad,” I breathed against his lips. “If I were, I wouldn’t be here right now. It’s too late, Luca. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      “You’re not scared?” He held me at arm’s length, searching my eyes, as he waited for a response. “I mean, if you are, I understand. This life isn’t for everyone.”

      The Rinaldi nerves of steel never faltered, even under extreme cases of duress. One could argue that we were tough, but on the other hand, I liked to think it was because we were cold and had been hardened by the pressure of our own lifestyle. Just because we were rich didn’t mean we hadn’t worked for it.

      But how we made our money…well, that was another story.

      We were no better or different from Luca’s family even though we tried to paint a prettier picture. We boxed our empire into one neat package, wrapped tightly with a big red bow.

      No matter how the newspaper depicted the Marchese family, no matter how much damage our company would suffer because of Mafia involvement, Luca and I were meant for each other, and I wasn’t about to give up on him. I was the Bonnie to his Clyde. I was the other half of our own criminal enterprise.

      “If anyone was born for this life, it’s a Rinaldi.” I held up my steady hand in front of him as proof. “I’m not scared, not even a little bit.”

      “I’m an owner in name only. I wasn’t lying when I said that I wasn’t involved in their usual business practices, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the one who will take the fall. I’m telling you, Luca, there’s something off about this transaction. I haven’t found it yet, but I will, and when I do—”

      He silenced me by pressing his lips against mine, the scent of his citrus cologne intoxicating me. “I think it’s time for a break,” he mumbled.

      I had my legs wrapped around his back, and he pulled me closer, pressing his mouth to mine, as he parted my lips with his tongue. Each kiss grew more passionate, impatient. Heat spread from my cheeks, down my arms, and to my thighs like wildfire. An intense burning, a desire only Luca could satisfy, made my body quiver in anticipation.

      “Does the idea of breaking the law turn you on, Bella?”

      He cupped my backside with his hands, pushing me onto his erection. I had control over him once again, a feeling of power that soaked my panties.

      “Yes,” I moaned against his ear. I felt his jaw move, as though he smiled.

      We were both sick yet somehow perfect for each other.

      He slid his hands up the back of my shirt and unhooked my bra. I rocked back, staring into his deep blue irises, as I pulled my shirt over my head. The purple baby tee hit the table with a thud. Neither of us bothered to turn around to see what had fallen over with it.

      Lost in each other, our eyes trained on one another, all we cared about was this moment.

      Luca grabbed the straps of my bra and slipped them down my arms. The black silky fabric fell in his lap, and he threw it aside, like he couldn’t stand it between us. He cupped my breast with his hand.

      He stopped for a moment, breathing heavily, and looked at me. “You are so beautiful, Izzie.”

      I smiled, melting at his words.

      As his tongue glided over my nipple, I moaned loudly. Luca took his time, his hands and mouth igniting every pleasure point in my body.

      “Luca,” I breathed, balling the edge of his shirt in my hands.

      I slipped my fingers below the edge of his boxers, and he groaned. While unbuttoning his jeans, I looked at him, licking my bottom lip.

      He sucked in a deep breath and said, “Dio mio, woman,” as I unzipped his pants.

      Focused on each other, we ignored the sound of the blaring football game and his cell phone vibrating on the edge of the table. But, when we heard loud footsteps, we jerked our heads toward the stairs in unison.

      Tugging at the slit in his boxers, I stared back at Hunter and Mark in horror.

      “Hey, bro,” Hunter said, awkwardly turning his head when he saw me.

      The shock of such a compromising position made me giggle against his stomach. Luca flattened his hand against my back and pushed me into his chest, shielding my bare breasts from his brothers. I thought I had seen Mark wink, and I wanted to puke. He was such a pervert.

      Luca reached for a blanket on the back of the couch and wrapped it around me.

      “Ever hear of knocking?” he said, throwing his hand in the air.

      I rolled off Luca onto the other side of the couch, wrapped in a throw.

      “Sorry, bro.” Mark inched forward, handing Luca a cell phone.

      Luca held it to his ear without question. “Yeah?” he said, annoyed. “Because I was busy. That’s why.” He nodded, his brows furrowing in anger.

      Luca turned away from me, but I could tell he was upset about something. Leaning over to check his cell phone, he scrolled through the messages before flicking through the channels on the television. When he found stats from another game, he dropped the remote on the table.

      “Some people are just losers,” Luca said, angry, “and you happen to be one. I’ve done all that I can for you, and it’s still not enough.”

      Surprised by his comment, I raised my eyebrow at him. He held the phone away from his ear, the man on the other line shouting obscenities.

      Luca propped his elbow on his knee and sank into it. “Yeah, well, I don’t wanna hear it, EJ!” He clicked the End button on the phone and held it out to Mark.

      I crawled onto his side of the couch and rubbed his arm. “Everything okay?”

      “All good, babe.” Luca grinned.

      Then, he walked Mark and Hunter to the stairs and whispered to his brothers before they made their exit.

      No matter what I wanted to believe, something was off about his conversation.

      Luca’s overall demeanor changed when he sat on the couch next to me.

      He hooked his arm around me and rested my head on his chest, planting a kiss in my hair. “I’m sorry, babe,” he whispered in my ear.

      Within minutes of taking the call, his eyes seemed darker.

      I knew I couldn’t stay away. Luca was like a drug to me. And I never wanted to come down from the high he provided.

      We didn’t speak of the phone call even though it raced through my mind. I analyzed every word, wondering what kind of person I was sleeping next to—the college student or the mob boss in training. I assumed the latter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      When the elevator doors opened to the forty-ninth floor, papers littered the glass and marble halls. Wire mail carts zoomed past Silvia and me, whipping into offices and around corners. The secretaries were on their phones, rambling on about how the company was still in a position of power, despite the recent turn of events.

      Silvia cocked her eyebrow at me and followed me toward my office.

      Under normal circumstances, this floor had the least amount of chatter. But, today, it hummed like an open outcry on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange.

      Silvia slipped behind her desk, nodding at my door, which was wide open. Inside, Grandfather was waiting on the leather couch in the corner, his hands folded on top of the coffee table. He visited my office maybe several times a year, never for reasons that satisfied me. He was a man of few words, so when he spoke, there was a specific purpose. Based on the conversation with Agent Marx and the current chaos that ensued in our office, I knew this wasn’t a social call.

      I inched toward him, making small movements, like prey sizing up its hunter.

      My grandfather, even in his seventies, was a force to be reckoned with and scary as hell. As I reached the couch, Grandfather looked up with dark circles under his eyes. His black hair had more gray than the last time I had seen him, and his olive skin was sallow and saggy.

      I sat next to him as Silvia brought in a tray of coffee, creamer, and sugar. She exited without a word, as Grandfather preferred. He had a be-seen-but-not-heard policy when it came to staff—with the exception of Domenica, my childhood nanny who lived with Grandfather and still worked for our family after over fifty years at Rinaldi Manor. He was an old grump, and he hadn’t been any nicer in his youth.

      “Isabella,” he said before taking a sip of his coffee, “we need to talk, amore mia.”

      Those were four words no one wanted to hear—ever. And Grandfather almost never used terms of endearment.

      “What’s wrong, Nonno?” I clamped my hand around his forearm, patting the dark blue wool of his Gucci suit.

      He always dressed to the nines. He never left the house without an imported shirt, tie, and of course, an Italian suit.

      Grandfather noticed my cursory scan of the room. “Don’t worry. My private security team swept your office for bugs this morning.” I nodded, and he continued, “It’s time for you to take your place as the head of this company, Isabella. I need to step down. The Rinaldi name will continue with you. I called an emergency board meeting for this afternoon, and I’ve been assured you will secure the vote.”

      “I know what you did,” I whispered even though our head of security had combed through every crevice. Years of looking over my shoulder had made me a bit paranoid. “The FBI came to see me. They wanted me to give them information on the Marchese family. They said the SEC is investigating you for insider trading.”

      He did not deny my allegations, which meant that they were true. “I made a mistake. I saw an opportunity to cash out, and I took it.”

      “You’re a billionaire. Why would you take a risk like that? We have more money than we know what to do with.”

      “For you, for the future of this company. Pacific Tech is working on groundbreaking technology—chips that will be worth billions of dollars to the right investor. I can’t tell you much more without making you an accomplice. The less you know, the better. This is your legacy, Isabella. No one can run this company but you. I know this will put your plans for Harvard Law on hold, but you must do this. Capisci?”

      “Sì, Nonno.” I stirred creamer and spooned some sugar into my coffee, unable to look up from the glass table.

      The metal design holding the creation together reminded me of olive branches twisted together. If only someone would extend one to us right about now.

      “What will happen to you?”

      “Dolce bambina mia, don’t you worry.” He slid his arm across my back and pulled me into a rare hug, using language he hadn’t used since I was a child.

      Grandfather used to tuck me in at night and tell me I was his sweet little girl. I missed that side of him.

      We shared that killer instinct my mother lacked, were devoid of the pureness of heart my grandmother possessed, and were about as ruthless as they came. My grandfather would walk over the dead body of his opponent without a thought. I couldn’t say I was much better. After all, I’d learned everything I knew from him.

      “I’m an old man. I’ve been around a long time. I can handle myself. Rob will stop by after the board votes you in. We’ll put out a press release, but I would like you to address the media on Monday. Reporters from all the major stations will be there. I’ll have my speech writer prepare something for you.”

      Overwhelmed by his illegal business practices and the pending fate of the company resting on my shoulders, my head spun in circles. A kaleidoscope of colors blurred together as I stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows spanning my office. Seeing the Philadelphia Museum of Art off in the distance, I wanted to seek refuge there.

      Grandfather finished his coffee and set it on the gold circular tray. Several Trinacria, the symbol depicted on the flag of Sicilia, were emblazoned on the disk. I studied the gift from our Sicilian friends, tracing my finger over the head of Medusa surrounded by three bent legs.

      Would I one day turn into this monster? Or did that person already live somewhere inside me? The personas I’d created and shed over the years were the foundation for every decision I made.

      Grandfather stood, and I followed him to the door in silence. I opened it enough for him to slip out, and I shook my head at Silvia, indicating not to interrupt me. She looked as though she was dying to get the scoop, but I needed time to digest. Twenty-one years old, and I was about to become the Chief Executive Officer of Rinaldi Holdings, a billion-dollar conglomerate with dangerous ties to the Sicilian Mafia.

      When I was younger, a teacher had gone around the room and asked each of us what we wanted to be when we grew up. It hadn’t taken long for me to formulate a response. Grandfather had had me conditioned at an early age with every intention of passing the company down to his heir apparent. Everyone had given the typical response—firefighter, cop, doctor, lawyer, or congressman, which was ambitious for eight-year-old children. But my answer had trumped all of them and given Mrs. Peterson a shudder.

      I still remembered it.

      I’d stood in front of the class, my head held high, like a Rinaldi, as I said, “I want to rule the world.”

      What child would give that kind of response?

      A product of Angelo Rinaldi III—that’s who.

      Grandfather wouldn’t accept anything less than total world domination.

      As I pressed my palm to the glass, staring down at the ants scrambling below me, I smiled. We were predators, cut from the same cloth as our Sicilian associates.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Standing on the steps of the museum, Celtic punk music pumped through my earbuds as my phone rang with news of my succession.

      Grandfather called from his cell phone, his tone somewhat somber. His driver had taken him back to Rinaldi Manor, our home in Lower Merion, on the outskirts of Philadelphia. He sounded distraught even though he tried to hide his feelings. We all masked our shortcomings, and God forbid you showed any emotions whatsoever in this family.

      I walked the halls, taking my time, as I stared at each piece of art.

      A short press release with a picture taken of me at the last company party would be news by the time I returned to the office. My face would be plastered on the cover of every major newspaper in the country. Once word reached Europe, Mother would call between martinis, trying not to choke on an olive as she mumbled her congratulations.

      For the first time in months, I decided to break out the old flask. We’d shared many good and bad times over the years. This day fell in both categories, falling somewhere between Shoot Me Now and Drink Until I Black Out. Okay, not so much a good day, I supposed. I took a swig of the Disaronno I’d swiped from Grandfather’s office. On short notice, I didn’t have much to work with. His selection of old-man liquors did not include my first choice, but desperate times didn’t leave me much choice.

      The amaretto-flavored liqueur burned a little on its way down. Wandering through each gallery, I finished off the remainder of the liquor, numb from the three glasses I’d drunk before I left the office. Talk about spiraling out of control—if anyone knew how to do that in style, a Rinaldi sure did.

      Grandfather was waiting for the indictment to come down. I plotted ways to give the FBI something to satisfy their hunger. But nothing on the list would keep Luca out of prison.

      I pulled out my phone, desperate to see Luca. I staggered through the museum and stumbled out the front door, ending up at Eakins Oval, a traffic circle facing the stairs the movie Rocky had made famous. I took a seat on the top step, just below the Washington Monument erected at the center of the circle. I watched as the cars whipped around the bend, beeping and yelling, music blaring from speakers as they passed.

      After a few of my drunken texts later, Luca showed up in jeans and a black button-down shirt. His hair had a hint of gel holding down his waves that needed a trim. He shook his head, smiling, as he sat next to me on the step.

      “How on earth did you manage to get over here with all this traffic in your condition? You could’ve gotten yourself killed. People whip around the turn like they’re driving on the autobahn.”

      I shrugged against his chest and laid my head there. He smelled like oranges and soap.

      His wrapped his arms around my waist. “How much have you had to drink, babe?”

      My silence must have upset him as his tone changed from loving boyfriend to the terrifying Mafia boss I knew he could be. “Talk to me, Izzie. What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m the new CEO of Rinaldi Holdings. Grandfather admitted everything to me before the board voted this afternoon. He did it, Luca. He fucking did it for me, for our legacy.” With the tears pouring down my face, the slurred words were incoherent mush. “Twenty-one years old, and I have over thirty-thousand people under my control. That’s not what scares me though. He’s seventy-two, and he will spend the rest of his life in some federal country-club prison. And he’ll do it without blinking an eye. That’s how the men in our family are—stubborn and stupid. I’m not ready. I can’t do this without him.”

      “I could give them information,” he said, stroking my hair. “It might keep the SEC off his back for a little while.”

      “No!” I shouted. Then, I lowered my voice to a whisper, “You’re not going to jail because of a crime he committed.”

      “That’s not what I meant. Maybe we could think of something, a loophole that would give the FBI what they wanted and keep your grandfather out of jail.”

      “I’ve run through every scenario. There’s no way to help Grandfather without turning you over to the Feds, and you’re not leaving me.”

      He nodded. “Now that I have you, I’m never letting you go.”

      I sucked on his bottom lip and slipped my tongue in his mouth. Deepening the kiss, I threaded my fingers through his hair to pull him closer. For a brief period, I forgot we were in the middle of one of the largest traffic circles in Philadelphia. As we were surrounded by car horns and music blaring through speakers, my mind drifted to another place. In this world, nothing existed but the two of us. Our tongues worked at a feverish pace, my body racing into overdrive with each taste.

      “I need you, Luca,” I moaned against his lips. “When we’re apart, it’s like ripping my heart in half, and I’m waiting for the half to come back to me. You’re my family now. Pretty soon, I’ll have nothing left but you.”

      Grandfather would spend the remainder of his life in jail. My life would become a sideshow on display for the world to see. Silvia planned to leave at the end of the summer for grad school in California. Without Luca, I would have nothing, except for a company.

      “You’re already a part of my family. Whatever you need me to do to take away this pain”—his hand hovered over my heart—“tell me, and I’ll do it.”

      “Take me away from here,” I mumbled.

      “I know a place,” he said.

      “Of course you do,” I deadpanned. “You’re Luca fucking Marchese.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      When the elevator opened, Izzie stepped out and was in awe of her surroundings. Her heels clacked along the tiled floor, the sound echoing off the high ceilings. She wore a black dress that wrapped around her perfect curves. I trailed behind her to catch another glimpse of her magnificent ass. Her legs were lean but slightly muscular. All I could think about was shoving my face between them. But she needed to sleep off the alcohol.

      She stepped into the open-concept living room, looked down at the floor, and shook her head. Her eyes lifted up from under her brows at me. “Not only do you live in the penthouse, but you also have imported floors, and…” She pointed at the paintings on the wall. “Those are real, right?” I nodded, and she continued, “Do you own this place?”

      “It’s my dad’s apartment, but he hasn’t used it in a long time.”

      She looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned the entire first floor. “I love it. The view of the Camden Waterfront is incredible.”

      “I’m glad it meets your approval, princess.” I laced my fingers between hers and led her up the spiral staircase to the last door on the left. I pushed open the door to my bedroom, its high ceilings, tiled floor, private balcony, and incredible water view a sight to see.

      Without a word, Izzie ran into the room and plopped down on the king-size bed, stuffing her face in the pillows. She kicked off her heels and untied her dress before rolling herself in the duvet. “Take a nap with me, Luca.” Izzie patted the space next to her, a lazy look in her eyes that indicated we would actually sleep.

      I stripped down to dark gray boxer briefs and curled up against her back, holding her, until she started making the adorable purring sounds I loved so much.

      An hour passed, and sleep evaded me, so I headed downstairs. I wanted to be there when she woke up, but I had a better surprise.
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* * *

      Two hours later, Izzie staggered downstairs, wearing my T-shirt and boxers. Her tousled curls were a little frizzy from her lying on them, but she still looked amazing. She even had on a pair of my black trouser socks that were too big for her tiny feet.

      She stretched her arms above her head and yawned. “Oh my God, what smells so amazing?”

      “It’s a surprise.” I pulled a chair out for her at the kitchen island, gesturing for her to sit. Then, I ventured over to the stove. The aroma of olive oil, herbs, and tomatoes filled the air. I lifted the lid off the stockpot and breathed in the scent.

      Izzie pushed off her chair, now standing beside me with a grin. She wrapped her arm around my back and leaned into me, licking her bottom lip. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nodded.

      She giggled with delight. “Did your mom make it?”

      “No, I did. You know, I can actually cook without Ma around. In fact, I’m the one who does all the prep work at the restaurant.”

      “You made this for me?” She held her hand over her heart, her lips puckered into the cutest smile. “What are we eating with it?”

      I scooped sauce onto a wooden spoon, blowing on it, and I held it out for her to taste. “Rigatoni and the best chicken Parmesan you’ll ever eat.”

      “Mmm…sounds amazing. I love pasta and anything topped with sauce and cheese.” She licked the tomatoes off the spoon and glanced around the kitchen. “We need bread.”

      I pointed to the breadbasket, and she scooped the bag up. She slid the carving board onto the countertop, picked a knife from the block, and sliced a loaf of focaccia bread. I loved watching her make herself at home in the apartment.

      She dangled a slice over her mouth and bit down, chewing, as she walked toward the stove. “Do you mind?” Hovered over the pot, about to dip her bread into it, she hesitated. “My nanny, Domenica, hates when I do this, but if you ask me, it’s the only way to know if the gravy needs more seasoning.” Izzie finished chewing and smiled. “Plus, you get a little snack before dinner.”

      I motioned my hand toward the pot and grinned. “Go right ahead, beautiful. Dip away.”

      She softly kissed me on the lips, and the trace of tomatoes on her breath made me want to devour her.

      “Thanks, boyfriend.”

      After I cleaned the chicken, Izzie helped me bread and fry it. Charged with the task of flipping the cutlets, she hovered over the stove.

      “Do you ever hate being a part of a powerful family?” she asked with a stoic expression.

      Her question took me off guard.

      “I mean, for me, when people find out who I am, it’s like I have a target on my back. Everyone is nice to me, and they pay me absurd compliments. All of a sudden, things are on the house, or the packed restaurant has an open table that just so happens to be the best one in the whole place. But then I get the assholes who hate me because of who I am. In high school, girls always talked shit about me behind my back. That’s a big reason I wasn’t into the whole sorority thing. They called me debu-slut because my mom was whoring it up, and everyone in town knew about it. Those bitches used to throw dollar bills at me when I walked down the hallway. Sometimes, I hate being a Rinaldi.” She frowned. “Now more than ever.”

      “Fear is a powerful motivator. Most people are either scared to death when they hear my name, or they’re intrigued. There’s no middle ground. They either love it or hate it. Girls in the past wanted to use me because they thought our lifestyle was some kind of gateway to being famous. But they had no idea what they were asking for, and it’s not like I could bring an outsider into our family.”

      “Why me then? Is it because of my grandfather’s connections?” She grabbed a pair of tongs and removed the rest of the chicken cutlets from the oil.

      “Your family understands the way we do business. They always have. Our families have many similarities and invested interests. It makes things easier for me in that regard.”

      Lining the bottom of a baking pan with gravy, she placed the chicken on top of it. Her gaze never shifted up from the counter as I guided her through each step.

      “That’s why I wasn’t freaked out by your family.” She sighed quietly. “When I was younger, my grandmother used to curse at Grandfather in Italian. That’s why I know my curses so well. She said the word mafiso a lot, and when I got older, he told me everything about our family, about our connections. I didn’t handle it well at first, but once I warmed up to it, I found I didn’t mind the idea so much.”

      I reached around her, lining the sauced chicken with freshly grated mozzarella and Parmesan cheeses, topping it off with chopped parsley. She folded aluminum foil over the pan and gave me a nice view of her ass as she set it on the bottom rack of the oven.

      “Mr. Catalano, he’s not a normal attorney. He’s your father’s adviser, his consigliere. Am I right?”

      “You’re too smart for your own good.” I punched buttons on the timer and slid my fingers down her bare arm.

      Izzie quivered at the slightest touch. I loved the way she responded to me.

      I uncorked the wine, poured two glasses, and handed one to Izzie as we took a seat at the bar.

      We chatted about our classes until the timer beeped on the oven. With our crazy schedules, we had so much catching up to do. Izzie cooked the rigatoni and mixed in the gravy while I worked on serving the chicken.

      The formal dining room felt too cold with its long mahogany table and twelve-person seating arrangement. I set our plates on the kitchen island and pulled up a chair next to Izzie. She reached onto my plate, soaking up the sauce with her bread, smiling like a kid in a candy store.

      “Okay,” she said, still chewing, her hand held over mouth, “I think this might be the best chicken I’ve ever tasted.”

      The smile on her face made all the hard work worth it.

      “What did I tell you? I learned that recipe from Ma when I was eight, and we’ve been cooking together ever since.”

      “I think it’s cute, how close you are with your mom.” Her eyes fell to her plate, and then she tilted her head just enough to hold my gaze. “It’s really nice. From that night I ate dinner with your family, you made it impossible for me not to love you more each day.”

      I kissed her hair, holding on to the side of her head with my palm. “Ti amo, bella donna.”

      Her bottom lip trembled, and she bit down on it, her entire body now shifting toward me. She placed her palm on my thigh, and I moved my hand on top of hers.

      “Ti amo,” she whispered. It was the first time Izzie told me that she loved me.

      Then, she pushed our plates aside before lunging herself at me and wrapping her legs around my back. I grabbed the back of her head and pressed my lips to her neck to taste her. Fuck dessert. I wanted to lick every inch of her body. Her fingers worked at a feverish pace as she popped open the buttons on my dress shirt. She moaned in my ear, stopping to suck on it.

      Grinding on my dick like a pro, she took my belt off in one swift motion. She slid off me long enough to strip me down to my boxers and then resumed her position on my lap. Our lips met, the hunger of our kiss satisfying a deep aching between us. I unhooked her bra, the straps sliding down her arms and onto the floor.

      “Luca,” she breathed against my neck, “I want you inside me.”

      “C’mon, let’s take this upstairs.”

      She hopped off my lap, and I followed behind her and up the spiral staircase. Izzie stopped at the top of the stairs, and leaned against the wall, her arm raised above her head. My God, she looked sexy. I grabbed her ass in my hands and parted her lips with my tongue, eventually making my way down to her neck and breasts. Her body quivered with each flick of my tongue on her nipples, the pink buds hardening as I licked, sucked, and nibbled on them.

      She moaned so loud. I pulled my boxers down with one hand and gave my dick a quick stroke. I wanted to take my time and devour every inch of her flawless body, but I couldn’t think straight when she made that sound.

      Leaving a trail of kisses down her stomach, I dropped to my knees and spread her legs wider. Each sound of pleasure made my dick so hard that I was in physical agony. I tried to occupy my mind with anything other than how good she tasted and how amazing she felt as I slipped my fingers inside her. She rocked her hips against my mouth, twisting her fingers through my hair, as the hottest orgasmic screams echoed through the hall.

      At this rate, I wasn’t sure how long I’d last, but I had to fuck her.

      I held on to her hips to stabilize her, kissing her one last time, before I led her by the hand to my bedroom. Moonlight cast shadows across my bed, the sheets still in disarray from her nap. Old Luca would have bent her over and fucked her senseless. Instead, I kissed her until the backs of her legs hit the mattress. I fell on top of her, our mouths still melded together. Positioned above her, I rubbed my dick against her clit, a soft purr escaping her mouth.

      The warmth that pooled between her legs sent me over the edge. With the head of my dick pressed at her entrance, I stopped myself. I plucked a condom from the top drawer of the nightstand and rolled the latex over my length.

      Repositioned above her, my elbows on each side of her head, I leaned forward to kiss her neck before making my way to her lips. Her hips arched as she kissed me, her hand gliding down my back. She bit down on her bottom lip, closing her eyes in anticipation. I waited until she opened her eyes again before I slid inside her.

      From the day she’d cursed at me in Italian, I’d been thinking of this moment.

      I took my time, careful not to fill her right away. We were making love, something I’d never done with anyone else. A groan of pleasure, maybe pain, forced her eyes closed, and I tensed, unsure if I should stop.

      I didn’t move any further. I leaned down to kiss her mouth and said, “Am I hurting you?”

      Her eyes remained shut, and she shook her head from side to side.

      “Bella, look at me. I need to make sure you’re okay.”

      She peeked up at me, ran her hand down my backside, and smiled. “Never better.” As if the pain or whatever had caused her apprehension passed, she tightly wrapped her legs around my back. “Luca,” she breathed.

      I damn near lost my mind. As her body relaxed, working in a rhythmic motion along with mine, I lifted her leg over my shoulder, sliding deeper inside her.

      “Oh my God,” she cried out before yelling a bunch of expletives in Italian. She sucked in a deep breath, her chest rising and falling with each groan that escaped her lips. Her eyes found mine, a look of pure ecstasy in them. “Fuck me harder, Luca.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. Now, with both her legs draped over my shoulders, I pounded into her harder, faster. Her body convulsed, the grip she had on my dick tightened, and she screamed so loud that I had to focus on not coming before her. She let out a sigh and propped her head up with her arm, watching me, as I lost control. I collapsed on top of her and kissed her lips before rolling onto the mattress next to her.

      It took a few minutes for me to get my bearings before I could formulate a coherent thought. I smelled of sweat, sex, and Izzie’s vanilla body lotion.

      She curled up into the nook between my arm and shoulder, resting her head on my chest. “That was amazing,” she whispered.

      “You’re amazing.” I planted a kiss on her forehead. “You have no idea how much I love you, Izzie.”

      Now that I’d experienced how it felt to love her, I knew, without a doubt, that what we had was real.

      I’d always thought I would corrupt the future Mrs. Marchese. If not me, then my family would, except Izzie’s own experiences had already hardened her. Almost four months from the day we bumped into each other at the Quad and we were a team—a criminal one, but a team nonetheless. And I’d never loved anyone or anything as much as I did Izzie.

      She traced the outline of my jaw with her thumb, staring up at me with her beautiful eyes. “I love you, too, Luca.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      My eyes fluttered open to the warmth of sunlight on my cheek. A wall of windows boasted a spectacular view of the Delaware River and the Camden Waterfront. I rolled onto my side, away from the bright light, in desperate need of sleep. I reached out for Luca, gripping nothing but the soft Egyptian cotton sheets.

      Startled, I sat up and looked around his bedroom. Just like his room at the frat house, it was immaculate.

      Espresso-brown panels covered the wall behind the bed with matching nightstands on each side. The rest of the space was an off-white that almost appeared gray. I set my feet on the cold marble, and a chill ran through me. Standing, I took the robe at the edge of the bed, and I wrapped myself in the black silky fabric that stopped just above my knees. On the floor, I found a pair of UGG slippers and slid my feet inside. They were not mine yet fit me perfectly. I wondered if they belonged to another girl, and now, horrible thoughts were racing through my mind.

      After fixing my hair in the mirror, I wandered downstairs to smell the scent of bacon. My heart calmed down when I saw Luca in front of the stove. His dark waves were tousled, and a pair of gray boxer briefs hugged his tan skin. He was fucking perfection. I didn’t approach at first, too focused on watching him cook me breakfast.

      In such a short time, I had fallen in love with the most amazing man.

      Satisfaction didn’t even begin to describe the feeling that washed over me.

      I snuck behind him. With my face pressed against his back, I hugged him.

      His hand slid on top of mine, and he spun me around and into his arms. “Morning, beautiful.”

      The kiss he planted on my lips sent a shiver through me.

      “Morning, boyfriend,” I said, glowing with delight.

      “You’re just in time.” He released me to set a plate of crispy bacon on the island and spooned scrambled eggs onto our plates. “I was going to bring you breakfast in bed. You looked so peaceful. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      Luca tugged at the belt on my robe and smiled. He took in the sight of my naked body and sucked in a deep breath. “I’m glad this fit, but I think I like it better on the floor.”

      I frowned. “Please tell me this doesn’t belong to another girl.”

      He shook his head, laughing. “Of course not. You should know me better than that.”

      I threw my hands on my hips in irritation. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re the only girl who’s ever been in this apartment, let alone my bed. I had my father’s assistant messenger over a few things for you this morning. There’s a new outfit and some girlie shit in that bag over there.” He pointed to a gray-and-white tote on the couch in the living room.

      I stood up on my toes, a rush of energy surging through me, and I crashed against his mouth. Our lips parted, as we were hungry with desire for each other. The taste of toothpaste and bacon, an odd but delicious combination, made my stomach growl.

      We had worked up an appetite last night, and now, hours later, I was starving. But I wanted him more than food, water, or even air.

      Each kiss, I took in the scent of his citrus cologne, completely intoxicated by him.

      “I think I love you a little more now than I did last night, Luca.”

      His hands cupped my backside, and he lifted me onto the counter, my robe sliding off my shoulders. He stood between my legs, his eyes glazing over every inch of my body. “You are so beautiful, Izzie.” He leaned down and sucked on my neck, making my body tense. “I love you, I love you, I fucking love you,” he breathed against my skin.

      I raked my fingers through his messy hair and looked into his denim-blue irises. “I fucking love you, too.”

      He laughed into the crook of my neck and pulled his boxer briefs over his hips before kicking them across the kitchen floor. With my palms pressed on the counter, I arched my hips, and then he pushed inside me.

      “Oh my God, baby.” He made this sound, something between a grunt and a hiss, that made me want to come on the spot. “You feel so good.”

      I gripped my thighs around him, a moan escaping my lips, as he rocked into me. It felt so amazing that I never wanted it to end.

      But then Luca stopped moving, and a strange expression crossed his face. His nose wrinkled in disgust as he glanced around the room, his hand resting on my leg. “Shit. I don’t have any more condoms.”

      “It’s okay. I’m on birth control.” Then I rethought the idea. “Well…I don’t know. Maybe we shouldn’t. You’ve been with a lot of girls.”

      “You’re the first girl I’ve been inside of without one. If you’re not comfortable, I get it. It’s not a big deal.”

      In response, I looped my arms around his neck and sucked on his bottom lip. As he leaned forward, I pressed my leg against his backside and pushed him deeper inside me. He gripped my thigh, slowly easing in and out of me until his pace grew faster. Once I adjusted to his size, I leaned back on my elbows to change to angle. A burst of pleasure shot through me as he lifted my left leg over his shoulder.

      He made a face that said, Yeah, you like that, baby?

      Fuck yeah!

      With each rapid movement, the tension built up. A series of moans erupted between us, but he wasn’t even close. He had the stamina of a goddamn racehorse. A thin layer of sweat coated my thighs when he kissed my skin, raising my leg higher. He rubbed my clit with his thumb.

      A chill rushed over me in waves, hardening my swollen nipples. I bit down on my lip, noting how numb my gums felt, as another orgasm ripped through me. I stared up at him and watched as he groaned in pleasure, finally collapsing on top of me. He laid his head on my stomach, and I ran my fingers through his sweat-glistened hair.

      “Thanks for breakfast,” I said, trying to stifle a laugh.

      As he was still inside me, the corners of his mouth turned up into a wicked smile. “My pleasure.”
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* * *

      Between my new position as CEO and Luca dealing with fraternity business, our schedules were insane. We would see each other between classes, managing to steal a few hours here and there.

      On my last day of class before winter break, I pulled open the door to Hancock Hall and slipped through the side entrance. The long corridors were crowded. With dark sunglasses covering their faces, a group of girls nursing hangovers strolled by me. They held on to each other for support, practically falling into me, as I rounded the corner. I stepped to the side, somehow managing to balance my coffee.

      Mostly commuters filled the halls at this hour. Anyone who lived on campus looked like the walking dead.

      Outside the auditorium, a crowd gathered, stretching down the center of the aisle. On each side, boys in hunter-green Delta Sigma T-shirts held bouquets of red roses.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth when I saw Luca standing at the end of the line. People nodded their heads as I walked by, staring at me with a strange curiosity.

      As I walked toward Luca, I felt like a deer in headlights. “What are you doing?” I asked, unable to hide my smile.

      He shrugged, and I fell into his arms, taking in his delicious scent, as his muscles tightened around me.

      “Too much?” Luca asked.

      I looked up at him, unblinking, still trying to find the appropriate words for the mixture of emotions running through me. “Um…yeah. But—”

      Luca took my hand and kissed the top. I closed my eyes as his touch sent electricity shooting up my arm.

      When I opened them, he stared back at me, his mouth turned up into a wide grin. “Are you free tonight?”

      I glanced around the room, shocked my professor had allowed him to disrupt his class.

      Luca and I’d spoken at length about his father and the unnecessary abuse of power. Luca had assured me that he had nothing to do with the Mafia.

      I also believed him when he’d said he wanted to be a lawyer and not a thug.

      He reaped the benefits of his father’s lifestyle, which still bothered me. But I had come to accept the good with the bad. It wasn’t like my family was any prize.

      I pressed my index finger to my lips and tilted my head to the side, as if deep in thought, fighting a wicked smile. “I’ll have to check my schedule.” I laughed and made him sweat it out for a second. “But I think I can pencil you in.”

      One side of his mouth lifted higher than the other, and his eyebrow rose with it. “Dio mio, woman. What am I gonna do with you?”

      “How about you kiss me? That would be a good start.”

      He cupped my face in his hands, sliding his thumb along my jaw, and pressed his mouth to mine. He parted my lips with his tongue, expertly working his magic as he kissed me. I felt his kiss from my fingertips down to my toes, heat settling between my legs. When his lips separated from mine, I needed more.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven.” Luca wiped a strand of hair from my forehead and kissed my skin.

      My body was still trembling, as he walked away, instructing his brothers on where to take the bouquets.

      Wow, I mouthed as I took my usual seat in the last row.
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* * *

      That night, I slipped into a tight black dress that hugged my curves and stopped a few inches above the knees. Decked out in my finest jewels and a splash of makeup, which was rare for me, I felt like a different person.

      For a second, I reminded myself of my mother. The last time I had seen her, she had worn a vintage Chanel dress and sunglasses, a string of Mikimoto pearls around her neck. She’d looked like a modern-day Jackie Kennedy. Her black hair had been draped over her shoulders, brushing across my face as she’d bent down to kiss me. In her prime, she had been a model, but her drinking had gotten in the way. We shared quite a few similarities, except she had hair like silk and I had my father’s blonde curls.

      As I stared in the mirror, I wondered if she would make an appearance for the holidays. I had an extra week before we would have to vacate the dorms. With my new job taking up most of my time, I planned to stay in the city. Silvia had left after her last class to meet her parents at the airport, so until after the break, all I had was Luca.

      A knock on the door sent me floating across the room. I opened the door and flew into Luca’s arms. My legs looked long and toned, but even though I was in four-inch heels, Luca still towered over me.

      “You look…” Luca shook his head in the doorway, drinking me in. “Wow, babe. You are so beautiful.”

      He flashed a smile that made my heart skip a few beats as we walked down the hall, students doing a double take as we passed. On our way to his car, we ran into Penny, who smiled and waved, as he helped me into his black Mercedes.

      Once inside his car, Luca unbuttoned his charcoal-gray suit jacket. Knowing him, a tailor had stitched every thread by hand. I loved the sight of him in a suit, a white button-down shirt, and a black tie. Every nerve ending in my body felt as though it were on fire.

      And, when he kissed my hand and linked our fingers together as he whipped through the city, I almost forgot to breathe. Almost. He still had that effect on me.

      We spoke a few words in the fifteen minutes it took him to navigate the city. He drove like an animal, even in rush-hour traffic. My body tensed as he handled each curve, but it wasn’t his driving that had me unnerved.

      “You’re quiet,” Luca said, parking at the valet stand in front of a crowded restaurant. “What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?”

      “I’m just taking it all in.” I shrugged against the leather seat, my eyes trained on the brightly lit storefront. “I have a lot to deal with—you know, with Grandfather, the new merger, and of course, my new position. I’m just glad school is almost over.”

      A short man wearing a red-and-black valet jacket opened my door before Luca could respond. “Miss Rinaldi, welcome to Luciano’s.”

      Surprised he knew my name, I raised my eyebrow at Luca.

      He winked, a wide grin stretching across his lips. Then, he slid out of the driver’s seat.

      “Thank you,” I said as the man helped me out of the sports car.

      Luca patted him on the shoulder and dropped the keys along with a hundred-dollar bill into his palm. “Thanks, Jimmy.”

      Luca guided me toward the restaurant.

      Another man, middle-aged with short dark hair, held open a massive oak door for us, greeting Luca and me by name. We stepped inside, and the scents of garlic and herbs assaulted my senses. It smelled so amazing. I could practically taste it on my tongue. The space was deceptively large with a second floor that overlooked an open kitchen you could see into from every angle. The walls were brick, and the floor was a dark shade of bamboo that shone in the dim light. In the far corner, I noticed a wine bar made of casks, set up for tastings. The place was simple yet elegant.

      Behind the host desk, a young woman with long dark hair waved at Luca. “Mr. Marchese, your table is ready. Please follow me.”

      She escorted us through the dining area to a private room in the back, checking out Luca over her shoulder as she made polite conversation. French doors opened to an impressive space with leather couches built into the walls. On our right were a bar and entrance to the kitchen.

      We slid into an oversize semicircular booth lit by candlelight and centered beneath a massive crystal chandelier.

      The hostess unfolded a cloth napkin on my lap and poured us each a glass of wine before exiting.

      I touched his thigh, taking a sip of what tasted like pinot grigio. “I’m sensing a pattern here. Is this restaurant named after your dad?”

      “Nope. He named it after me.”

      I tapped his wine glass with mine and took another sip. “So, I’m guessing there’s also a Mario’s and an Anthony’s somewhere around here.”

      Luca gently stroked my shoulder with his fingers. “Yep. My dad likes to name stuff after us. Mario’s is over on Lombard Street, and Anthony’s is actually a deli in South Philly.”

      “Grandfather names everything Rinaldi something or other. At least you guys get your own restaurants.”

      He kissed me on the cheek. “How about I buy one and name it after you? We’ll call it Bella’s.”

      I glanced over at him and smiled.

      Before I had time to respond, his mother stepped through the double doors, a wide grin on her face. “Luca,” she said. Glowing with genuine excitement, she leaned over and kissed him on his left and then right cheek.

      “Hey, Ma.” He released her from his embrace and turned toward me, his hand sliding across my back. “You remember Bella.”

      “Of course. Isabella, I’m so glad you gave my son another chance. He needs a woman like you in his life.”

      She bent over and kissed me in the same fashion as Luca, and I kissed her back.

      Francesca oozed warmth and had that natural motherly quality about her. My deadbeat mother never even called, let alone cared. I wished I’d had a mother like her.

      “I hear congratulations are in order,” Francesca beamed.

      My eyebrow rose, confusion washing over me, until I realized where this was going. “Oh, right. Thank you.”

      “CEO of Rinaldi Holdings, how wonderful. And you looked beautiful in your picture. I loved the article the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote about you.”

      “Thank you. I’m still trying to get used to the position. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

      She sat next to me and touched my forearm. “It’s terrible what they’re putting your grandfather through at his age. I’ll say a novena for him.”

      “I appreciate it, Francesca. Thank you. He can use all the prayers he can get.”

      Francesca was referring to the constant supply of unmarked cars lurking around Rinaldi Manor. Any day now, I expected the FBI and SEC to raid our offices, but Agent Marx was holding out hope that I could deliver something on the Marchese family. Grandfather would not allow that to happen. Raised with certain principles, Rinaldis did not snitch.

      Francesca tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear and straightened a burgundy blouse that hung loose from her petite frame. “I’ll let the chef know you’re ready. Isabella, it was nice seeing you. You’ll have to come over for the holidays.”

      Luca clutched my hand tighter, holding it under the table on his thigh.

      The warmth rushing through my body made the corners of my mouth lift. “I’d love to.”

      His mother opened the door and looked over her shoulder one last time. “Arrivederci.” Then, she disappeared into the crowded restaurant.

      The head chef, a man who spoke mostly Italian, delivered our meals. We started with focaccia topped with pomodoro sauce, followed by pasta e fagioli soup, Caesar salad, and gnocchi in a creamy Gorgonzola sauce.

      By the time dessert came, I said, “I can’t eat any more.” I patted my stomach.

      Luca held a chocolate chip cannoli to my lips, and I couldn’t resist my favorite pastry. I took a bite, a low moan escaping my lips, as I chewed. “Your family sure can cook.”

      He shrugged and finished off the rest of the cannoli, licking a bit of ricotta filling off his lips. “We’re Italian. Good food is engrained in our DNA.”

      I chuckled, my mind drifting from his lips into dark territory. “My mom is Italian, and she can’t fry an egg. Without Domenica, Grandfather and I probably would have starved to death.”

      “Where is your mom?” Luca asked, staring back with a genuine sadness behind his beautiful blue eyes.

      All the time we’d spent together, he never asked about my parents, knowing it was a sore subject.

      “Off with husband four or five. I lost track a long time ago.”

      Luca brushed my cheek with his thumb as he pushed a curl away from my face. “What about your dad?”

      “He was around. Don’t get me wrong; I love him to death. My dad started a software company with a few friends and its based out of Germany. He lives there most of the year when he’s not traveling.”

      “My dad worked a lot, too. But Ma had one rule; he could never miss Sunday dinner.” Luca flashed a wicked grin and kissed my neck, his breath sending chills throughout my entire body. He stroked my hair, staring at me with wide blue eyes. “Stay with me over winter break.”

      “In the frat house? I don’t know, Luca.”

      “No, the apartment. We can live there until after the holidays. I usually stay at my parents’ house a few days over Christmas. Will you come with me?”

      I ran my fingers down his thigh and kept my hand rested above his kneecap. That seemed to provoke a slight response. “Wherever you are, I want to be.”

      He took my hand and held it over his heart. “Ma always says, when it’s right, you can feel it, and she’s never wrong. This is what you do to me.”

      I smiled as I felt his heart beating against my palm. He did the same to me.

      “She’s a smart woman.”

      Luca cupped my face in his hands, gauging my reaction. I slid my fingers across his neck and pulled him closer. His lips were smooth, and he softly kissed me, his tongue working in harmony with mine.

      “Bella,” Luca breathed as he slid my hand over his bulging erection, “see what else you do to me.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumbled.

      I wanted him to have his way with me right there.

      We stayed wrapped up in each other for several minutes, kissing and panting, before our breathing became too erratic. I needed a break before I straddled him in the booth.

      Luca ran the pad of his thumb over my knuckles. “If someone had told me I would be bringing my girlfriend home for Christmas, I would have laughed at them. I love you, Izzie. My family loves you. No matter what happens, I’m here for you, and so is my family. The next few months will be tough, but it’s nothing we can’t get through together.”

      I swallowed to clear the lump in my throat.

      With a new perspective on the Riverfront Realty deal and our lives intertwined, we had bonded through our mutual disrespect for the law. Despite my inner warnings to stay away from his family, knowing my involvement with them could land me in prison, I was too much of an idiot to listen. No one could keep me from him, not even the threat of the police. They were the reason we used burner phones, checked our cars for tracking devices, and swept our office for bugs weekly. We were in too deep, and from what I could tell, we always would be.

      “I love you,” I mumbled against his lips. “I’m with you, no matter what.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      The day after finals, I moved into Luca’s apartment that overlooked the Delaware River.

      When I woke up in Luca’s arms, it took me a second to remember where I was. He had my head nestled below his chin and his hand on my breast. I attempted to peel off the soft duvet wrapped around us. It was December, and in Philadelphia, this time of the year was usually frigid, but it was still warm enough outside to get away with a light jacket. I stirred in his arms, waking him from a deep sleep.

      He kissed my forehead and whispered, “Where are you going, babe?”

      I propped my left elbow on the pillow, my head pounding from the shots of Cuervo I’d drunk the night before. Luca had invited Mark and Hunter to the apartment for a pre-Christmas get-together to celebrate the end of the fall semester.

      “I need to go into the office for a few hours. I won’t be long.”

      Luca mumbled something that sounded like, “Be careful and love you,” thrown together. He looked so peaceful in sleep.

      As I slipped off the bed, trying my best not to wake him again, he started snoring. I pulled on a pair of black yoga pants from the armchair by the window and paired it with a long-sleeved shirt and running jacket. I opened a bottle of fruit-punch Gatorade that was in the mini fridge in the corner of Luca’s room, soaking up the electrolytes before heading downstairs.

      I rode the elevator to the ground floor, and when the doors opened, I almost fell into a man in a dark pin-striped suit. He apologized, stepping around me to enter the vacant elevator. I strolled through the dimly lit garage in search of my car. Luca’s apartment came with a handful of parking spaces in section A1, which wasn’t far from the lobby.

      As I reached my car, I gripped the handle to activate the automatic door locks on the BMW M Series Coupé Grandfather had bought me over the summer. It was dark blue with light-brown interior and every gadget imaginable.

      I heard a car pull up behind me, and the sound of a window rolling down was audible in the quiet garage. I glanced over my shoulder, about to get into my car, when I noticed an unmarked black Town Car.

      Agent Marx leaned out the tinted window, his gelled sandy-blond hair and fuck-you smirk greeting me. His face was clean-shaven, same as last time, but now, he donned a navy tailored suit, fitted to his thick frame. He looked more like a made man than a cop. I wondered if he was on the Marchese payroll. Federal agents made good money, but they didn’t make enough to afford an Armani suit or Cartier cuff links. Grandfather had several pairs just like his.

      I walked toward his car, an angry scowl on my lips. “Can I help you, Agent Marx? I have a company to run, and I don’t have time to play Let’s Make a Deal with you.”

      “I love this time of the year,” he said, sucking in a deep breath of cool air. “Don’t you? The city is decorated for the holidays, and everyone is in a rush to go shopping for their loved ones, too busy to notice what’s going on around them.”

      “Do you have a point?” I pushed my handbag strap over my shoulder and moved my hands to my hips. “Like I said, I have a company to run.”

      “I hear congratulations are in order.” He gave me a hint of a contemptuous smile, taunting me. “But I wouldn’t get too comfortable in your new position. Your grandfather only stepped down to take the spotlight off him, but I can assure you, we have enough information to take down your little empire.”

      I pivoted my foot toward my car, rage bubbling inside me, and I started walking away from him.

      “Not so fast, Miss Rinaldi. You haven’t opened my present yet.” Agent Marx’s deep voice echoed off the ceiling of the garage, sending a chill down my spine.

      “If that’s some sick joke, I don’t want any part of it.” I spun around and rolled my eyes at him. “You can unwrap your own present.” I was at my car, my fingers on the handle, when I decided to look at him once more and wave. “Have a nice day.”

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Agent Marx stepped out of his car and straightened his suit jacket. “I already have what I need. Get in the car, and I’ll show you, Miss Rinaldi. We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Take your pick.”

      I debated leaving before deciding it was best to know what Agent Marx had on Luca and Grandfather. Once I was inside the car, Agent Marx removed a manila folder from the backseat and set it on my lap. I stuck my hand inside and pulled out a stack of photographs.

      I flipped through the photos. Men ranging in age from early twenties to late fifties were paired with scantily clad women. Prostitutes or strippers, I assumed. Hunter, Mark, and Luca were in one set with three women who’d draped themselves over their arms. They had shots of Luca and EJ, who I knew was one of Luca’s oldest friends and biggest losers, exchanging money. EJ had the appearance of a junkie—his dark hair shaggy and unkempt, his cheeks hollowed out, and his skin sallow. None of the pictures proved anything. To a jury, it would look like Luca was a drug dealer, not running an illegal gambling operation, which he’d promised me he would stop.

      I sucked in a deep breath and sighed. “These are the same pictures only in a different location.”

      “Look at the date stamp. They were taken last week in this garage.”

      I checked the date in the corner of the photos. It was the same night I had gone to the library with Silvia to study for my law final. Luca was supposed to be at a fraternity meeting that night.

      A maddening rage brewed inside me, and when I glanced up at Agent Marx in disbelief, he had his usual fuck-you smirk on his lips. He made me so angry that I threw the pictures in his face, allowing them to fall like a deck of cards.

      “I had a feeling that would change your mind,” he said in a hushed tone. “We already have a confidential informant working with us, but you would make an even better witness for a grand jury.”

      I sighed and sank back against the headrest. “What happens if I say no?”

      “Luca and your grandfather will rot in jail. And don’t think your grandfather stepping down has absolved your company of his sins. You’re CEO now, which makes you responsible for the actions of those who work for you.”

      “All you want is something tying Luca to illegal gambling, and this will all go away?”

      “Your grandfather is an old man. We can work something out with the SEC, but that depends on your participation.” He picked up the photos from his lap and at his feet and scanned them.

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” I mumbled. “What do you want?”

      “The ledger for the Pennsport apartment building.”

      “Why on earth would you want that? You’re stalking me over accounting records you could easily find on your own? You know they’re public knowledge, right? As a tax-paying citizen, I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do your job, Agent Marx.”

      “Does it matter why I want it?” He snickered. “All that matters is that I do. Now, will you turn it over or not?”

      “I need time to think things through.” I had no intention of working with the FBI even though I was wondering if I should consider it.

      “Trust no one,” Grandfather had said to me when I was a child. “The man who shakes your hand will be the same man who stabs you in the back, if you don’t watch him.”

      Was that man Agent Marx or Luca?

      I had mixed feelings about the situation, unsure of how to proceed. Rinaldis were not snitches, but if some stupid ledger that contained nothing more than sloppy handwritten notes could solve all of our problems, then it had to be worth it.

      I pulled on the door handle, and before I stepped out of the car, I said, “Who’s your informant?”

      “I can’t tell you that.” He turned the key in the ignition to start the engine.

      “Do I know this person?”

      Looking up from the steering wheel, he nodded.

      I looked him in the eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “This time, Miss Rinaldi, you’d better deliver. We’ll be in touch.”
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* * *

      After my meeting with Agent Marx, I went straight to the office, rode the elevator up to the fiftieth floor, and headed into Grandfather’s office without speaking to anyone. I had given Grandfather’s secretary, who now worked for me, the week off, so I could sort through the mess left behind for me to clean up.

      I wanted to hide the FBI investigation, and I didn’t want our employees to know what I was looking for, not that it was anyone’s business.

      The FBI had an informant, most likely someone on the inside of my company. At the moment, I didn’t trust Luca, let alone one of the thousands of people who worked in this building.

      I sat down in front of Grandfather’s computer, rolled the high-back leather chair into the long mahogany desk, and leaned my elbow on it for support. Scrolling through his desktop, I opened the software installed a few years ago by the security firm we’d hired.

      Without a clue of what I was looking for, I flipped through surveillance footage from each department over the past few weeks. I stopped at the legal department, assuming whoever leaked the information about our merger had to have access to the documentation. A quick scan of the user-access logs, and I had my list narrowed down to ten people, one of them including Penny. Rob, a handful of attorneys, and their paralegals also had access to privileged information.

      Luca had informed me of Savvy’s threat to report our families’ merger to the press, facts obtainable through inquiries with the State Department or our families’ companies. I assumed Penny had helped her. Other than her insane jealousy, what reason did Savvy have to expose our business transaction? Something was off about her motivations.

      I reached across the desk, pressed the secure line on Grandfather’s phone, and dialed the number to the private line at Rinaldi Manor.

      On the second ring, I heard Grandfather’s deep voice.

      “Pronto.” He only spoke Italian on the phone to make it harder for anyone listening to translate. Even though this was a private line, his paranoia was always present.

      “Nonno,” I said in a hushed tone, “I’m calling from your office. You can speak freely.”

      “Isabella, it’s nice to hear your voice. How are you? You don’t sound well.”

      “They came to see me again.” He knew that meant Agent Marx. “They’re looking for a libro mastro.” For whatever reason, I was afraid to say ledger over the wire.

      He didn’t speak for a minute or two, leaving me with the sound of his breathing and my racing heartbeat.

      “We need to talk. Stay where you are. I’ll be there in an hour.”

      Before I had the chance to say anything, the line went dead. Whatever this ledger contained, it was important enough to warrant a personal visit from Angelo Rinaldi III. That alone terrified me.
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* * *

      An hour later, Grandfather appeared in the doorway, dressed in a black Prada suit, complete with diamond cuff links, a matching fedora that covered his dark hair, and a black cashmere scarf around his neck. He looked like the CEO of a billion-dollar company, unlike me with my running clothes and mess of curls framing my mascara-smeared face. Between drinking the night before and crying on my way to the office, I hadn’t had time to pull myself together.

      Grandfather shut the door and locked it. Walking toward the desk, he removed his scarf and hat and set them on the chair in front of me.

      “I need to show you something, Isabella. The ledger Agent Marx wants is not an accounting ledger—at least, not in the traditional sense.”

      “I knew the numbers didn’t add up in the Pennsport ledgers. I went through them for a month and couldn’t make sense of them.”

      “That’s not the ledger he wants.”

      Grandfather sank to his knee and removed a panel from the front of the mahogany desk fit for a boardroom. He held up a circle the size of my palm, decorated in olive leaves, and placed it on the chair next to him. Then, from his jacket pocket, he extracted a tiny key that looked as though it would open a gym locker. He inserted the key inside a hole in the desk, and a loud click followed.

      From floor to ceiling, the entire room was paneled in dark wood, matching his desk. He walked across the room and tapped above the fireplace mantel, an addition I’d never understood. Given the inability to burn wood in an office building, it appeared out of place. But no one had seemed to notice. Instead, they’d applauded Grandfather for his design choices. The logs inside the fireplace were as fake as our family.

      Grandfather bent down and placed his hand on a log from the pile, lifting the entire set of synthetic embers with it. Underneath was a secret compartment with enough room to fit the small tote bag and a stack of leather journals. He grabbed ahold of the books and rose to his feet, a muffled groan escaping his lips.

      Not that he would complain, but Domenica had mentioned his recent back problems to me. She was worried about his health now that the SEC was closing in on his illegal trades.

      Grandfather sat on the couch in the center of the office, gesturing for me to sit next to him. He placed two leather journals on the coffee table in front of us and tapped his fist on the top cover.

      “This book is your ticket to power, Isabella. Everyone from district judges, senators, police chiefs, made men, and moguls are in this book. You are the head of this family now, and this is your cross to bear. The Feds will come for me, but this journal is freedom. Do what you will with it.”

      He lifted the top book and set it on the table next to the stack. Then, he lifted the next book. “This ledger will destroy you, if you allow it. Your mother is weak—she couldn’t handle the truth—but you’re tough, amore mia.

      “My father gave me a choice when I took over for him, just as I am giving you one now. Rinaldis live by a code, one I’ve raised you to follow. You understand what it means to be a Rinaldi. I believe in you, and I know you’ll make the right decision.”

      Afraid to touch the books and unsure of how to respond, I shifted my gaze between the table and Grandfather. Whatever was in those books could save Grandfather and Luca.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      We had less than one week until Christmas, and the guest bedroom in my parents’ house was stacked with presents for my family.

      Izzie wrapped each gift on a plush area rug stretched across the hardwood floor in red lace bra and panties. Flat on my stomach, I propped myself up with my elbows and watched her from the bed. She wouldn’t let me near her until she placed the last bow on my brothers’ gifts.

      Three days before, she’d come home from the office with mascara-streaked cheeks and her curls in a mess on top of her head, like a bird had taken up residence. I could tell something was bothering her. Every time I’d tried to talk to her, she’d straddle me, tell me to fuck her senseless, and then lock herself in my bedroom or fall asleep. She claimed to have work to do, and with her grandfather out of the picture at Rinaldi Holdings, I didn’t doubt it.

      Izzie stacked the presents against the wall, and her tight ass taunted me as she cleaned up her mess. When she sat back on the rug, she spread her legs wide, calling me forward with her index finger.

      Using a piece of leftover string, she tied a loose knot and slipped her hands through it. “Come unwrap your present,” she said in hushed voice.

      I hopped off the bed and crawled over to her. I was careful not to tickle her as I kissed the inseam of her thigh. Despite all the sex we had been having, Izzie was distant, using blow jobs and orgasms as shields. I tugged on the gold ribbon, releasing her from her makeshift shackle.

      “Luca,” she moaned. Then, she threaded her fingers through my hair. “Stop teasing me, and fuck me already.”

      She took fistfuls of my shirt in her hands to pull me closer. “Take this off,” she commanded.

      I complied, the charcoal T-shirt falling onto the floor behind me.

      Sitting up, she got on her knees in front of me to strip away my belt and pull down my jeans. I had to sit back to remove them, kicking them off along with my boxers and socks.

      Izzie bent over and positioned herself on the rug, a sexy look in her hazy blue eyes, as she shook her ass. “I want you to fuck me like this.”

      I moved behind her and placed my hand on her back, the other massaging her breast. She let out a strangled moan as I pushed inside her, gently easing in and out until I felt her body relax. All she wanted to do was eat, fuck, and sleep—in that order. The lack of intimacy between us, replaced by an animalistic passion I normally loved about Izzie, was creating a barrier no amount of sex could break down.

      I gripped her hips, my pace quickening with each mutter of my name, followed by curses in Italian. That dirty mouth of hers, the grip she had on my dick, and the pressure building as an orgasm ripped through her sent me over the edge. I came hard and fast, collapsing on top of her to catch my breath. Her body trembled, and I pulled her to my chest, my arms around her stomach, as we sank to the ground, bodies intertwined.

      I positioned her between my legs as I leaned back against the footboard. She rested her head on my shoulder and kissed my neck.

      “I needed that.” She looked up at me with tears in her eyes.

      I ran my fingers down her arm, little goose bumps pricking her skin from my touch. “What’s wrong, babe?”

      A single tear fell from her eye, and I wiped it away with my thumb.

      “You need to talk to me. You’ve been acting weird lately. I can’t fuck away all of your problems, but if I can, I’ll make it better. But I need to know what I can do to help you.”

      “Agent Marx came to see me again. He showed me pictures of you and your friends with strippers.” She sniffed back her tears. “They were taken last Thursday when you were supposed to be at a fraternity meeting. You promised me you were done gambling, that you’d stop with all of this childish bullshit.” Izzie peeled herself from my arms and sat cross-legged in front of me. “The FBI has proof of your operation. They have a confidential informant who’s willing to testify. Agent Marx offered to let you and Grandfather off the hook if I turn over a ledger.”

      “Oh,” I muttered. I had only heard about the infamous ledgers that were part of the Pennsport deal, but I knew they contained enough information to keep the FBI and local police busy for years. “What are you going to do?”

      “The only thing I can do…act dumb. I’m not giving it to them.” She covered her mouth with her hand and sucked in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Luca, but I can’t give them what they want even though all I want to do is save you and Grandfather from what’s ahead.”

      I reached out and stroked her hand, her smooth skin like silk beneath my callous thumb. “I understand, amore mia. You’ve made the right decision. It’s what I would’ve done if I were in your situation. But don’t shut me out.”

      “You’re going to jail, Luca. How am I supposed to live with myself, knowing I could’ve gotten you out of this? I have the one thing that can make all of this go away.”

      “I’m a Marchese, babe. I can do a dime while standing on my head. I know that sounds like a long time, and I hope you’ll wait for me—”

      Her lips crashed against mine, and she slipped her tongue in my mouth. Our tongues worked in harmony with one another as I pulled her onto my lap.

      I’d loved this woman from the day I kissed her in that wine cellar. She’d never wanted anything from me other than companionship. Now, all she wanted was my love and support. I’d never allow her to sacrifice her principles, something I valued about her, to protect me from prison.

      “Snitches ain’t nothing but bitches,” I said, laughing, as our lips separated.

      Her mouth curled up into a devilish grin, the first real smile I’d seen in days. “This is why I love you, Luca.” She pressed down on my leg and pushed herself up to her feet, holding her hand out to me. “C’mon, you can show me how much you love me in the shower.”
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* * *

      Christmas Eve dinner, the culmination of my mother’s hard work over the past week, slaving over a hot stove, was a preview for tomorrow night. Our entire family, close friends, and my father’s business associates and their families never missed Ma’s famous Christmas dinner. Everyone would come to pay respects to the don, but it didn’t hurt that Ma was a fantastic chef.

      Lucky to cook macaroni and cheese without burning it, Izzie spent most of the day in the kitchen with Ma, learning how to cook.

      I sat on a stool and watched the only women I’d ever loved prepare a feast fit for an army. Izzie leaned over a stockpot, smiling at me, as she stirred herbs into the gravy. She insisted I let her cook, but I had to add a few missed ingredients when she wasn’t looking.

      One day, I’d make this woman my wife, if I made it out of this mess alive. Prison wasn’t for the faint of heart. My father would make sure I had connections on the inside, but I was scared to death. I didn’t want Izzie to know about my doubts.

      I cut a slice of bread from the loaf on the counter and reached around Izzie to dip it in the pot. She opened her mouth, taking a bite, as I slipped my hand on her waist.

      Izzie gave me a quick peck on the cheek and stepped away from the stove. She lifted a loaf of cut bread and put it on a wooden board. Ma turned around to face the counter, sliding a lasagna dish in front of Izzie. They muttered a few words to each other, Ma patting Izzie on the back and Izzie lovingly touching her hand. At least my family would take care of Izzie while I was away.

      Once my girls had assembled dinner, everyone took their seats around the table, my father at one end and Ma at the other. My father insisted Izzie sit next to him, which secured me a place next to her. Somehow, my relationship with Izzie had made my father less hostile toward me. My brothers sat opposite Izzie and me, followed by Enzo along with his wife, Carmela, and EJ on my left.

      Ma’s friend Angelina, her husband, and their grown children sat near Aunt Concetta. Marco, the chef at Francesca’s Brick Oven Pizza, sat next to Aunt Concetta and three of my cousins. Various business associates were scattered throughout, but we were mostly in the presence of family.

      Midway through dinner, Izzie looked distracted, staring down at her cell phone as it kept buzzing next to her plate. My father had a no electronic devices rule at the dinner table, but Izzie was waiting to hear back form Rob Greenberg about her Grandfather’s legal case, and when it came to Angelo Rinaldi, my father always made an exception.

      My father looked at Izzie, concerned. “Everything okay, Isabella?”

      She set her fork on her plate next to an untouched helping of pasta. “No, Mr. Marchese, I don’t think so.” Her eyes drifted down to her phone again, fear registering on her face.

      I leaned over and saw that the caller ID said Rinaldi Manor.

      “Answer your phone, babe,” I said.

      My father nodded his approval.

      She slid her finger along the screen and held it to her ear. Before she could say hello, a woman on the other end screamed into the receiver, frantic.

      “Domenica, slow down. What happened to Nonno?” Izzie pushed her chair out from the table, the legs sliding loudly across the tiled floor and drawing the attention of those at the table. She was about to walk away and stopped. “It’s going to be okay. Domenica, stop crying. I’ll send a car for you.”

      Then, I heard a man’s voice, a loud deep rumble.

      “Rob, oh thank God.” She let out a deep breath. “Did they raid the office? Yes, I’m well aware of its existence.” She nodded, holding on to the back of my chair for support, her face turned toward the wall. “It’s in a safe place. When can I see him?”

      Her conversation went on for another five minutes, her voice softening as she spoke to her Grandfather’s attorney, Rob Greenberg. I noted the grip she had on my chair, the wood practically crumbling beneath her fingers.

      The tone of the conversation shifted.

      All of a sudden, her voice filled with tears. “No!” she said so loud that it sounded as if she’d screamed. “They can’t.” Izzie looked down at me and squeezed my shoulder. “Okay. I understand. Thanks, Rob. Keep me updated.”

      Izzie leaned against the wall, her cell phone clutched between her fingers. I glanced around the room. Everyone was watching Izzie, waiting to find out what had gotten her so upset.

      “Luca,” she said as she choked back her tears, “I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything. I’m so sorry.”

      “C’mere, babe.” I took her by the hand and positioned her on my lap. “What happened? Talk to me.”

      “They arrested Grandfather. Domenica is hysterical, and they’re…” She sniffed.

      Before she could answer, the doorbell rang through the house, sending a jolt of fear through me. The sound of feet shuffling along the tiled floor grew closer as they made their way down the hallway and into the formal dining room.

      My father stood first, followed by Frank, my father’s consigliere, and Enzo, his closest friend and capo.

      A group of men dressed in blue windbreaker jackets that read FBI in yellow writing stared us down from the head of the table, right behind Ma.

      “What can I do for you gentlemen?” my father asked.

      “I have an arrest warrant for Luciano Salvatore Marchese.”

      From previous visits, I recognized the tall middle-aged man with blond hair.

      He started walking toward me. “Miss Rinaldi, would you mind stepping out of the way?”

      She refused to move from my lap, so I slid my chair out from the table and set Izzie on her feet. She threw her hand out in front of me, shielding me from Agent Marx.

      “You had your chance, Miss Rinaldi. Now, please move out of the way before I have you removed.” He motioned his fingers toward the men at the end of the table, gesturing for them to come forward.

      “Babe, I’ll be fine,” I whispered in her ear. “I’ll be home by tomorrow. Frank will take care of everything. Don’t worry, okay?”

      She turned around, gripping my shirt in her hands, and softly kissed me on the lips. “I love you,” she breathed against my mouth. “I expect you home for Christmas dinner.”

      “I love you, too.” I kissed her cheek. Her grip loosened on me as Agent Marx tugged on my shoulder. I leaned in once more and squeezed her hand. “You’re my don, Izzie. You’re much stronger than you think.”

      She flashed a broad smile and then kissed me on the lips before Agent Marx pulled my arms behind my back. He didn’t handcuff me in front of everyone. He waited until we were in the hallway. Izzie and Ma followed behind me, holding on to each other, both of them crying, as two FBI agents led me outside into the cold air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      IZZIE

      

      Grandfather had shown me the ledgers, one of which had names, numbers, and other cryptic information pertaining to people the Marchese family had either murdered, threatened, or extorted to help Rinaldi Holdings secure bids, permits, companies, or whatever we needed to make a deal. Among those on the list were Conrad Lockwood, Savvy’s father, and heir to Sentry Publications, a multimillion-dollar media company.

      The Marchese family was responsible for Savvy’s family losing their fortune to my company. We’d bought the majority shares of Sentry Publications and secured the necessary board seats three months before Luca and I’d met. Technically broke, Savvy’s plan to split Luca and me apart was nothing more than revenge. She still pretended to have money. It only made things worse that she had a crush on Luca.

      After a few inquiries with our private security team, I found out Penny had accessed the files with her employee keycard. I’d handed the mole within my company an internship and the ammunition to give my enemy everything she needed. But all the files proved was that we’d bought a company together, something the FBI and SEC were well aware of. Even if the papers got ahold of the news, it wouldn’t make a difference.

      As I stood in the hallway with Luca’s mother, her body trembled as I held her against my chest. We were a sobbing mess, too upset to deal with the FBI ruining our Christmas Eve dinner, all because I hadn’t turned over the ledger. I could use the other ledger Grandfather had handed me, the one that would grant both Luca and him their freedom, but extorting the director of the FBI was out of my realm of expertise. I had no idea how to get to someone of that magnitude.

      Out of respect for the don and his family, their guests stayed until after dessert. I couldn’t eat after watching the FBI escort Luca from the house in handcuffs. After Luca’s brothers left, I requested a private meeting with Luca’s father, accompanied by Mr. Catalano. His consigliere never left his side, a role I had assumed Luca would fill once he finished law school. But, now, his future was looking as bleak as our relationship.

      Escorted into a large office in the basement, seated in front of an oak desk next to Mr. Catalano, I cowered under the don’s gaze. He sat behind the desk, his hands folded on top of it, with a look of death and fear in his eyes. Luca’s father was frightening, even more so than Grandfather.

      Leaning back in his leather chair, the tension ebbed away once his scowl turned into some semblance of a smile. From what I’d heard, I knew not to speak unless spoken to. I didn’t even breathe until he broke the silence.

      “I understand you’re in possession of the ledger.” His deep voice sounded louder in the quiet wood-paneled room. Even the floor and ceiling were made of refinished hardwood.

      “Grandfather gave both of them to me a few days ago. The ledger has information on the director of the FBI…” I wasn’t sure how to phrase my question without implying what the Marcheses did for a living, not that my family was any better.

      “And you need it taken care of,” Mr. Catalano interjected.

      I nodded.

      Mr. Catalano loosened his black pin-striped tie and tugged on his collar. “I will need to see the ledger. We can proceed from there. But you need to understand what you’re dealing with. Men like Director Scott are not easy to persuade.” He cleared his throat, staring at the don with a look of curiosity. “Right. Well, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Isabella,” Don Marchese said softly, but his voice still startled me. He had an alarming effect on those around him. “You’re the head of your family now, and from one boss to another, I must warn you. What you are asking of my family is a favor, one that requires another favor to be returned. Do you understand?”

      “But he’s your son—”

      He held out his hand to silence me. “Luca knew what he was doing. I ordered him to stop his foolish rackets, told him he would get caught, but he didn’t listen to me. He dug his grave, and now, he must lie in it.”

      I sighed, my body so tense that I felt as though I would snap in half. “What will his freedom cost me? If it’s money you want, that’s not an issue.”

      “You misunderstand how we do business. The ledger is not an accounts payable record. Your grandfather has been very helpful with some of our more legitimate businesses. And, with your expertise in real estate acquisitions, one day, you will be more valuable to me than Angelo. The Pennsport deal is only the start of our business relationship. I’m sure you’ve seen by now how much your grandfather is indebted to my family.”

      I had seen with my own eyes how much we owed them. My grandfather might as well have handed his soul over to the devil and signed the contract in blood. The ledger went back to the early 1980s, and the Philadelphia crime family had taken their time in asking for favors. They staggered their requests, but in recent years, the amount of business deals Grandfather had entered into at the don’s behest was only growing.

      “I understand how this works. I might be young, but Grandfather has been training me since I was a child.” I sat up straight, more confident. “Like you said, I’m the head of my family now. And I make the decisions. I’m not going to excuse Luca for what he did, but he needs to have a future. He would make a good attorney. That’s what his mother wants for him, and it’s what I want for him. I don’t think he’s as cut out for this life as he thinks.”

      Don Marchese folded his arms over his chest as a knowing look was fired off in Mr. Catalano’s direction. “I’m inclined to agree with you, Isabella. My son is molto stupido.”

      I didn’t see the need to debate the issue when we both agreed. A few moments of uncomfortable silence ensued before he removed a slip of paper from the top drawer of his desk. He slid the paper in my direction, shutting the drawer with his other hand. His behavior disturbed me.

      Everything about the don, from the creepy aura that surrounded him to the intimidating look in his eyes, made my stomach churn. Acid rose up the back of my throat, the taste of bile sickening me.

      Before I lifted the paper, I looked up at him, deciding to act on my moment of bravery. “There’s one more thing you should know. I’m willing to bet it’s worth more than what’s on this paper.”

      He motioned his hand, gesturing for me to speak.

      I continued, “I spoke to Rob Greenberg after my grandfather’s arrest, and he knows of the identity of the FBI’s confidential informant. It’s someone on the inside of your family.” I leaned forward, staring down the scariest man I’d ever encountered. “What is that information worth to you?”

      I felt bold all of a sudden, speaking to a man who could kill me with one hand like he owed me something. But I couldn’t stand the thought of spending years apart from Luca, and his father didn’t seem to care enough to help unless I offered something in return.

      “That information is worth a great deal.” He tugged at the paper beneath my fingers and crumbled it into a ball.

      “It’s Enzo’s son, EJ. He owed Luca a lot of money, and things went south between them. When the local PD arrested him for felony drug possession, the FBI found out, and EJ agreed to rat on Luca in exchange for a get-out-of-jail-free card. He also owes the Irish a lot of money.”

      The don looked to his consigliere for counsel. Then, his simple nod in Mr. Catalano’s direction made my skin crawl, and my body tremble.

      What did I just do?

      Mr. Catalano rose to his feet, holding out his hand to me. “Isabella, let me help you up to your bedroom.”

      I thanked the don for his help even though I wasn’t sure what I was thanking him for, and I followed Mr. Catalano through the wine cellar and up to the guest bedroom. We didn’t speak a word of our conversation, and I knew the don only spoke business in his office. Luca’s father was a smart man. He never said or did anything the Feds could hear over a wire.

      Did I just sign EJ’s death warrant?

      The thought made me sick to my stomach.

      But Luca’s freedom was worth more to me than the life of a junkie. As cold and hard as that sounded, it was true. I was no longer the girl I’d once been when I started my senior year of college. I was a criminal, no better than the made men I ate dinner with. And, now, I was the head of my own family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      LUCA

      

      I was arrested on Christmas Eve, and the courts weren’t open on Christmas. I spent forty-eight hours waiting for a district judge to grant me bail, missing my first holiday with Izzie.

      Our attorney and my father’s consigliere, Frank, posted my bail and drove me back to my parents’ house. We didn’t speak for most of the ride, not until the wrought iron gates opened and we parked in front of the house.

      Two men approached the car, and Frank held his hand out to stop them.

      “That’s one hell of a girl you got yourself, kid.” He grinned. “Not many women would do what she did for you.”

      Frank’s words took me by surprise.

      “What did she do?”

      “We made a trade—a life for a life.” He shrugged, as if it were nothing. “This is business.”

      Fear crept up inside me, replaced by guilt for what I’d done in the first place. “Whose life did she trade for mine?”

      “It’s nothing we wouldn’t have found out on our own. Isabella made it easier for us to take care of the problem.”

      “Don’t speak in code with me, Frank. If you don’t tell me, Izzie will, so just spit it out already. What problem did you take care of?”

      Frank explained EJ’s arrest for felony drug possession and his deal with the FBI. I had known he was using, but I had no idea about his arrest. My childhood friend had sold me out. How fucking convenient. He was the one person I’d never thought would be a rat, not when his father was a capo and my father’s best friend.

      “Junkies overdose all the time.” Frank turned to his left, staring out the window at the fountain in the center of our driveway. Without looking at me, he reached over and patted me on the shoulder. Then, he opened his door. “C’mon, let’s get inside. Your mother is probably sitting in the foyer, waiting for you. She’s been a nervous wreck.”

      I never meant for Izzie to get involved with my rackets, and I hadn’t expected her to get me off the hook. She wasn’t a criminal or a murderer like my father. He’d made his bones a long time ago, paid debts to get to where he was, but Izzie wasn’t like him.

      Or was she? Maybe that killer instinct was always there, and I was too busy getting in her pants to notice.

      When I walked through the front door, I still had ink on my fingers from when the FBI had printed me. Desperate for a shower, I wanted nothing more than to strip down and let the mist wash over me until my skin pruned. Being detained wasn’t as bad as I’d expected, but I sure as hell wasn’t cut out for a long-term stay.

      The house smelled of spices and homemade cookies, a delicious scent that made my stomach growl. Whatever mystery food they’d fed me while I was locked up wasn’t enough to satisfy the craving I had for Ma’s cooking. Of all the dinners to miss, it’d had to be Christmas.

      “I’m home!” I yelled, my voice echoing off the high ceiling of the Italian villa-style home.

      Ma stepped into the hallway, dressed in her favorite red apron, with a big smile on her face. I heard the sound of feet slamming against the floor upstairs, followed by Izzie flying down the spiral staircase to greet me. She beat Ma to the door and lunged herself at me, wrapping her legs around my waist, hugging me like a koala.

      Izzie kissed every inch of me from my forehead to my chin before I rested her head on my shoulder. “You missed Christmas,” she whispered in my ear. “Ma’s been waiting for you to open your presents.”

      I loved that she’d started to refer to her as Ma. Only people my mother liked, those who were close to our family, were allowed to call her that.

      I smiled against her cheek. “The only present I want to unwrap right now is you.”

      As I set Izzie back on the ground, Ma took me in her loving arms for a hug that lasted what felt like hours. My father was nowhere in sight, which wasn’t at all shocking. My brothers were at the end of the hall, playing their usual games in the living room. Mario punched Anthony in the bicep, and a scuffled ensued. Anthony staggered back into a window draped with gold-and-white curtains.

      “You two, stop it!” Ma’s voice rippled through the open room that had a high ceiling, like the rest of the house. “Your brother’s home. Come show him some respect.”

      My brothers looked over at me with wide grins on their faces.

      Mario jabbed me in the arm, typical meathead greeting, and patted me hard on the back. “Welcome to the family, bro,” he said, his tone serious.

      In the past, both of my brothers had served time for short periods. It was almost as if being arrested was a Marchese rite of passage. But Izzie hadn’t made a trade so that I could become one of them.

      Anthony pulled me against his chest, echoing the same sentiment as Mario, and released me.

      In front of the fireplace, I found a stack of presents with my name on them. Izzie sat on the floor next to me, tugging at the ribbon, as I peeled back the paper.

      By the time I unwrapped my third present, my father had joined us, sitting next to Ma on the couch, like we were a normal family and he didn’t have a goomar on the side.

      “This is nice, Luca,” Izzie beamed with excitement, taking my hand in hers. “By far, it’s the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “You’re joking, right?”

      She shook her head. “This is the first Christmas I’ve had with family. Grandfather was always working, my mom stopped showing up for holidays when I was twelve, and I haven’t seen my dad in years. Granted, the FBI held you for bail over the holiday, but this has still been the best few days of my life.”

      The sounds of chatter in the room drowned out our conversation.

      I lowered my voice to a whisper as I said, “I know what you did, babe. Frank told me. You didn’t have to do that. I’m sure there were other ways.”

      “Luca”—she tightened her grip on my hand—“I don’t care what I have to do to protect the person I love. You are my family now. I’ve never felt like I was part of something, other than a company, until I met you. You are my everything. Without you, none of this matters to me. And I don’t care what laws I have to break or oaths I have to take to make sure you’re right here with me, where you belong.”

      “You pledged yourself to my father, didn’t you?” The thought made me sick even though I knew that was how it worked. Her grandfathers had done the same years before to the acting bosses.

      She nodded. “I did what I had to do, Luca. My life was never supposed to be simple. I’m a Rinaldi, and this is what we do. This is who we are. We’re no different from your family. We have fancy offices and celebrities attending our charity galas, but my family is just as immoral as yours. You didn’t corrupt me.”

      “No?” I said, brushing a curl from her forehead, staring into her bright blue eyes that made me feel at home.

      “Nope, not even a little bit.” She smiled, and I made room for her between my legs. She leaned her head against my chest and looked up at me. “You gave me this, Luca.” She held her hand out, motioning around the room. Couches full of close friends and family were gathered in the expanse of the room. “You gave me something I never had before…a family.”

      I kissed her forehead, tightly holding her. “How about we make that official?”

      She giggled into the crook of my arm. “We have to finish school first, and then you’re going to law school. That’s something Ma and I both agreed on, and it’s nonnegotiable. Your dad wasn’t happy about it, but I found a way to persuade him.”

      “No law school in the country will want me after I’ve served time.”

      She snuggled up against me, pulling my hand over her stomach. “That’s the beauty of knowing things you’re not supposed to know. As the head of my family and CEO of Rinaldi Holdings, I’m a very powerful woman now. Your legal matters will resolve themselves, and it will all go away, just in time for you to start law school in the fall. Promise me, you’ll never put yourself at risk again. No more gambling. You’re not even allowed to go to Atlantic City.”

      I leaned down and planted a soft kiss on her lips. “I don’t know what you did to make this happen, and I’m not sure I want to know, but I swear, I’m done. I won’t even jaywalk.” I held my hand over my heart. “I promise, amore mia.”

      She slipped her fingers between mine, the corners of her mouth turning up into a sweet smile. “Then, I promise you forever.”
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      Three Years Later

      IZZIE

      

      “Babe, have you seen my tie?” Luca paced around our bedroom with beads of sweat across his brow from the orgasmic sex we’d just had. “I thought I threw it over there.” He pointed to the armchair in the corner by the wall of windows that lined the apartment his father had given us.

      Once Luca had started his first year of law school, Don Marchese had signed the deed to the apartment where we first made love over to Luca along with his trust fund. We lived in unwed bliss in his apartment that overlooked the Delaware River. I had to stay closer to the office, and after Luca had decided to attend Strickland University’s law school over Princeton, his original choice, living in the city made sense.

      “You’re going to be late,” I sighed, scanning the room for the remainder of his clothes, “and we can’t have you showing up for the biggest day of your life with your hair a mess and no tie.”

      He stood next to me, his breath on my neck sending chills down my spine. Even after all these years, he still had that effect on me. “What can I say? I had to have you.” Luca held me at arm’s length, his gaze shifting over my breasts that were popping out of a navy-and-white-striped sundress. “You’re more beautiful now than ever. Just look at you. You’re practically glowing.”

      A wicked smirk touched my lips. “I think I’m doing more showing than glowing.”

      I leaned over, my hand cupping my stomach, and I lifted the black necktie from the foot of the bed, dangling it from my fingers.

      Luca’s denim eyes flashed with a hint of relief that matched his features. He stood in front of me, a big smile on his face, as I slipped the piece of silk around his neck. Over the past few years, I’d made a habit of doing this for him even though he was capable of knotting his own tie.

      “There,” I said when I was finished. I tugged at his collar and smoothed a hand down the front of his white oxford. “I’m so proud of you, Luca.”

      He buttoned his suit jacket, a gray Armani number I had sent over from Saks Fifth Avenue for the occasion. Luca looked nothing short of stunning. With a quick glance in the mirror, he had his dark waves molded back in place, his olive skin tan from the trip we’d taken over the weekend.

      “None of this would’ve been possible without you. What you’ve sacrificed for me…” He shook his head, taking my hand in his to rub his callous thumb across my skin.

      “I don’t regret the choices I’ve made. Everything I did for you, for me, for our families was worth it. And I wouldn’t change that.” I stepped into my heels, holding on to him for support. “C’mon, I don’t want my graduate to be late for his big day.”

      “You’ll always be the don of our family.” His voice was soft.

      I laughed, as I had every time he called me that, and he dropped to his knees on the floor, holding on to my hips.

      He leaned his head against my stomach and kissed my belly over my dress. After feeling a slight kick, Luca looked up at me. “See, Mommy? Even our boys agree.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I watched with pride as Luca walked up the stairs and onto the platform to receive his diploma, the moment I’d traded my soul to the devil for. That Christmas Eve in the wine cellar of the Marchese house was when I’d become one of them. And I never regretted my decision.

      There was no denying that I was a Rinaldi through and through. But Luca wasn’t like his father. He wasn’t like me either, which was why I had fallen so hard for him and why I fought to protect him.

      Luca shook the Dean’s hand and held his diploma high. He walked across the stage toward my section and yelled, “This is for you, Izzie. I love you!”

      He looked adorable in a black graduation hat and robe, his honors sash draped around his neck. I smiled back at him, my heart melting at his public declaration.

      Grandfather sat in the chair next to me with Ma on my right, each of them holding my hand through the ceremony. He’d spent six months in a country-club prison with his own cell and special accommodations before the Federal Bureau of Prisons had claimed overcrowding. But I knew the real reason. I had information in my ledger and a lot more than what I had on the FBI director.

      Ma squeezed my hand tighter and whispered in my ear, “Thank you for this. You made this happen. He’s the first Marchese to graduate from college and now law school. This is the happiest day of my life.”

      I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Mine, too.”

      Luca graduated with the highest honors, passed the Pennsylvania bar exam with flying colors, and had a few job offers lined up, all of which he’d gotten on his own without intervention from his father or me.

      When the ceremony ended, Luca turned around in his chair to wink at me as he flipped the tassel on his graduation cap, and pride swelled in my chest.

      I followed Luca’s family, walking hand in hand with Grandfather, from the auditorium to the quad. We gathered on the lawn where Luca and I’d first met.

      I sat on the ledge of the Liberty Bell fountain, water trickling down from the cracked bell. I was seven months pregnant with two healthy baby boys who liked to kick, and I was exhausted.

      Silvia and Hunter strolled across the lawn toward us with Mark and his girlfriend, Olivia, a pretty blonde who reminded me of Tinker Bell. We barely managed to secure enough tickets for all of Luca’s family members. So, Hunter, Silvia, Mark, and Olivia had been stuck in the nosebleed section of the auditorium.

      “Oh my God, Izzie Bear, look at you!” Silvia screamed over the chatter. I attempted to stand, but she motioned her hand toward the ground. “Don’t get up, babe. You look like you’re ready to pop.” She placed her hand on my stomach, something I would never get used to, and held it there for a few seconds. The giant diamond on her ring finger looked even bigger in person. “I still can’t believe you’re preggers. But you look beautiful, as always. Motherhood suits you well.”

      I touched her hand, a smile scrolling across my face. “Thank you. You have no idea how much I missed you, Sil.”

      “Yeah, I bet. You’ll never find a secretary as good as me.” She tilted her head back and chuckled. “I missed you, too. California is not the same without you. It’s been so lonely out there with Hunter always at practice or away games. San Francisco is incredible though. You have to come out after the babies are born.”

      Hunter had lost weight and cleaned up his act, and right after his graduation, the San Francisco 49ers had selected him in the second round of the NFL draft. Silvia had already accepted a slot for a master’s program at Berkeley, so it’d all worked out.

      “Of course. What kind of maid of honor would I be if I didn’t come out and visit?”

      Before she could respond, Luca cut through the crowd, his graduation gown open, exposing a fitted gray Armani suit, with his cap in his hand. His brothers, Mario and Anthony, patted him on the back, while his family echoed their congratulations.

      Once his eyes found mine, Luca sauntered over to me. With our family and close friends huddled around, he slipped out of his gown and placed it on the ground at my feet.

      Mark stood behind him with a robin’s-egg-blue box in his hand. He removed a smaller black box from it and handed it to Luca, causing my heart rate to speed up.

      “Thanks, bro.” Luca smacked him on the shoulder and smiled before sinking down on one knee in front of me.

      My smile widened as he opened the box and took my hand, revealing a gorgeous rock from Tiffany’s, a princess cut at least five carats in size.

      “You told me I couldn’t make it official until after I finished law school,” Luca said, resolute. “Now, here we are, over three years later, at the place where we first met. Do you remember the first thing you said to me?” He chuckled into the crook of his arm.

      I nodded, a playful smile tugging at my lips, as I thought of our first encounter. “I told you, I don’t owe you shit.”

      Our family and friends were standing behind him, smiling and laughing.

      “That’s right. I’m the one who owes you, forever and always.” Luca pulled my hand up to his mouth and planted a soft kiss on my skin, a rush of warmth spreading through my body. “You’ve stuck by me through the worst times and made sacrifices that I will never forget, and you’ve given me a future. I didn’t have one before I met you. Knowing you would be my wife at the end of all this kept me going, especially when my classes were so hard that I thought I’d fail out. But you never let me give up.”

      Overcome with emotion, tears spilled from my eyes and down my cheeks. Luca wiped them away with his thumb.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      “I love you, too, baby.”

      We shared an intense moment, our eyes locked and fingers intertwined, before Luca looked over his shoulder at Grandfather. The nod of approval my grandfather gave him and the excited looks on everyone’s faces made this moment so much more real.

      Luca removed the ring from the box and set it aside, holding the diamond in front of me. “Isabella Rinaldi, you rocked my world the day you ran into me on this lawn. I’ve loved you since I kissed you in the wine cellar all those years ago, and I love you more with each day that passes. So, what do you say? Do you want to make it official and be my wife?”

      I reached out and touched his arm, pulling his hand onto my stomach. Over the past month, I’d gotten so big that Luca would have to help me into bed on some nights. I felt a kick and then another.

      Luca looked up at me with a smile that matched mine.

      “They like the sound of your voice,” I told him.

      Luca pressed his lips to my belly, and I watched as our friends and family snapped more pictures of our engagement.

      “What do you say, boys?” His voice was smooth and low, almost sensual. “Can I marry your mommy?”

      They really did love his voice. They kicked me like they were about to claw their way out of the womb. I smiled so wide that my jaw hurt, and I held out my hand for Luca to slip the ring onto my finger.

      “Looks like you have their stamps of approval, Daddy,” I said.

      Luca took my face between his big hands and kissed me.

      In the end, Luca had given me a family, something I’d longed for my entire life. Despite what I’d had to do to get here, Luca and our baby boys were my forever.
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        If you like professor-student romances, keep reading for a free excerpt of TEACH, the first book in the City of Sinners Series.

        

        TEACH is available now!

        Read TEACH for FREE with Kindle Unlimited.

        

        Mark Montgomery cares about two things—getting laid and getting paid. He's cocky, confident, sexy-as-sin, and counting down the last few months of college before he can begin his professional baseball career. But there are things Mark must do to survive until his big payday, questionable activities that could get him killed.

        

        He doesn't want to rope anyone into his mess, especially not Olivia Ford, the woman he takes home from the club, a sexy lawyer who turns out to be his Law and Ethics professor. Their new relationship changes everything. But Mark won’t take no for an answer. Olivia can fight him all she wants, but Mark is the one who will be teaching her a lesson. In her classroom. Bent over her office desk. On the hood of his car.

        

        Mark is more than a dirty talker who’s good in bed and can throw a ball, but what he does on the side is the one thing that could tear them apart and expose their forbidden relationship to the world.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      

      OLIVIA

      

      “You can do this,” I mutter. I suck in a deep breath, trying to psych myself up so that I can make it through one more night of work. Except it’s not just one more night. I have repeated the same mantra to myself for months now, and this job never gets easier.

      Staring into the mirror, I hate the person I see—a woman with long fake lashes, too much makeup caked on her face, and a short black wig that itches her head, forcing her to scratch so hard that she looks like a dog who has fleas. None of it is mine; all of it is a facade to lure customers into the club. I hate that I have to work at Club Rave, offering my body to men, shaking my ass for a few dollars. But I’ve chosen this lifestyle as a temporary means to make money.

      The bass thumps through the club, and even in the dressing room, the music vibrates beneath my five-inch heels. Each girl has their own vanity that they use to get ready, but tonight, the boss called in a few extras to entertain a private party, and now, we’re forced to share. On nights like these, the claws come out, and the girls have been known to fight over something as stupid as using the last of the hair spray.

      “Liv,” Donna says from behind me, “we’re on in five. Hurry up. I need to put my face on. Courtney won’t move her ass until she’s slathered on another five layers of concealer, and I have bags under my eyes that make me look like a zombie from The Walking Dead.”

      I don’t see a thing. She is gorgeous and has the body of a goddess. But her looks are not her best feature. Men like her because of her spitfire personality that matches what they see on the outside.

      Her long, dark strands, also as fake as mine, sit above her large breasts that are practically falling out of a sexy referee costume. Most of the girls wear wigs to protect their identities. Donna just so happens to be the daughter of a successful banker in town who would go ballistic if he knew what she did for a living. Unlike me, Donna dances because she likes it. She loves when men throw themselves at her; she even gets off on it.

      We became friends after only one night at the club. I was nervous about dancing in spandex and a crop top in front of strange men, and Donna did everything in her power to make me comfortable.

      I look at her reflection in the mirror and laugh, shaking my head at her ridiculousness. “You look great, as always. Stop fishing for compliments.”

      “But it’s true. I’ve been dragging ass this whole week. I’ll be lucky if I don’t break a heel and face-plant on the bar.”

      I remove a tube of red lipstick from the makeup case on the vanity in front of me. “That’s because you choose to run out for your late-night booty calls with Tony whenever he beckons you.”

      “If you saw the size of him, you’d run right over, too. Trust me.” She places her hands on my shoulders, winks at me, and squeezes down hard enough to cause me to slump in my chair. “You need to get laid, babe. When was the last time you had a good dicking?”

      I burst into laughter. “Dicking? Where do you come up with this shit?”

      She proceeds to make an O with her left thumb and index finger and then sticks her right index finger through the middle, sliding it back and forth at a fast pace, her eyes wide open with a goofy smile splayed on her face. “This is what you need to do before your vagina dries up like the Sahara.” Donna moves to the side of my chair, leans against the vanity, and bends down, as if looking under my skirt.

      I roll my eyes. “What are you doing, weirdo?”

      “Checking for cobwebs.” A smile reaches up to her deep brown eyes, but she holds back her laughter, her face giving away nothing.

      I swat at her arm, but she moves in just enough time, causing me to smack my hand on the edge of the counter. “Damn you. Shut up, and go get ready. We don’t have time to discuss my love life, or lack thereof.”

      “I’m only trying to help. As your breast friend, it is my duty to make sure you stop moping around and find some action. A one-night stand would do you some good.”

      She has a point, but I don’t bother to acknowledge her comment. It has been far too long since my last boyfriend. I’ve finally gotten to the point where I dated so many losers in a row that I gave up on the idea of finding anyone normal in this city. My last boyfriend stole my car and wrecked it, and the one before had a drinking problem.

      Propping her leg up on my chair, she laces up the black leather boots that cover her pale legs and stop mid thigh, accentuating her killer curves. “Is that what you’re wearing out there?” She sets her foot on the floor and moves closer, her eyes traveling down my body in disapproval. “You have to take that off.”

      I slide the red lipstick along my lips and blot with a tissue from the box next to my makeup case. “Why? What’s wrong with what I have on? I wear this every Thursday.”

      “Not this week. Bruno said you had to wear the gray skirt and top tonight. Ya know, the sexy-teacher outfit.” She points at the opposite end of the room, her finger landing on Kerry, who is wearing the same schoolgirl outfit as me.

      Guess I missed the memo.

      Bruno will kill me if I go onstage in the same costume as another dancer.

      I glance in the mirror, checking my makeup one more time, and run a glossy shimmer along my bottom lip before smacking them together. “Whatever Bruno wants.” I stand with my hand held out, motioning toward my chair. “Go ahead. You should finish up here. I’ll get changed, and then I’ll see you in the VIP room.”

      “Perfect.” She plops down on the leather chair. “I’m right behind you. Break a leg.”

      After I change, I walk down the creepy back hallway. In the dimly lit space, the lumpy red wallpaper reminds me of coagulated blood. The lack of ventilation along with the mold and whatever is festering inside the walls and drop ceiling make it hard to breathe.

      At the end of the hall, opposite our dressing room, I open the door to the VIP room and suck in a deep breath, taking in the dense air and the stench of sweaty bodies. Purple lights illuminate the mirrored walls and ceiling, casting shadows of the men who are sitting on couches scattered throughout the large, open room and standing around the bar that runs along the right side.

      Two girls are dancing, each wrapping her body around a pole at the center of the room. While we’re not strippers, we have to do some pole work on occasion, especially for the high-end clients who book private rooms. Bouncers guard us, as if we were their property. In some ways though, we do belong to Bruno and his club.

      Donna files in behind me and playfully smacks me on the ass, pushing me closer to the stage. Even after three months of working at the club, I still get stage fright for the first few minutes until I get into my groove. But, after I’m on the stage, bar, or whatever spot Bruno has chosen for me that night, I try not to think about the people in the crowd, and I concentrate on the real reason I am stuck working here.

      Donna takes her place on the stage. I follow her lead. Bruno even had the circular platform mirrored, allowing anyone who is standing close enough to see right up our skirts. I purposely wear booty-hugging black shorts instead of the standard thong and fishnets most of the girls wear.

      Moving my hips back and forth to the music, I keep my eyes on the crowd forming in front of me, careful not to focus on anyone in particular. I made that mistake when I first started dancing. A man thought I was making eye contact to signal that I wanted him when all I was trying to do was calm my nerves and pick someone to zone in on. I had done the same thing when I was in law school, and my trick had worked every time. But the freak followed me home for a week after our strange encounter, which resulted in me having to stop by the courthouse to get a restraining order.

      Fun times.

      I’ve heard stories from the girls, some who used to strip, about men who became obsessed with them and thought they were dating just because they’d paid them for a lap dance and tipped well. Unfortunately, the same thing happens in this line of work.

      I look at the men surrounding us, standing a few feet back from the stage, thanks to our bouncers.

      “Make eye contact,” Bruno always says to us.

      So, I do, my eyes traveling around the room, never stopping on anyone in particular.

      With this job, at least I don’t have to wear a G-string, take off my clothes, or have sweaty, horny men touching me. They only stare at me with their mouths open wide, whistling and screaming, as I throw my leg around the pole. After I twirl a few times, dancing nonstop, my body and the pole are now slick with sweat. Under the heat from the lights and the steady pace we have to maintain, I practically melt into a puddle on the floor.

      I tighten my grip on the pole and hop off before I fall and embarrass myself, like when I first started out. Counting down the minutes in my head until the end of this shift, I keep going and force my body to move, already feeling my leg cramping up. I hate when that happens because it makes standing in these heels ten times harder.

      When the song changes to a more techno beat, I inch forward, in sync with the other girls, and we gyrate to the beat of the music. I took ballet, tap, and jazz lessons when I was younger. But I never thought I was any good.

      One of the girls I met while working as a lawyer at the public defender’s office told me about a club that paid well  for dancing without taking off your clothes, and I was banging on Bruno’s door the next day, begging him for a job because I was so desperate for cash. The life of a public servant has zero rewards. On my measly public defender salary, I barely made enough money to pay a few bills and treat myself to a manicure once a month.

      Once our set ends, I stop for a second, sweat dripping into my eyes and down my face. With the makeup and lights blinding me, I can hardly see the faces in front of me. Blinking a few times as I step down from the platform, I grab ahold of a bouncer’s arm, and he escorts me out of the room. I’m thrilled that I have thirty minutes before I have to go back on again.

      I need the money. But I hate this job.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Our next shift moves to the main room of the club where girls are dancing inside cages suspended from the vaulted ceiling. Bruno used to switch me with the girls who normally worked above the dance floor, but one night, I got so sick from the height that he hasn’t forced me to go up there since. Now, he wants the girls to dance on top of a long mahogany bar at the center of the club where everyone can perfectly see us as we step onto the stools and climb up onto the bar.

      I almost lose my balance when my shoe collides with  something wet, causing me to glide toward one of the six poles bolted into the ceiling and fixed to the wood. On my first night as a dancer, I didn’t adjust to the black lights, and I walked into the bottom of the stage, falling onto the platform with my arms sprawled out and my legs sticking up in the air. It was beyond humiliating. I thought about quitting after that night, but Donna convinced me to stick with it, said things would get better as time went by. She was right. But that does not change how I feel about this job.

      I could have worked a different job, apart from the public defender’s office, but I wanted to make some fast cash to pay off my debts. According to my projections, it will be at least one year, if not more, before I am debt-free. My pride has to take a backseat to the mountain of bills and collection agencies hounding me on a daily basis. I am flat broke and drowning in school loans.

      “No touching!” the bouncer yells at a guy who has grabbed my leg, his sleazy hand running up the length of my calf. “I said, no touching.”

      I try to shake him off, holding on to the pole and hopping around, as the bouncer peels the guy’s fingers from my skin and grips him by his shirt.

      When the bouncer turns to manhandle him, my hand slides down the metal of the sweat-coated pole. With the slickness from spilled drinks on the bar, I fall forward after the guy releases my leg, having nothing left to keep me from tumbling to the ground. Except my body never hits the floor because strong arms have wrapped around me. The scent of musk and laundry detergent fill my nostrils as my nose crashes against the neck of the man who caught me.

      “I got you, beautiful,” he whispers into my ear, his voice deep and sensual.

      He sets me on the floor his striking green eyes luring me in. The dark tats on his muscular arms cause my heart to flutter a bit. Damn if he’s not one of the sexiest men I have laid eyes on in a long time. I was already curious about the man who saved me, but now…

      Fashioned into tiny spikes that stick up in different directions, his dark auburn hair has more brown to it than red, somehow making him even more alluring. He has a trace of stubble along his angular jaw, completing the younger, sexier Michael Fassbender look.

      My God, he’s gorgeous. Can I even use that word when talking about a man?

      “I’m sorry about that!” he yells over the music. “My friend is an asshole. Let me make it up to you. What are you drinking?”

      “I can’t, not when I’m working.”

      “After work then.”

      Before I can respond, a bouncer pulls me away from him and pushes the guy further into the crowd.

      My cue to get back to work.

      Bruno watches us from camera feeds in his office. I have no doubt, he is pissed about me taking a minute to talk to the man who spared me massive humiliation.

      You okay? Donna mouths to me as I climb onto the bar.

      I try to compose myself before getting back to our routine. With a quick nod, I continue moving to the beat of the music, falling in line with the rest of the girls on the bar with me. It’s rare for a customer to ever get close enough to us that we have cause for concern—not unless they’ve paid for a more intimate experience in the VIP room, but even that premium service only gets them within a few feet of the girls.

      Among the guys in the crowd, I spot him instantly. He’s the kind of guy who stands out. He must be in his early twenties, though he could pass as older.

      The boy who touched me must have evaded the bouncer because he’s found his way back to the group of guys surrounding my tatted savior. He chases the boy away with a wave of his hand, his mouth twisted in disgust while speaking to him, and then he steps next to a tall, dark-haired man with a scruffy beard and unkempt appearance. They do not look like friends. I’m shocked someone so yummy would even hang out with guys like the troll next to him and the skeevy dude who tried to feel me up. But the two guys to his left, the ones with beautiful women dangling on their arms, are even better-looking, similar in height, and just as well built.

      Despite my rule of not focusing on anyone too long, I cannot take my eyes off him. And, once he leans into his unattractive friend to talk to him, our eyes meet at the same time, and I forget I’m supposed to be moving to the beat and following a routine. My body does what it wants, repeating the sequences from memory. He stares so hard, so intense, that, if the lights weren’t so damn hot already, I’d melt under his gaze.

      He sifts through the crowd and steps in front of the bar to order, his eyes never leaving mine. After the bartender hands him a drink, he licks his lips at me and takes a sip from his glass. Lost in him, I don’t even realize the song has ended until Donna taps me on the shoulder, snapping me out of my trance.

      “C’mon, Liv. Get your ass in gear.”

      Ending our staring contest, I turn around, giving him a nice view of my ass in my barely there outfit, and I hop down from the bar. I look over my shoulder at him one last time before I follow behind Donna. He smiles and raises his glass at me, and I grin like an idiot.

      I walk into the dressing room with Donna at my side, the other girls ahead of us.

      Donna pats me on the back and pulls me closer. “That was a close call, huh? He had his hand wrapped pretty tightly around your leg.”

      “I didn’t even have time to react before the bouncer threw him out.”

      “You should’ve kicked him in the face for getting so close.” She tilts her head back and laughs. “That would’ve taught that bastard a lesson for touching the goods.”

      Taking a seat in front of my dressing table, I sigh. “I’m fine. It’s not like I haven’t had dudes try to touch me before. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      Donna sits beside me, pressing down on the corner of her eye to hold her fake lashes in place. “At least you start your new job on Monday. You won’t need this place soon enough.” She turns to me and frowns. “I’ll miss you when you are a hotshot professor and have dozens of published papers in some fancy law journal.”

      “It’s only an associate professor position at Strickland University, not Harvard.”

      “Strickland is still a prestigious school. Give yourself some credit. Not too shabby for your first teaching gig. And it beats the hell out of the public defender’s office.”

      I shrug, nonchalant, even though I know the position is the opportunity of a lifetime. “You’re acting like I scored a job as a department head. I will still be here, shaking my ass next to you, until I have my freedom back.”

      She grabs a bottle of water from the vanity and holds it up. “To freedom and making money. I’m so happy for you, Liv. Professor Ford has a nice ring to it. Professor Olivia Ford. You sound very official.”

      Her comment brings a smile to my face. “Thanks, D. I guess you can say, teaching is in my blood.”

      “I bet your dad was a good teacher. He can teach me quadratic equations any day.” She licks her lips and winks at me.

      “Gross!” I throw a tube of lipstick at her, laughing. “That’s my dad you’re talking about. He’s retired and…just ew.”

      She shrugs. “What? He’s cute for an old dude.”

      I grew up in a middle-class neighborhood in Northeast Philadelphia with parents who were both schoolteachers. My dad taught high school mathematics and met my mom shortly after when she applied at his school to teach English. I’m a little bit of each parent, good with both numbers and words.

      Instead of teaching, I went to law school and landed myself a job at the public defender’s office after I passed the Pennsylvania Bar Exam right out of school. I had offers from top firms in the city, but I chose the life of a civil servant because I wanted to help people. Too bad the job paid shit. With all the loans and credit cards I had racked up while I was in school, the pittance of a salary I made wasn’t enough to keep food on my table, a roof over my head, and the collection agencies off my back.

      I loved my job…until I had that one case—the one that rips you apart and tears you to pieces. Every lawyer has one client who tests their limits, their morals, and their judgment. Glen Brandis, aka the Wissinoming Park Rapist, was the straw that broke my back. I lost all desire to practice law after his case. I still lose sleep at night over what happened in the courtroom that day.

      “Let’s go, ladies!” Tamara, the grouchy woman who manages the dancers, screams through the dressing room door. “You’re on again in two minutes.”

      I groan and slide off my stool. “I seriously hope I won’t have to endure much more of this before I can make my escape.”

      Donna laughs. “You only have to slum it a little bit longer, Teach,” she says, calling me by my dancer name.
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      Most people hate the loud, obnoxious noise a hockey goal horn makes, but I’m not one of those people. Because that means my team has scored and is one step closer to another victory.

      But, this morning, the sweet sound I associate with winning wakes me from a drunken sleep, and for the third time this year, I know the person on the other end of the line is calling with bad news. I lift my head from the pillow, one eye open, as I reach for my cell phone on the bedside table.

      Except I’m not in my bedroom. This is not my apartment.

      Where the hell am I?

      I spot a pink fuzzy robe draped over the closet door, reminding me of something a child would wear. A Harry Potter poster is on the wall above a small desk with a computer, a schoolbag slung over the top of the chair. The room is about the size of a dorm room.

      No, this can’t be happening.

      When I roll onto my back and sit up, I lean against the headboard, my legs too long for the twin-size bed, and see a naked blonde sleeping next to me. Her arm covers her face, so I can’t tell if I chose well before we left the bar last night. The entire evening is a blur.

      Please don’t be a dorm room.

      She stirs, a sound escaping her lips.

      I silence the ringer on my phone and sigh when I see that it’s my agent calling. This is not good. Answering his call will only confirm that my future with the Washington Capitals is over.

      I banged the wrong chick—and not the one next to me.

      How was I supposed to know that smoking-hot puck bunny was the granddaughter of the wrinkly old fuck in charge of my paycheck?

      I have to man up and face reality, so I return my agent’s call, praying that the owner has granted me a reprieve after another phenomenal season. I think I’ve earned that much. We’re first in our division, and we have the best penalty kill record in the league, thanks to me.

      “Hey, Mick,” I say, my hand shaking as I hold the phone to my ear. “Let me—”

      Before I can finish my thought, Mickey Donoghue—also known in the sports agent world as Mick the Dick—screams, “Pack your bags, jerk off; you’re going to Philadelphia. Don’t fuck this up, you understand? This is your last chance!”

      I sit up straight, my heart pounding out of my chest, unable to process his words. The Philadelphia Flyers are not the worst team in the league, but they’re not the best either. I worked my ass off to make my team worthy of the playoffs. We almost won the Stanley Cup last year. Starting over with a young team is not ideal. In fact, it’s bullshit.

      After eight years in the league, I should have my pick of teams. But, after my last fuckup, I lost some of my sponsors and was lucky that Mick was enough of a dick to keep me in Washington, DC. The team refused to sign me with a no-trade clause because of my past indiscretions, which meant I had no choice in where they wanted to send me.

      “Can I just meet with the owner? Let me explain to him that it was all a misunderstanding.” I had a good relationship with the owner of the team before the scandal, before I banged his granddaughter in an elevator at The Ritz-Carlton. “Mick, I thought—”

      “No, you don’t think, kid. That’s your problem. You let the wrong head do the thinking for you, and the result is the same every time. Look, you’ve got a lot of talent. I know your father wouldn’t have wanted this for you.”

      He’s right about that. My dad would crawl out of his grave just to kick my ass if he knew what I had become since his death. A lot can happen in six months. I screwed up worse than normal, and now, I have to sack up and head to Philly to play for one of the last teams I would’ve ever chosen.

      “Alex,” Mickey breathes into the receiver, “you’re my godson, and you have been with me since the start of your career. Your old man was a good guy, a talented player, and an even better coach. He was my closest friend, and because we’re like family, I try to look out for you and your best interests, as if you were my own son.”

      “I know. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but you—”

      I can almost see Mickey on the other end of the line, holding up his hand to silence me, cutting me off. “Think of this as a chance to start over with a less experienced team that can use your skill set. You can teach these young guys. With a lot of patience and time, you can build this team up and help them get into the playoffs.”

      I don’t want to be someone’s mentor. I want to win the Stanley Cup.

      A brief moment of silence passes between us before Mickey clears his throat, snapping me out of my daze. My head is pounding, as if it has its own pulse, and the foul taste in my mouth makes me want to vomit. I want to drink myself into oblivion at the thought of leaving my team. But I don’t have a choice.

      “When do I leave for Philly?”

      “You have to report for practice at the Flyers Skate Zone in Voorhees, New Jersey at the end of the week. I rented you an apartment, about thirty minutes away in Philly, from an agent who owns a few properties on the waterfront. I’ll text you the address. After we hang up, my office will give you a call to work out the details, and I’ll make sure someone is at the apartment to meet you with the keys. Since you already live like a drifter, I doubt you have much to pack, but I arranged for a moving company to help you with your transition. The movers will be at your apartment at nine a.m. tomorrow. Make sure you’re awake. No more bullshit, Alex. You’re twenty-seven years old. It’s time to grow up and act like an adult.”

      The girl next to me removes her hand from her face, and I slide off the bed, holding on to the table next to me for support.

      “Thanks, Mick,” I say, somewhat panicked. “I gotta go. I’ll call you later.”

      “Hi,” the girl says in a playful tone.

      She looks about as old as she sounds, which isn’t very comforting, though I can see why I took her to bed. She has legs for days and perky tits.

      “What’s the rush, Alex?” She pushes her blonde strands behind her ear and bites down on her bottom lip.

      I’m standing naked in front of this girl, contemplating whether I want to make use of those nice full lips, until she says, “We have time. My roommate won’t be home until later.”

      That’s when I look at the other side of the room and see the same twin-size bed with a computer desk and chest of drawers, confirming I am in a dorm room.

      Fuck!

      I start to look for my clothes as I say to the girl, “How old are you?” I hold my breath, hoping that she’s not jailbait. The last thing I need is another scandal.

      “I’ll be nineteen in a few weeks, remember? You told me last night that you would come to my birthday party and bring some of your teammates.”

      I have to stop drinking.

      I shake my head, relieved that she’s legal. “Sorry, but that’s not going to happen. I won’t be here in a few weeks. This was a mistake. Forget that I was ever here.”

      I find my fitted gray shirt on the floor in front of her computer desk along with my boxer briefs, jeans, and sneakers. After dressing faster than I thought possible, I fix my shaggy brown hair, looking in the mirror next to her closet, and reach for the entrance door, about to escape this disaster, when something soft hits me on the back of the head. A pillow falls on the floor next to my shoe. When I look over my shoulder, the naked girl is holding up both of her middle fingers.

      “Go to hell, Alex! Get the fuck out of my room!”

      “Don’t need to tell me twice,” I mumble as I open the door with a wave in her direction before closing it behind me.

      I feel a bit of relief until it hits me that I’m on a college campus, and I’m standing in a crowded hallway full of young girls. Based on their surprised looks, some of them know who I am. This is an all-time low.

      Disgusted with myself, I keep my eyes pointed toward the floor until I get outside, avoiding the stares from those around me. I sift through the throng, all while dodging young girls who want me and boys who are whispering my name. Some of them have their cell phones aimed in my direction.

      This is just my luck.

      “Is that Alex Parker?” a boy says, his finger pointing at me as I walk past.

      “Can’t be,” says another boy.

      “I heard he fucked Jason’s girlfriend.”

      “I heard he fucked this chick in my Bio class.”

      Bad news travels fast.

      At twenty-seven years old, I never thought I’d be doing the walk of shame out of a college dormitory. I also never thought I would destroy my career with a one-night stand in an elevator.

      Once I make it through the herd, I glance up at the six-story building, my hand pressing to my forehead to shield my eyes from the sunlight.

      Where am I?

      The amount of students flowing in and out of the place, some of them staring at me with curiosity, makes me want to bolt off this fucking campus. But my head and body are throbbing in unison, and whatever strength I might’ve had today was probably spent on the girl I just ditched.

      I take a seat on a ledge to my right, blocking the sun from my face, as I pull my phone from my pocket. Using the GPS on my phone, I zoom in to get a better look at the streets and realize I am at Georgetown University. At least I know where I am. The who and the why are the parts of last night I am missing.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      I tap my location and details into the Uber app and wait, praying they will be on time.

      A large group—six boys and seven girls, all varying heights, skin tones, and builds—stops when one boy with spiked blond hair comes to a halt about twenty feet from me and points in my direction.

      He slaps the husky dark-haired guy next to him on the arm. “Holy shit, man, look.” His voice is so loud, it carries through the air.

      His friend’s eyes flicker with acknowledgment, a wide grin forming. They stroll toward me, the clear leaders of their group, judging by the way the rest of them follow behind.

      I could walk away, but what difference would that make? It’s not like I don’t have fans coming up to me for autographs all the time. And I’m not one of those asshole players who refuses to give them out. But I can’t let them know why I’m here.

      How the hell do I explain this? Uh, I was just boning some chick who lives here. Didn’t catch her name. The papers would love that.

      Flanked by his companions and looking like a complete douche, the blond fixes his collared pastel shirt and tilts his head up at me in some lame attempt to look cool. “You Alex Parker?”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      “I thought so,” he says, pleased. “You’ve been all over the news today. Everyone on campus has been talking about you.”

      “Yeah, I got traded to Philly.”

      His interrogation annoys me. Just ask me to sign something already and move on.

      I stand when I see the car pulling up to the curb behind them. The blond opens his mouth wide enough to catch flies. He’s at least six inches shorter than me, and he must weigh about eighty pounds less, except I’m solid muscle and he’s nothing but a sack of bones. A few of the girls giggle and flash bright smiles, their lips parting as I wink at them.

      He laughs as he pushes his cell phone in front of me and then hits the play button. “Nah, that’s not what everyone is talking about.”

      I glance down at the screen, shocked by the video of me carrying two half-naked girls over my shoulders and into the dormitory. “Shit,” I mutter.

      In the video, it’s dark outside, but there’s enough light from the exterior of the building to see all our faces perfectly. Neither of them is the same girl I woke up next to. One has long auburn hair and killer curves, and the other is a smoking-hot chick with short dark hair and huge tits.

      What. The. Fuck?

      This must’ve been all the team owner needed to make his decision about the trade. He had already been adamant about getting rid of me after his granddaughter, who’d lied about her age, went blabbing her mouth, and this footage probably sent him over the edge.

      “You’re my hero, bro,” the husky boy says. “How many chicks did you bag last night? Seriously, teach me your ways. I’m a fast learner.”

      I don’t remember the girls or how I ended up here. Was I drugged?

      That’s doubtful but not completely off base. Some chicks will do anything to become a famous athlete’s baby mama. I must’ve blacked out. That happens a lot—more times than I care to admit.

      I smirk and ignore his question. “My ride is here. Gotta go.”

      Sidestepping around them, I inch my way through the crowd and hop into the car, thankful it showed up on time. A few more minutes with those guys, and I would’ve had to deal with the grand inquisition about last night. I give the driver my address, and he sets off toward the apartment I share with my former teammates—former being the operative word as of twenty minutes ago.

      My phone rings, the sound of a hockey goal horn filling the silent air in the car. The driver jumps at the intrusion and presses his hand to his chest. It’s an abrupt ringtone, but it does the job when I’m too shit-faced or in a drunken coma and need to be woken up. I already knew this call was coming, and when I see that it’s my publicist, Rebecca Stone, I have to answer.

      “Hey, sweetheart. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Pleasure?” she screams. “No, this is not a fucking pleasure, Alex! What is wrong with you?” A beat passes between us, and then she continues, “Have you seen YouTube yet? Better yet, have you seen the news? They’re calling this one Puck of Shame. You really dug yourself a grave this time. I’m done. I can’t help you anymore. You’re—”

      I interrupt, trying to keep my cool as she lays into me, “What do you mean, you’re done? You’re done when I say you’re done. You work for me.”

      Rebecca laughs, and it’s a cackle that reminds me of the Wicked Witch. “I work for you because you pay me, you little prick. You need to find yourself a new publicist. I don’t get paid enough for this shit.” She groans and slams something down that makes a crashing sound. “I’m over here, breaking out in stress hives from you and this bullshit you pulled at that campus. Of all the schools, you had to pick one as prestigious as Georgetown? You’re lucky the dean wants this to go away as much as the rest of us. After this, there’s nothing I can do for you.”

      “Yes, there is. You can do your job, Becs.”

      “I want triple my normal fee. No one will touch you with a ten-foot pole. You’re a PR nightmare!”

      There’s no sense in denying the truth. I’ve been driving her crazy for the past year. On one occasion, I even tried to seduce Rebecca to keep her on my team, thinking that a cougar like her wouldn’t turn down a young hockey star. That plan backfired and was more embarrassing for me than it was for her.

      “Fine,” I agree. “Whatever you want.”

      “You need to get some help, Alex. I’m telling you this as a friend and not as your publicist. I know you haven’t taken your father’s death well, and I don’t blame you, but you need to clean up your act. Even with my connections, there’s only so much I can do for you. At some point, you’re going to have to help yourself.”

      “Thanks, Becs.” I pause and hold the phone away from my ear to check the caller ID, showing an incoming call from DMG—Donoghue Media Group, the company Mickey founded after college. What now? “Look, I gotta go. Mickey’s on the other line. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me more than one,” she says before ending the call.

      If there’s one thing she’s right about, it’s that I need to get back on track. A midseason trade to Philadelphia should be a wake-up call. Instead, it’s making me want a drink.
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