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Chapter 1
 
ROSALIE RONALDI MADE A SUCCESSFUL ESCAPE FROM THE insane asylum. Okay, so it wasn’t a real insane asylum; it was her parents's Bay Ridge home. But most days, it could pass for the Sicilian version of Bellevue. She pulled on her coat as the storm door snicked closed behind her, took a deep breath of cold early January air, and ran for the solace of her car.
 
Sitting through a typical Italian Sunday dinner at Chez, Ronaldi was always a lesson in self-control. Today it had become a lesson in avoidance—marriage avoidance.
 
For the life of her, Rosalie couldn’t figure out why her mother would push a daughter she supposedly loved down the aisle. It wasn’t as if the institution had brought Maria Ronaldi any happiness. Just the opposite.
 
Whenever Rosalie made decisions, she measured the odds and studied the statistical evidence—something at which she’d always excelled. With the divorce rate at 53 percent, if you added the number of unhappy marriages that wouldn’t end in divorce because of religious beliefs or sheer stubbornness, which she estimated was running at about 46 percent, only 1 percent of all marriages could be considered happy. A person would have to be crazy to take a calculated risk with a 99 percent failure rate.

Rosalie was many things, but crazy wasn’t one of them. As a child, she’d made the decision never to marry, and nothing in her experience since had done anything but cement her resolve. Of course, if she said that, she’d be breaking the eleventh commandment: thou shalt marry a nice Catholic boy (preferably Italian) and have babies—or go straight to hell.
 
Rosalie climbed into her VW Beetle and headed toward her Park Slope apartment. Turning onto the Prospect Expressway, she heard a funny thumping noise. Never a good sign. She pulled over to find her tire was as flat as matzo, and after a marathon Italian dinner, the waistband of her pants was so tight that if she took a deep breath, she’d pop a button. God only knew what would happen when she bent down to change the tire.

Rosalie opened the trunk, expecting to see her spare tire. It was supposed to be right there, but all she saw was a big hole.

Great! Just what she needed. She stared into the trunk, turned to kick the flat tire, and called her brother the nicest name she could think of that fit him. Asshole.
 
“Stronzo!” She should have known better than to give him a hundred and sixty bucks to replace her spare tire. She’d told him to buy a full-sized spare, and he hadn’t even gotten her one of those donuts. “He's proprio un stronzo della prima categoria.”
 
She had no problem calling Rich the world's biggest asshole in Italian. After all, God excused cursing if done in a second language. He gave bonus points for cursing in a third. Rosalie had a feeling she’d be brushing up on her Spanish.
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Dominick Romeo stood in the state-of-the-art garage of his flagship dealership, the largest car dealership in all of New York. He’d built it from nothing but brains and hard work. He owned a chain of dealerships that covered most of the East Coast, but he’d be damned if he could figure out what was wrong with his Viper.
 
Nick checked the clock next to his private hydraulic lift and decided to call it a night. He was the only one unlucky enough to be there at five o’clock on a Sunday evening. Anyone with the sense God gave a flea was at home digesting a traditional Italian supper, but not him. His car had chosen today to act up. He slammed the hood and cringed as the noise echoed through his aching head. Wiping grime from his hands, Nick contemplated one of the world's great mysteries: why man had ever combined computers and the internal combustion engine.
 
The weekend had started badly and gone downhill from there. On Friday, the offer he’d made to acquire the one car dealership he’d coveted since he was a boy had been rejected. Then on Saturday night, instead of being considerate about his loss, his girlfriend Tonya started making noises about marriage, leaving him no choice but to break things off. That led to tears on her part, more than half a bottle of Jack on his, and a screaming hangover Sunday morning.
 
The very morning he was awakened at six o’clock by his mother's phone call reminding him it was his turn to take Nana to church. Experiencing Mass with Nana while hungover made him wonder whether Jesus really died for our sins—or because dying was less painful than listening to Nana sing. That morning, Nick had been tempted to give the cross a try himself. His broken-down Viper was the icing on the cake. He’d heard trouble came in threes. He must have gotten a double dose, because he was up to five at last count, which meant he had one more to look forward to.
 
Nick put a socket wrench away and switched off the lights. At least he knew he’d find a cold beer and a warm bed at home. But unless he wanted to drive a wrecker, he’d have to search the key box and move the cars blocking the entrance of the dealership to take a demo.
 
Nothing brought out the neighbors faster than parking a wrecker in front of his Park Slope brownstone. The dirty looks didn’t bother him—at least not enough to spend half an hour searching for keys and moving cars. Hell, he’d lived in the same house since his birth thirty-one years earlier, back when Park Slope had almost as bad a rep as Bedford Stuy. If he wanted to park a garbage truck in front of his house, it was no one's business but his.
 
Nick wore his coveralls so he wouldn’t get his clothes dirty sitting on the greasy bench seat of the wrecker and took off for home. He was almost there when he came across a disabled vehicle on the shoulder. A woman was kicking the shit out of a flat tire, paying no attention to the cars and trucks careening by at high speeds.
 
He flipped on the emergency lights and pulled off in front of the lunatic's car. At least, he hoped it was her car. If it wasn’t, the owner was going to be pissed, since the woman had missed the tire and kicked the back fender. He backed up, figuring he might as well get through the remaining bad thing sooner rather than later. The deranged woman looked like a good candidate for bad thing number six.
 
Nick hopped out of the wrecker and walked toward the crazy lady. Over the sound of the traffic, he swore he could hear her cursing in Italian and maybe Spanish.
 
“Hey lady, if you’re done beating on that side of the car, you might want to start on the other side. You’re liable to end up as road pizza if you stay where you are.” He waited for a response, but she only looked at him as if he were an alien being. He tried again, slowly this time. Maybe she was crazy. “Lady, if you’d pop the trunk, I’ll change the tire. Then you can go home and deal with the cause of your anger in person.”
 
“What are you, stunad? Don’t you think if he were anywhere in the tristate area, I’d have hunted him down like the dog he is and beaten him within an inch of his life?”
 
Nick raised an eyebrow, content to watch the meltdown from a safe distance.

“And if he’d bought the spare with the money I gave him, I would have already changed my own tire. You’d think I’d have learned my lesson when I was five and realized Richie had been robbing me blind, trading my dimes for nickels. He said nickels were worth more because they were bigger, and I believed him. I should have killed my brother years ago. Instead, I’m standing here in twenty-degree weather talking to you.”

At that moment, it must have occurred to her that she was yelling at a Good Samaritan. She took a deep breath, tucked her hands in her pockets, and gentled her tone. “Not that I don’t appreciate you stopping.”
 
“Sure.” Nick had a hard time hiding his grin. He’d always had a weakness for feisty women. He wouldn’t want to piss her off, but damn, she was cute. A real lunatic, but cute as hell. “Look, lady, why don’t you get out of the cold and wait in the wrecker? Just don’t touch anything. I’ll put your car on the flatbed and take you home. You can pick it up tomorrow at Romeo's.”
 
She backed up. “You want me to get in the truck with you?”
 
Dominick narrowed his Sicilian blue eyes, wondering if he’d get credit for number six if he left her standing on the expressway. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried to help.
 
“You want me to tow your car to the garage or not?”
 
“Of course I do, but I’m not in the habit of taking rides from strange men.”
 
He removed the cables he needed to hook up the car. “Good luck finding a cab at this hour. If you need to, you’re welcome to use my cell phone. It's on the seat in the truck. I’ll be another ten minutes if you change your mind.” Nick heard her say someone should die in a pool of blood, but with the noise of the traffic rushing by, it was hard to tell who she was talking about. He hoped it wasn’t him.
 
Rosalie wondered if the points she’d racked up cursing in Spanish were enough to convince God to send help, since, when she’d called, she hadn’t found one garage open in all of Brooklyn when she’d called. It was nice to know her three years of high school Spanish hadn’t been a complete waste, but then again, when something seemed too good to be true, it most often was. Wreckers didn’t drive around looking for broken-down cars, did they?
 
If God had sent this guy, she must have scored major points. Okay, she knew she was staring, but how could she not? He looked like a large, dark Jude Law. The Italian in him only added to his good looks, not to mention the way he filled out those mechanic's coveralls. It should be illegal to be that dirty and still look so hot.
 
Under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t have thought twice about having a mechanic drive her home, but something about him didn’t add up. He wore coveralls with his name embroidered on them, and his hands were grimy, but his haircut was something you’d see on the pages of GQ, not Mechanics Weekly. He was wearing dress shoes that looked handmade, not oil-covered work boots. Then there was his accent—or lack of one. He had the Brooklyn speech pattern, said the right words, but the accent was missing. He sounded like a guy from Connecticut trying to sound like he was from Brooklyn. That made him either a rich man with amnesia working as a mechanic—or a mass murderer. The likelihood of either was slim, though a mass murderer was a better bet.
 
Rosalie dug though her pocketbook looking for the cell phone she’d thrown in after her last attempt to find an open garage. She dialed her boyfriend Joey, her parents, her best friend Gina, and even her cousin Frankie. No one was home, and it was beginning to snow. She called a cab. The best they could do was a forty-five minute wait. She’d sooner take her chances with a possible Ted Bundy than stand on the side of the road for the next hour. Besides, her favorite suede boots were fading fast, and she loved those boots. Damn.
 
She looked up to find Nick, if that was even his real name, walking toward her.
 
“Did you reach anyone?”
 
Rosalie shook her head.
 
“If you don’t want me to take you home, at least let me drop you off at a restaurant or bar where you can wait for a cab.”

“Why don’t you have an accent?” Okay, so he thought she was crazy. At least, he was looking at her that way.

“A heavy Brooklyn accent isn’t good for business, so I changed mine. Now, are you coming or not?”
 
His reason was plausible. Even she tried to drop the accent when working. It was strange for a mechanic, but if he were a mass murderer, he could have already thrown her into the truck. What the hell, she’d take a chance and save her boots. “Home, James.”

“The name's Nick,” he said, pointing to the name embroidered on his chest.
 
“So, is Nick short for Dominick Romeo? It would make my day to be rescued by the most eligible bachelor in New York … well, now that Donald Trump's married again.”
 
Her joke fell flat. Nick's scowl made her wonder if she’d do better on the expressway, but he was already helping her into the truck.

Nick closed the door and rounded the front. He jumped in and picked up the conversation, not bothering to hide his distaste.

“So, are you looking to get lucky and land a rich man?”
 
“Who? Dominick Romeo?” Right, like that was going to happen. She strapped herself in, trying to ignore the grease-covered seat belt and the cleft in Nick's chin. Both made her squirm in her seat, for very different reasons. “Bite your tongue. The last thing I need is a husband, rich or otherwise. I have a hard enough time cleaning up after my dog. But if you ever tell another living soul I said that, I’ll have to kill you.”
 
He laughed, and his scowl disappeared. “Your secret's safe with me. So, they’re comparing Romeo to Trump now?”
 
“Yeah. I’ve heard he's Brooklyn's version of The Donald, minus the comb-over. He might not be as wealthy, but I hear he's younger and much better looking.”
 
Nick smiled, and she felt as if she’d been hit with a tire iron. He should register his smile as a lethal weapon and be careful where he aimed it. That smile would make any normal woman throw her arms up and scream, “Take me.”
 
It was a good thing Rosalie wasn’t normal. Hell, she wasn’t even single. She was in a relationship—one of convenience, but still, it was enough. Correction, it had been enough to keep her parents off her back about marrying, until today. Today her mother had informed her that it was the two-year anniversary of her first date with Joey—a date that obviously had made more of an impression on her mother than it had on Rosalie.
 
Joey seemed content to let things go on the way they were. She fed him several times a week; they had occasional, albeit boring, missionary-position sex; and they both had a significant other to take to family functions. It also helped that his mother no longer questioned his sexuality. For a while there, he’d said, Mrs. Manetti would ask if he’d like to bring a boyfriend or girlfriend to dinner. She’d said that a boyfriend wouldn’t upset her, although she’d looked relieved the first time Rosalie joined them for a meal. Somehow, Rosalie doubted Nick had ever had his sexuality questioned.
 
Nick took another look at the woman next to him. Crazy Lady was giving him the “alien arrival” stare again. Too bad the only single woman he’d ever met who wasn’t looking to marry a rich man was a nut job. Though, to be fair, it could be temporary insanity. He had to admit, he’d go a little crazy if someone left him without a spare.
 
After getting a good look at her, Nick decided sanity was way overrated. Miss Loco was every guy's wet dream. She reminded him of the Sophia Loren pinup his Great Uncle Giovanni had hanging in the back room of his barbershop. Nick liked his women curvy and built. None of those bony women who looked more like a boy than a girl for him. Tonya was always trying to lose weight, and it drove him nuts. Her ass was so small, there was almost nothing to hold. Psycho had an ass like you read about. Damn, he should ask her out for her ass alone. Plus, a guy had to admire a woman who could curse in several languages. And she was beautiful, even without makeup. He’d never seen Tonya without makeup, not even after sweaty sex, but he’d bet she wouldn’t look so good. La Donna Pazza wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous like Tonya, but he’d lay odds she didn’t get Botox injections and collagen implants—and didn’t have breasts you were afraid to squeeze for fear they’d pop. Hers looked like one hundred percent natural36Ds.
 
He had a real problem with her car, though. The sunflower yellow VW Beatle couldn’t have been girlier if she’d painted it pink. It had a freaking bud vase built into the dashboard. If he did decide to date her, he’d have to get her a new car. He couldn’t date a woman who drove a car he’d be embarrassed to be seen in.

“Are you going to give me your address, or do you want me to drop you off at a bar or something? Since I need your name and address for the work order, you might as well let me take you home.”
 
“Huh?”
 
Nick was tempted to snap his fingers in front of her face. Instead, he picked up the clipboard and filled out the form.
 
“I need your name.”
 
“Rosalie. Rosalie Ronaldi.”

“Ronaldi? Any relation to Rich Ronaldi?”

“He's my older brother and the reason I’m missing a spare. You know him?”
 
Nick smiled. The less she knew about his history with her brother, the better. Even at fifteen, getting drunk and sleeping with Rich's girl had been unforgivable. Getting them both arrested for grand theft auto had added insult to injury.
 
The last he’d heard, Rich had been teaching at some college in New Hampshire or Vermont—one of those states that had more trees than people and way too much snow. He saw no need to alert either the delicious Rosalie or her brother that Nick Romeo was dogging her. She’d figure it out soon enough, and by the time Rich heard, it would be too late to do anything but wipe her tears. Not that Nick intended to leave his women crying, but more often than not, that's what happened. His relationships never lasted long, so why complicate things by bringing up old news? He’d be history by the time Rich came back to town. Although for some reason, the thought wasn’t gratifying.
 
He shook it off. He was a Romeo in every sense of the word. It was a legacy and a curse. Nick came from a long line of men who married women, knocked them up, and left, never to be seen again. He’d never put a woman and a kid through what he and his mother had gone through. No, the Romeo line would end with him. It wasn’t as if he did anything underhanded. All his women knew the score. He practiced serial monogamy, refused to marry, and always used condoms. The way he looked at it, he was doing women a favor.
 
“Rich still teaching?”
 
Rosalie turned to face him, pulled her leg up, and tucked it under her. “He is. It's hard to believe, I know. I can’t imagine an ex-juvenile delinquent like Richie in charge of impressionable kids, though I hear he's great at it.”
 
“It just goes to show you, we all grow up sooner or later.”
 
“Do we?”
 
Rosalie looked as if she doubted it. He remembered Tonya saying he“suffered” from Peter Pan syndrome. But his definition of suffering and hers were two different things. He got to sleep with a beautiful woman until the novelty wore off or she started talking about marriage, whichever came first. He kept his place off-limits, so he never had to worry about putting the toilet seat down. And, best of all, he didn’t have to be at anyone's beck and call. If he didn’t want to do something, he didn’t. Yeah, that was his kind of suffering.
 
Nick pulled into the slow lane and stole a glance at his passenger. “So, Rosalie, are you going to tell me where you live, or do I have to guess?”

“Get off at the next exit, and head toward the park. Left on 4th Street.”
 
Rosalie tried not to stare, honest she did. She fumbled with her bag, but her eyes always returned to Nick. He must have been having a bad day. His eyes were bloodshot, and he wore a pained expression as if he had the mother of all headaches. The emotions that swept over his face were telling—anger, determination, and a cocky “I’ll show you”look.
 
The man could grace the covers of magazines and romance novels, but if she needed eye candy, she’d buy herself a beefcake calendar. She knew they made one with guys from the NYFD. Maybe they made one with mechanics. She had no problem imagining Nick with the zipper of his coveralls pulled low, showing his muscled chest, washboard abs, and treasure trail leading down to…well, let's just say she wouldn’t mind checking out his undercarriage.
 
“Well, what do you think?”

The sound of Nick's voice pulled Rosalie's mind out of the gutter. “Excuse me? I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention…um, what did you say?”
 
“I asked if you wanted to grab lunch or a cup of coffee when you pick up your car.”
 
“Why?” Okay, now he looked as if he thought she’d escaped from a mental ward, which, today, wasn’t far from the truth. “I mean, um, I guess, okay.”
 
“Gosh, try to contain your excitement. You got something against dating a mechanic?”
 
“A date? With you?” she sputtered. Great. She sounded like an idiot. “I’ve got a boyfriend—”
 
“Look, if you don’t want to go out, just say so. There's no reason to lie.”

“I’m not lying. I have a boyfriend.”

“Yeah? Then why didn’t you call him when you got stuck on the side of the road?”
 
“I did. He wasn’t home.”
 
“Where is he?”
 
“How the hell do I know? We don’t check in with each other.”

“You two are real close, huh?”
 
“My relationship with Joey is no concern—”
 
“So, how long have you and Joey been going out?”
 
“Two years. Why?”
 
“I see.”
 
“You see what?”
 
“I see that either Joey's an idiot, or he's ready to move on. Maybe both.”
 
“I know I’m going to regret this, but I’ll ask anyway. What do you mean by that?”
 
“It's obvious. Joey's not concerned about some guy coming on to you and stealing you away, which makes him an idiot. ’Cause if you were mine, I’d damn sure know where you were—and you’d know how to reach me twenty-four hours a day. But maybe he's ready to move on. Then he's distancing himself, showing that you’re not together, that you’re out of sync and not involved in each other's lives, in which case, he's an idiot for letting you go.”
 
She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with Nick the mechanic… or anyone for that matter. She crossed her arms and turned toward him.
 
“Wow, you’re good, aren’t you? You just cut my boyfriend to shreds, made him sound like an uncaring jerk, all the while making me out to be some kind of fantasy woman. Amazing. It's hard for a girl to listen to that monologue and be angry with you. I bet it works like a charm.”
 
The weasel had the nerve to smile. Sure it was a good old-fashioned, take-your-breath-away-and-moisten-your-panties smile, but, still, he had some nerve.
 
“Did it ever occur to you that I might be distancing myself? That I’m the one ready to move on?”
 
“I sure hope so, but it still proves my point.”
 
“What point is that?”

“The guy's an idiot. Only an idiot would leave you unsatisfied.”
 
She hoped he had good peripheral vision, because he had his eyes on her, not the road. The look he gave her said he knew what to do to keep a woman satisfied and that he’d be happy to demonstrate. He smirked and returned his attention to the road.
 
“I’m right, aren’t I? The guy's an idiot. Now the question I have is this—why would you, Rosalie Ronaldi, date an idiot for two years?”
 
“It keeps my family from harping about me getting married, and I always have someone to take to family functions.”
 
“So, how's that working out for you? Your family off your case?”
 
“What are you, a freaking psychic? It worked fine until today. It seems I’ve passed the uncommitted-relationship expiration date. Where in the Italian handbook does it say a girl turns into a puttana after dating a guy for two years?”
 
Nick shot her a sideways glance. “It's in the fine print below the section on arranged marriages.”
 
“Well, no wonder I missed it. I’m not interested in marriage, never have been. Why would anyone take that kind of risk, especially a woman? Why spend her life catering to a man, only to be replaced by a new model as soon as her body starts to droop?”
 
“Beats me.”
 
“Make a left on the next block. Third house on the right.”
 
Nick double-parked in front of her brownstone and took her car key off the key chain.

“Which floor is yours?”
 
“Why do you want to know?”
 
Nick pointed to his clipboard. “I need your address.”
 
“First floor.”
 
He held out Rosalie's keys and then wouldn’t let them go.“So, where do you want to go to lunch tomorrow?”

Tugging the keys from his hand, she found him smirking again and tried not to smile. Not an easy thing to do; he had one hell of a smirk. She started to grab the door handle, but Nick stilled her hand.
 
“Don’t.” He jumped out of the cab, walked around to open the passenger side door, and helped her out of the truck. His rough, scarred hand warmed and dwarfed hers.

Rosalie stood with him on the sidewalk in front of her apartment and had to tip her head back to look him dead in the eyes. “I never said I’d go to lunch with you. I’m seeing someone.”

“You told me that you’re distancing yourself from Idiot Joey, the guy who doesn’t satisfy you. So I’ll see you around one tomorrow.”
 
“I can’t come back to Brooklyn for lunch. I work in the City.”

“Dinner then. I’ll meet you at the garage. You can pick up your car before we eat.”
 
“Nick, I told you—”
 
“I know. Look, pick up the car after work, and we’ll grab a bite. No big deal.”

“I don’t even know your name.”
 
He handed her the clipboard and a pen. “Sure you do.” He pointed to his chest. “Nick.”
 
Rosalie scribbled her signature and handed the clipboard back. Nick wrote something else before he tore off her copy and gave it to her.
 
“Call me if you need anything. You can reach me at Romeo's. Just ask for Nick. Everyone there knows me. The other number is my cell phone.”
 
She took the paper and stuffed it in her coat pocket. “I won’t need anything.” She started up the steps of her brownstone with Nick on her heels. When she reached the door, she and Nick did another tug-of-war with her keys. He won. He unlocked the door, held it open, and stood on the stoop under the porch light. “Good night, Rosalie Ronaldi.”

“’Night, Nick.”
 
He leaned forward and for a second there, she thought he was going to kiss her. She held her breath, but he only pushed a lock of hair behind her ear and winked. Then he turned around and took the steps two at a time, whistling. Whistling!
 

Chapter 2
 
NICK JUMPED INTO THE WRECKER AND WAITED UNTIL THE light came on in Rosalie's apartment. As soon as he saw the curtains move, he knew that Idiot Joey was history. No woman watches a man drive away unless she's interested, and the way Rosalie looked at him when he touched her, she’d been plenty interested… and not a little disappointed that he hadn’t followed through.
 
What had he been thinking? She belonged to someone else. Sure, the guy seemed like an idiot, but Nick didn’t poach. He’d learned that lesson with Rich Ronaldi's girlfriend, no less.
 
With Rosalie, Nick couldn’t help but want to touch and taste. Especially taste, she had a hell of a mouth on her. Yeah, Rosalie gave new meaning to the word“lush.” From her black, chin-length, curly hair that felt as soft as it looked to her killer rack and world-class ass, she epitomized fantasy material. But until she broke up with Joey—the jamoke—he wouldn’t touch her, no matter how cute she looked, how great her ass was, or how nice she smelled. Nick pulled into traffic and took a deep breath. The scent of her perfume lingered over the ever-present scent of motor oil. He wanted to smell her perfume again—up close and personal.
 
Nick had forgotten the thrill of the chase. For the last several years, he hadn’t had to dog women. He had to beat them off with a stick, and he’d taken full advantage of the veritable sexual smorgasbord. Nick couldn’t remember when he’d lost the taste for it, but for the last year or so, he’d had a hard time telling the difference between girlfriends.
 

 
Okay, so Rosalie watched Nick pull away. It didn’t mean anything. She’d watched him because he had her car. She loved her car. Yeah, good one, Ronaldi. Dave wouldn’t buy that even if you attached it to a cookie. Speaking of which…
 
“David Rufus Ronaldi, where are you?”
 
Dave lumbered into the living room looking confused. Damn, she should have snuck into the bedroom. She could have caught the sneaky bastard sleeping on her bed, though she hardly needed proof. All that black hair pretty much gave the mutt away.

“Expected to hear the car, didn’t you, boy?” She bent down to kiss him on the head and got a wet lick on the lips. Ewww! The damn dog had impeccable aim. “Come on, let's go out.”
 
Rosalie followed Dave to the garden and tried not to think about what Nick said, not that it worked. But really, how could she help but think about it?
 
After Dave watered every bush that he hadn’t already killed, they went back inside. Rosalie turned on some music and went to get out of her clothes so she could breathe. She’d pulled on flannel sleep pants and a T-shirt when Dave started barking. A second later, there was a knock at the door. She had a bad feeling it was Joey.
 
Looking though the peephole, Rosalie spied Joey staring back at her. Damn, why did she have to be right—and how had he gotten past the security door?
 
Rosalie disengaged all four locks and opened the door while trying to hold back Dave, who’d been doing a realistic imitation of Cujo. Dave was half Saint Bernard. The other half looked like Black Lab, but then he hadn’t come with a list of ingredients. Dave had never liked Joey, and Joey, not one to tempt fate, seldom came over, which she’d always thought was a godsend. It got her out of doing the whole clean-the-apartment-and-change-the-sheets-before -a-date thing. Rosalie would never be confused with Martha Stewart, and the major difference wasn’t that she’d never worn a police-issued ankle bracelet.
 
After she locked Dave in the bedroom, Rosalie returned to find Joey pacing. Something must have had him pretty worked up, because Joey didn’t pace. He was so laid-back, there were times when she contemplated taking his pulse to see if he was still alive. Damn. She wanted to crawl into bed and lose herself in a hot  romance novel, not have a serious discussion.
 
“I got your message and looked for your car. Are you all right?”

Rosalie wanted to say “Duh, what the hell does it look like?” but it wasn’t his fault that she’d had a flat and gotten picked up by Hot Mechanic Guy.
 
“Yeah, I’m fine. A wrecker happened by and took my car to Romeo's garage.” Joey seemed distracted. Why hadn’t he called? Rosalie tried to ignore the sound of Dave digging at the door and whining. “Is that the only reason you came by? To check on me?”
 
“No, I want to talk to you about something.”
 
Could the day get any better? He wanted to talk. It would surely be a scintillating conversation. The word “idiot” blinked like a neon sign in her brain. “Do you want wine? I think I have a Cabernet open.” Actually, she was the one who needed the wine.
 
He started pacing again. “No, um, can we sit down?”

“Sure.” She pushed her briefcase and pocketbook to the side and sat on the couch, right on her hairbrush. She pulled it out from under her and stuffed it into her bag.
 
Joey gave her one of his disapproving looks. He got that from his mother; Rosalie saw it every time his mother asked when they were going to marry. His lips pressed together with such force, they all but disappeared. One eyebrow shot up to his hairline, which, for Joey, was pretty high, and his head shook a bit before he made a tsking sound. Talk about annoying. He had a way of making her feel as if she were five years old again and trying to explain to Mother Superior the reason she’d flushed all the pennies down the toilet.
 
Joey sat on her coffee table. Now, there's not a whole lot of room between the couch and the coffee table. Rosalie wanted to get up and move away, but Joey trapped her leg between his and then reached for her hands. His were cold and shaking. Oh man, she had a bad feeling.

“Rosalie, I’ve been thinking about my life. I talked to my parents, and we’ve made a decision.”

“Look, Joe—”
 
“No, just let me get this out, okay? I practiced all day.”
 
The phone rang. Saved by the bell. She picked it up from the table behind the sofa and thanked God for the interruption. “Hello?”

“Has he asked you yet? I got a call from Mrs. Manetti. She wants to have the wedding at her church! Do you believe the nerve of that woman? I should pay for a wedding at her church? You’ll be married at St. Joseph's, I told her.”
 
“Ma?”

“Of course. Who did you expect? The Virgin Mary?”

OhmyGod, ohmyGod, ohmyGod. “Yeah, Ma, Joey's right here. No, nothing's new.”
 
“Oh, he's asking you to marry him, and I’m interrupting. I gotta go and say a novena to bless your marriage. Ti amo, you’ve made me very happy.”
 
“Ma, hold the novenas, I think you’re jumping the gun here.”
 
“Ciao, bella. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
Rosalie stared at the phone until the damn thing beeped. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Joey took the phone, pressed the end button, and rose to put it back on the cradle.
 
She tried to come up with an out. If she let Dave out of the bedroom, he’d kill Joey, and then at least she’d have a valid excuse not to marry him. Joey got down on one knee. The phone rang again.

“I’m sorry. I have to get this.” Rosalie slid past Joey … well, okay, she kind of hit him and pushed him off balance in her rush to answer the phone. “Hello?”

“If you think your wedding's gonna upstage mine, you got something coming to you. How dare you get engaged before I’m married? This is my time. Mine!”

“Annabelle?” Great, first her mother, then her sister.
 
“Who’d you think it was? The freakin’ Good Humor Man?”
 
“No, the Virgin Mary.”
 
“Very funny. Look, just because you’re an old maid doesn’t mean you can … Oh my God, you got knocked up! I thought you looked bloated today.”
 
“I do not look bloated!”Rosalie looked down. Okay, she did look a little bloated—what do you expect after eating for four hours? “Look, Annabelle, why don’t you call Mama and talk to her? I gotta go.”

Joey returned the phone and disconnected it. There would be no more phone calls. “Rosalie.” He took her hands again but this time, thank God, he stayed on his feet. “Pop's gonna retire at the end of the year. He and Mama are moving to Florida with Nonna. I’m gonna buy them out of the butcher shop, so I think it's time we finalized our arrangement. We’ll live in their apartment above the store, and you can quit your job. You’ll be too busy helping me run the store to work. And once we start a family, you’ll have the children to care for. Marry me, Rosalie.”
 
Rosalie couldn’t imagine how bad the proposal would have been if he hadn’t practiced. No declaration of everlasting love, no promises of forever. Just “I’m buying out my parents’ business, and I want to finalize our arrangement.” His proposal was so romantic, she couldn’t contain herself. She melted. Not!
 
Joey pulled out a ring box and opened it to show off the smallest diamond this side of a saw blade. He’d pulled out all the stops.
 
“Yeah, Joey, I think it's time we finalized our arrangement, too. I won’t marry you. I’m sorry, but you’ll just have to find someone else to help you run the store. I’m a corporate turnaround expert, and I’m damn good at it. Hell, I’m up for vice president. I didn’t put myself through school and work my butt off for the last five years so I could run your butcher shop.”

“I’d run it. You’d only help me.”

“Whatever. It's not going to happen.”
 
His jaw dropped, and then that disapproving look resurfaced.

“Okay, you take some time to think about it. Just remember, Rosalie, you’re not getting any younger. It's not like you’re going to get a better offer. I own my own business. I make good money. You’ll have a nice home over the shop. What more do you want?”
 
Rosalie's mother and aunt had told her the very same thing between the antipasto and the manicotti. It seemed insanity was catching. “That's the third time today I’ve been called an old maid. I’m only twenty-seven, for Christ's sake!”
 
His disapproving look made her want to scream. Joey didn’t believe women should curse. Well, too damn bad. “I’m not an old maid, and though I might not know what I want, I certainly know what I don’t want. I don’t want to ever marry you. So you can take your ring and your business arrangement and leave before I let Dave show you to the door.”
 
“Rosalie, calm down—”
 
“Don’t tell me to calm down. I want you out of here. Now.”
 
Dave heard the shouting and started head butting the door. Joey looked from the bedroom door to Rosalie and slowly backed out of the living room. He had one hand on the doorknob when he cleared his throat and squared his shoulders.
 
“You’ll be sorry you threw my proposal in my face. You mark my words. No one is going to want you now. Oh, and you do look bloated.” He slammed the door behind him.
 
Rosalie let Dave out of the bedroom and noticed that all the trim around the door would have to be replaced. She figured she got off easy. She locked up and turned out the lights before going to bed. She didn’t watch Joey leave.
 

 Chapter 3
 
ROSALIE HAD TO FACE FACTS. THE DAY HAD BEEN A COMPLETE loss, and it was all the fault of the man who shall remain nameless. She’d spent a sleepless night asking herself why she’d dated an idiot for two years. The answer was not one she’d ever want repeated outside the hallowed halls of a shrink's office. To make matters worse, she’d missed her subway stop and was late for work, all because she’d been thinking about “him.” The subway debacle also made her late for her staff meeting, where she got caught not paying attention because she’d been thinking about him. Again. Madònne.
 
Okay, so he could be described as smart and gorgeous. Too bad “complete buttinsky” fit the bill, too. Who’d asked for his opinion, anyway?
 
Rosalie had been trying to distance herself from Joey. Could she help it that Joey was too much of an idiot to notice? It's not as if her refusal to marry him had anything to do with a knight-in-shining-wrecker fantasy. She’d been unhappy in the relationship long before Mr. Buttinsky did his Dr. Phil impression.
 
By the time five o’clock rolled around, she’d only accomplished avoiding her mother and sister. It paid to have a pushy assistant.
 
Nobody got by Gina. Rosalie had never known anyone to intimidate her mother, but Gina did—and Rosalie would be indebted to her forever. Unfortunately, Gina also intimidated Rosalie.
 
She cringed as Gina walked into her office and closed the door. She should have known she wouldn’t get away without a bit of bloodletting.
 
Rosalie had thought it odd when Gina hadn’t pressed for information during lunch. The thought of food had her reaching for an antacid. Talk about agita. God forbid she should be one of those people who can’t eat when they’re nervous or upset. No, she became the human equivalent of a self-propelled vacuum, eating anything and everything in sight. Not only had she eaten a whole Katz's pastrami sandwich, an unbelievable feat, but she’d finished Gina's meal. Even the servers had been astounded. Rosalie was proud of herself, though—she hadn’t let anything slip. She only opened her mouth to stuff food in it.
 
Gina tossed her short, inky hair out of her eyes and warmed up for round two. “I’m ready to leave for the day. I’ve turned the phone over to voice mail, so your mother's tenth call will be answered. Now you can tell me what the hell happened to make a sweet, albeit controlling, mother hen lose all her tail feathers and most of her sanity.”

Rosalie stared at the floor, knowing that in a few minutes Gina would say the dreaded I-told-you-so. She and Gina worked too closely together to keep their personal lives out of their relationship. Hell, they were so close that they even had their periods at the same time. And yes, the rest of the office treaded lightly and avoided them like the plague during the nightmare PMS week, the cowards. Her boss even had it noted on his Black-Berry. Talk about embarrassing.
 
“Joey proposed last night, and I said no.” Just because they were close didn’t mean she had to go into specifics, did it?

“We’ll get back to the deets of Joey's proposal in a moment. The fact you said no explains your mother's rash of phone calls, including the one asking me if you should use Benadryl or cortisone cream on hives—”
 
“Look Gina, I’d love to dish, but I have to pick up my car at Romeo's before it closes.” She shut down her computer, gathered her things without making eye contact, and prayed she’d make it out alive. No such luck.
 
Gina stepped in front of the door, the one entrée to freedom. Rosalie sneaked a look out the window and wondered how bad it would hurt if she jumped. Sure, they were on the fifth floor, but maybe she’d hit an awning and break her fall.
 
Nah. She wasn’t that lucky. If she were, she wouldn’t have to consider jumping out the window in the first place.
 
Gina gave her the stink eye. How Gina could look down her nose at Rosalie when she stood a good eight inches shorter defied physics. Then she smiled her I’m-going-to-torture-you-and-enjoy-it smile, her golden brown eyes sparkling with anticipation.
 
“I’ll walk with you to the subway.”
 
Sure she would. “If you’re going to pump me for information on the way, the least you could do is ply me with alcohol.” She heard the definite hint of a whine in her last statement.
 
“I plan to.”
 
“Oh, good. It's nice to know that some things don’t change. You still anesthetize me before you open me up. It's always less painful that way.”
 
They left the office and pushed their way into the first elevator. Once they hit the lobby, Gina continued her interrogation, as if the elevator ride hadn’t happened.

“You didn’t have to lie to me about your car, chica. I thought we were friends.”
 
She pushed past a group of women and went out the revolving door as fast as her short legs could carry her. Gina had to be pissed off to slip into Spanish, and a pissed-off Gina was not just a little bit scary. Rosalie gave herself a virtual thump on the head when she remembered she’d learned to curse in Spanish from Gina. Three years of Spanish—wasted.

They stopped at a street corner to wait for the light to change. Rosalie straightened the strap on her purse.“It's not a lie. I got a flat tire on the way home from dinner last night.”
 
“Since when do you take your car to a garage for a flat?”
 
“Since I asked Richie to get me a spare. He pocketed my money and forgot to buy it. And to think I lent him the damn car in exchange for his tire knowledge.”
 
Traffic cleared, and Gina pushed by two nuns to jaywalk. She raised one eyebrow. “Tire knowledge?”

Rosalie said hello to the sisters and crossed herself for good measure before passing them. “All those years of Richie stripping cars with his buddies must have taught him something.”
 
“Other than what military life was like?”
 
“It was a military prep school.”

“It was his one chance to stay out of jail. I know the story.”
 
“Fine. Anyway, I had no spare, so I had the car towed to Romeo's.” Rosalie opened the door to their after-work watering hole. She watched as Gina—a cross between Jessica Rabbit and Tinkerbelle with a Latin twist—strode through on four-inch heels that brought her up to a whopping five feet four. Rosalie always enjoyed watching men's heads turn and jaws drop like dominoes when they saw Gina. Not that she ever noticed.
 
“Romeo's was open on a Sunday night?”
 
“I don’t know. Nick drove by and stopped. He towed the car and dropped me off at home.” Rosalie took a seat at the bar and tucked her briefcase behind the foot rail.
 
“Nick?”
 
“The mechanic driving the wrecker. Anyway, after I got home, Joey came over and proposed, if that's what you’d call it.”

“Why? How’d he do it?”
 
Suffice it to say, Gina gave her a refresher course on cursing in Spanish and attracted the attention of every man in the bar. Of course, she did that by breathing. Over the years, Rosalie had gotten used to it. She knew not to have Gina sit in on any meetings with a straight man in attendance. Nothing got accomplished.
 
By the time they’d finished their second drink, Gina had said her“I-told-you-so's,” and Rosalie had heard several new descriptions of an idiot, both in English and Spanish, but she’d yet to hear one “poor baby.” Instead, she had to deal with a drunken Gina doing a happy dance over the still-warm corpse of her failed relationship.
 
When it came to disliking Joey, Gina and Dave were alike, though Dave was more subtle.

After pouring Gina into a cab headed uptown, Rosalie called her neighbor to ask him to let Dave out and went straight to Romeo's. In the service department, she waited for the woman with the beehive hairdo to finish talking to an old codger. Had no one ever told her that beehives went out with the ’60s? She turned her blue eye-shadowed gaze toward Rosalie.
 
“What can I do for you?”
 
“I’m here to pick up my car.”Rosalie dug the work order out of her pocket and smoothed the wrinkles before sliding it across the counter. She saw the woman's nametag and smiled. The name Trudy fit.
 
“Oh, so you’re the one. Okay, I’ll call the boss.”

As Trudy paged Nick, her eyes never left Rosalie. Within seconds, five women came out of various doorways and crowded behind the counter to join in the stare fest while they tried to look busy.

Rosalie looked around the waiting area, trying to ignore the fact that several women were staring at her. It was nice—the waiting room, not the women staring. It had a section with desks and Internet access for customers to work while they waited, a play area for kids, and an area with TVs, magazines, and leather couches. Nick must be the service manager, since Trudy had called him the boss. Impressive.
 
“Hi, Rosalie.”
 
She turned at the sound of Nick's voice. He’d snuck up on her. He wore black slacks and a white Oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Nothing special, but on him it made her newly single hormones do the tango.
 
“Hi.” Okay, not the most brilliant conversation starter, but she was happy she could utter a single syllable. Maybe she shouldn’t have had that second dirty martini.
 
Nick shot a glance at the women gathered behind the desk, and they scattered faster than a bunch of kids after breaking a window.
 
“Do you have that effect on all women, or only the ones who work for you?”There, that was better.
 
“Only the nosy ones working for me. I don’t see you running away.”
 
“I can’t. You’re holding my car hostage. Speaking of which, I need to pay for it before closing.”
 
“Don’t worry about it.” He handed her the key to her car. It hung from a ring with a numbered manila tag. “Let me get my coat, and we can leave.”
 
“No. I mean thanks, but I don’t want to get you in trouble, and I need to buy a spare—”
 
Nick moved closer and put his hand on her shoulder. She’d taken off her trench coat; the heat from his hand seeped through her suit jacket.
 
“I replaced the tire. The nail in it was too close to the edge to fix. And you have a new full-size spare. I won’t get into trouble, so forget about it.”
 
“Still, I can’t accept, but thanks. I’ll settle up with Trudy while you get your coat.”

Nick shook his head and ran his hand though his hair. “Fine. I’ll have Trudy charge you cost, but no labor.”

Nick spoke in hushed tones to Trudy. The two of them nodded a lot and shot incredulous glances in her direction. After Nick left, it took a few minutes for Trudy to punch the information into the computer and come up with a bill.
 
Nick returned, wearing a leather bomber jacket. “Are you ready to go? I’ll follow you home to drop off your car.”
 
“Why?”

“We’re going out to dinner.”
 
“I’ll follow you to the restaurant.” Rosalie dug through her pocketbook for her wallet. After she’d found it, she noticed Nick had his jaw clenched. Trudy shoved the bill toward her and moved over to the other side of the long counter.
 
Nick's arms were crossed, and he didn’t look like a happy camper. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I never let my dates drive.”
 
She couldn’t believe him. She should have been outraged, but he looked so sexy, all annoyed. He got a tick by his left eye, ran his fingers though his hair, and stood with his feet apart so his slacks stretched tight across his thighs and package. Her heart raced as if she’d run five miles. Not that she ever had, but if she did, she assumed her heart would race like that. She wondered if looking at Nick could burn the same number of calories as running. If it could, every woman alive would be flinging her running shoes in the trash.
 
“Nick, I hardly know you. I’d prefer to drive myself.”
 
“You don’t trust me? I’m a good guy. Ask Trudy. She’ll vouch for me.”
 
Nick was tall. When Rosalie wore heels, she was in the neighborhood of six feet—yeah, they were four-inch heels, and no, she didn’t wear them because they make her legs look amazing—but Nick still towered over her. Well, maybe towered was an exaggeration, but in her book, if she wore heels and the guy wasn’t eye level with the twins, he was a keeper.

“I don’t care if the Pope himself vouches for you. I’m still going to take my car and meet you at the restaurant.”
 
Rosalie had a few first-date rules. Rule number one— Always meet the guy in a public place in case he turns out to be a psycho. That way, she could cut out without having to walk eighteen blocks to a subway station in a bad neighborhood where even taxis feared to tread. A lesson learned by experience.
 
Rule number two—Never sleep with the guy on the first date, no matter what, even if her hormones told her to hurry the hell up, they wanted a cigarette.

Rule number three—If you fight on the first date, don’t make a second. Damn, she hated that one. Well, right now, she pretty much hated rule number two as well.
 
By Rosalie's definition, a fight meant both parties had to participate. To avoid that, she came up with the perfect compromise.“How about I drive you to the restaurant?”
 
That way, if he turned out to be a psycho and she had to make an escape, he’d be the one stuck walking through a dangerous neighborhood, not her, thus following rule one and rule three.
 
Rosalie thought he’d be happy, but no, he had a look of absolute horror on his face. So much for her brilliant plan.
 
“Look, Nick, I appreciate you taking care of my car, but it's getting late, and I don’t have much of an appetite.”

“You follow me to the restaurant, and I’ll follow you back to your place. No date of mine leaves without me seeing her home safe.”

“Fine, whatever. Let me finish paying, and we can go.”
 
Trudy seemed to have enjoyed every second of their debate. Rosalie studied the bill and saw that Nick hadn’t charged her for towing. She wanted to point out the discrepancy, but he’d give her a hard time, and she wasn’t up to avoiding another fight. It went against her nature. Rosalie liked nothing better than a good bout of verbal sparring to get the blood flowing, but she had to consider that pesky rule number three. Plus, fighting with a guy sometimes ended in hot, sweaty, make-up sex, but because of rule number two, that couldn’t happen.
 

Nick checked the rearview mirror of the new Mustang he drove. Rosalie had no problem following him. It would be almost impossible to lose her. That neon yellow car stuck out like a sore thumb. He shuddered at the thought of riding shotgun in the Barbie Mobile. He had his reputation to consider. He’d lose his credibility and the respect of his staff in one fell swoop. Plus, he’d never live it down if someone in his family found out—and they always found out.
 
Nick parked a few blocks away from DiNicola's, his cousin's restaurant, hoping no one would notice she’d followed him. He had her door opened before Rosalie cut the engine. Her long leg snaked out, and he almost forgot to offer her a hand. Damn, he’d been so busy arguing with her that he hadn’t noticed what she was wearing. What the hell was wrong with him? Her trench coat had fallen open to reveal one of those sinfully sexy suits with a skirt so short, the jacket almost covered it, and heels so high and spiked, they were an engineering marvel. Her legs were already long with a capital “L.” He guessed she stood five-eight or nine in stocking feet, most of which was leg. Wearing those stilts made her almost his height, not that he had a problem with that. In fact, he liked tall women, and with those heels, they lined up perfectly… to dance.
 
Yeah, dancing would be good. He hated to dance, but a guy's gotta do what a guy's gotta do. Rosalie didn’t seem the type to kiss, much less screw around on the first date, and he didn’t think he’d last the night without at least holding her. Good thing he and his cousin Vinny had a system down since the old days when Nick brought all his dates here. But back then, Nick washed dishes Saturday night to pay for his Friday night date, and Vinny had all his hair. Nick would ask to sit in the back room, away from the crowd, and Vinny would put on Sinatra, the patron saint of single men everywhere. Nick never failed to make it to third base with Ol’ Blue Eyes in his corner.

Nick opened the door for Rosalie and cringed when he saw Mona working the desk.
 
“Nicky!”
 
The bleached blonde bimbo threw herself at Nick, and he caught her. Rosalie looked for the ladies’ room.
 
“Mona, this is a friend of mine, Rosalie. Lee, this is my cousin Vinny's wife, Mona.”
 
Lee? “Nice to meet you.” Mona shook her hand and gave her the once-over. Rosalie didn’t mind, since it turned out to be a “Is she good enough for our Nick?”and not a “What's she doing with my Nick?” kind of inspection. She could tell Mona liked the shoes, wondered if the boobs were real, and if she dyed her hair. Mona's came straight from a bottle of peroxide.
 
Mona gave her the sisterhood look, the one designed to make you spill juicy gossip on your first trip to the ladies’ room. Rosalie returned the smile and looked around for a back door to the place. She’d never be able to pull off an escape via the ladies’room with this one in front.
 
“Mona, tell Vinny we’re here. We’ll grab a table in the back.”

“Tell him yourself. He's in the kitchen. Antonio's got the flu, and Vinny's cooking.”
 
Nick had his annoyed look on. It seemed to have no effect on Mona, but it had the same effect on Rosalie it had earlier, even when aimed at someone else. Damn.
 
“Mona Constantina DiNicola.” Nick pulled the full name gambit, which most often worked, if for no other reason than force of habit.
 
“Okay, but you owe me, Nick.”
 
“No way. You’re still paying up for the Rita incident.”
 
Mona headed to the kitchen, and Nick steered Rosalie into the dimly lit bar.
 
“The Rita incident? Sounds intriguing,” Rosalie said as Nick shuffled her past bar stools and quiet booths.
 
“Just the opposite. It was a nightmare blind date to her sister's wedding.”

“Oh, man, she’ll be paying for life.” Italian weddings sometimes lasted the entire weekend, and you can’t escape. “You have my sympathies.”
 
Nick took her hand on the other side of the bar and ushered her into the small dining room beyond. One used for private parties. Small, quiet, and empty. Frank Sinatra crooned in the background; the lights were low and the feeling intimate. She turned and took in the scene he’d set. He scored points for romance but lost a few for lack of originality.
 
“So, does this always work for you?” said the fly to the spider.

Nick helped her out of her coat, folded it, and laid it over the back of a chair. Rosalie sensed the debate going on in his head—Should he feign ignorance, or give her a straight answer?
 
“Yes, it does, but if it's any consolation, I haven’t used it for years.”
 
He held her chair as she sat. “How come? Were you in a long-term relationship?”
 
Nick took his seat, shot her a grin, and she melted a little.
 
He shook his head. “No one else seemed worth the trouble.”
 
Damn, this guy was good. He handed her a line, and her bullshit meter didn’t even go off.
 
A busboy came in and caught Nick's eye.

“Yo, Nick.”
 
“How's it going, Sonny?”
 
“Dad asked if your date was one of those vegetarians. If not, he said you should order the special. Veal saltimbocca.”
 
Nick laughed. “Does she look like a vegetarian?”
 
Rosalie didn’t know whether to be insulted or not. Had he just called her fat? Sonny looked at Rosalie and then away. She had a hard time seeing in the dimly lit room, but she could swear the kid blushed.
 
“Nope.”

“Rosalie, meet Sonny, Vinny and Mona's son.”

She bit back a grin. The kid looked about sixteen, and once he grew into his feet and filled out, he would be a lady-killer.“Hi.”
 
Sonny kept his eyes averted. Nick winked at her. “Veal okay with you?”
 
“Sounds good.”
 
Nick pushed his chair back and dug into his back pocket for his wallet. “How much is she paying you for spying?”
 
“Ma said I’d get a ten, and she’d buy me the new Xbox 360 game I want.”
 
Nick took out a twenty. “Here's the deal. You tell her what we ate, say Rosalie was nice, and we held hands, but you didn’t hear or see anything beyond that, capisce? You do that, and you can keep this and your mother's bribe. Agreed?”
 
“Yeah, whatever you say, Nick.” Sonny pulled on the twenty, but Nick didn’t let go.
 
“I find out you told Mona anything else, I’ll stop adding to your college fund. You get me?”
 
Sonny nodded and stashed the bill in his pocket. “You know, if I don’t get back out there, Ma will figure this out for herself, and we’ll both be in deep sh—”
 
“Watch your language and get out of here.”
 
Nick took Rosalie's hand. She tried pulling away, but he held on.

“You don’t want to make a liar out of Sonny, do you?”
 
She shook her head. She didn’t want to make a big deal of it. Nick held her hand and rubbed his thumb on the center of her palm. She wouldn’t say it felt as if a lightning bolt shot through her, because that sounded so clichéd, but she needed to rethink her opinion on reflexology. There had to be something to it, because whatever he did to her hand had a definite effect on several other parts of her body.
 
Nick sat back, rocking on the back legs of the chair. “So, when did you see Joey?”

“How did you know I saw him?”
 
“You wouldn’t be here with me if you were still in a relationship with him, and you’re too nice to break up with a guy over the phone.”
 
“You’re assuming a lot.”

Nick dropped her hand and slid his chair back before he stood.

“I’ll take you home.”
 
What? Confused, she asked. “What do you mean?”
 
“I mean, I’ll take you home. I’m no saint, Lee, but I don’t poach.”
 
Rosalie's anger got the better of her. She stood, because she couldn’t very well let the guy have it when she sat eye level with his crotch. “Fine, but for the record, I don’t cheat. I broke up with Joey last night, but it had nothing to do with you. Second, I resent the term“poaching.” It brings to mind images of hunting poor defenseless elephants. I am neither defenseless nor an elephant. And nobody calls me Lee.” Rosalie turned to grab her coat.

“Whoa.” Nick caught her by the arm and held her gently, but firmly. She wouldn’t get away unless she struggled, and if she did, it would kill any chance of a dignified exit. He stepped closer.
 
“You’re the one who said I assumed a lot. You can’t blame me for misinterpreting your meaning.”
 
Okay, she’d give him that. She started to tell him so, but he took both her hands in his, leaving her speechless. Rosalie had a really hard time talking without using her hands. She’d become mute. Nick, however, didn’t suffer the same affliction.

“I don’t see you as defenseless, and the only thing you have in common with an elephant is your ability to walk all over a guy. I’m sorry if you don’t like me calling you Lee, but Rosalie is too damn long, and you don’t look like a Rose or even Rosa. Lee suits you. So shoot me.”
 
Sometime during his little speech, he’d moved closer. She didn’t know what shocked her more, that she could feel his breath on her cheek or that he thought she could walk all over a guy. She put her hand on his chest to try to control the distance between them as he closed in and kissed her. He sent no silent message that said, “I’m going to kiss you now unless you back away.” There were none of the typical signs. He went for it full throttle.
 
The word kiss didn’t describe what he did to her, with her. It was too tame to express the possessive, carnal dance of mouths, tongues, teeth, and breath. It bespoke intimacy and need, and vibrated with barely controlled passion. He explored her mouth with a diligence so complete, it was almost a religious experience.
 
It took Rosalie a moment to realize that Nick had stopped kissing her. She had her fingers tangled in his hair, and her chest flattened against his. Nick had his knee between her legs, pushing her skirt higher than it should ever be in public, his hands were on her butt, and they were both breathing heavily. She opened her eyes and stepped back on weak legs. Nick stared at the table behind her. When she turned, she understood why. The table now held two glasses of wine, an opened bottle of Chianti, and a loaf of bread with a plate of olive oil sprinkled with cheese and cracked black pepper. She didn’t know who groaned, but one of them did.
 
“I’m going to have to pay Sonny a lot more than a twenty to hush this one up, though maybe I should charge him for the lesson.”
 
Rosalie wished the earth would open up and swallow her whole. She’d never been more embarrassed.
 
Someone knocked on the now-closed door. It opened, and a big man walked in wearing an apron and black-and-white checked pants with a soiled towel thrown over his shoulder.

“I brought the wine, in case you were wondering. Sonny's too young to serve alcohol.”
 
“Thanks, Vin.”Nick looked equal parts relieved and embarrassed.
 
“Eh? You two goin’ somewhere before dinner? Sit down.”

Nick held Rosalie's chair. She had no choice but to sit.

Vinny put a plate of antipasti on the table. “Buon appetito.”
 
She reached for her wine and drank it down. Nick went for his water. From the looks of it, water hadn’t worked any better than wine to stop the flames shooting between them, but the wine definitely helped the embarrassment factor.
 
She couldn’t believe she’d been humping his leg!
 
Her face got hot all over again, thinking about it. He looked at her, she looked at him, and neither one of them seemed to know what to say, so they ate.
 
Rosalie stomach suddenly felt as if her throat had been cut. It must have been the embarrassment. The more wine she consumed, the easier the dinner conversation flowed. Unfortunately, her newfound ease didn’t reduce her appetite. At least, their clean plates made Vinny happy.
 
After dinner and two bottles of wine, they drank demitasse spiked with sambuca and ate an exceptional cannoli, one of her all-time favorites. She took a bite of the delectable dessert and eyed Nick as she licked powdered sugar off her top lip. Nick cleared his throat. He’d been doing that all night.
 
She had a smile on her face, but how could she not, when she ate cannoli? She was having a great time, and it wasn’t because of the food, though she had to admit, great food helped. Nick had turned out to be a lot of fun. She wanted to see him again, so she needed to warn him. She knew it wouldn’t make a difference. Guys don’t listen, but never let it be said she hadn’t been straight from the get-go. She put down her cannoli and looked him square in the eye.
 
“You know, you’re making me break one of my rules.”
 
He raised an eyebrow. “You have rules? About what?”

“About dating. Dating rules.”
 
“Should I ask what they are?”
 
“I’m breaking rule number three. If you fight on a first date, don’t make a second.”
 
“I haven’t asked you out on a second date.”
 
“After that kiss, if you hadn’t asked me out, I would have asked you.”
 
He wiped his mouth with his napkin and pushed his plate aside. Then he rested his elbows on the table and leaned toward her.“Really?”
 
“Yeah, but don’t let it go to your head. Now, before I do something like ask you out—”
 
“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been asked out. I’ve been propositioned, but never asked out. Why do you think that is?”
 
“Maybe because you never let a girl get a word in edgewise?”

Nick smirked and she melted more, but then she’d kinda been melting like a Fudgsicle at the beach ever since she’d set eyes on him.
 
Rosalie cleared her throat. “As I was saying, before I ask you out—”
 
“Do you think I’ll accept?”
 
“Nick, if you don’t put a sock in it, it will never happen, believe me.” She rushed on before he could comment yet again. “We have to get a few things straight. First and foremost is that I’m not looking for marriage, and I’m not one to change my mind. If that's a problem, you might want to pull a Barbara Bush and just say no.”
 
“Nancy Reagan.”
 
“Nancy Reagan what?”
 
“She coined the phrase ‘Just Say No.’ Do most men say no?”
 
“No, most men smile and nod, and two years later they’re down on one knee.”
 
“This happens often?”

“Well, twice now.”
 
“I see. Two out of how many?”
 
“Three.”
 
“What happened to number three?”
 
“He was number one, and well, he ranoff and-joined the seminary.”
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“I said, he ran off and joined the seminary.”
 
“Was this before or after you …um, spoke to him?”
 
“After. Anyway, back to the point. I like being single. I like having my own place. I like my job, and I like doing what I want to do when I want to do it. I’m not looking for a man to take over my life. So, unless you’re looking for a monogamous, commitment-free, no strings relationship, do us both a favor and just say no.”

“What about the others?”
 
“What others?”
 
“The other men you’ve dated. Come on, you’re what, twenty-five?”

“Twenty-seven. What's your point?”

“You’re twenty-seven, and you expect me to believe you’ve only dated three men? Come on, Lee, I wasn’t born yesterday.”
 
“I never said I’d only dated three men. I dated plenty. I meant I’ve only had three relationships.”
 
“Now, I don’t want to misinterpret your meaning again, so let me see if I understand. You told me you didn’t want a ‘relationship,’ because the word relationship implies commitment, which, if my hearing is correct, you want no part of.”
 
She nodded.

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
 
“Christ, Nick.” He smiled, one of those smiles again. She watched as the dimple in his left cheek popped out, or in, really, and the skin around his eyes crinkled. Then his mouth did this amazing twisty thing before his lips curved up and opened enough to show off a beautiful set of white teeth. They were perfect, she thought, except his right front tooth slanted over the other. Not that a person would notice, unless she looked close or kissed him, both of which she’d done. But, like everything else about him, Rosalie mused, it screamed sexy. She remembered how it felt when her tongue slid over it and … A shiver ran its way up her spine.

“Lee? Are you okay? You’re shivering.”

“Oh, I’m fine.” She rubbed her arms and tried to catch her train of thought—it must have slipped out of the station without her. Oh, yeah, she remembered. “Anyway, I meant… um, a sexual relationship.”
 
“Oh, so you are propositioning me.” He smirked again as he leaned back in his chair, turning toward her. He crossed his arms and looked so damn smug.
 
“I never said … You know, forget I said anything.” She took a sip of her demitasse and the last bite of her dessert. She didn’t look at him, but felt him watching her. She brought her fingers to her mouth to lick off the cannoli cream, but remembered her manners and refrained, even though the thought of wiping the cream on her napkin almost killed her. What a waste.
 
She was reaching for her napkin when Nick caught her hand. Great, cream would get all over him. For the life of her, she didn’t see how he could miss such a big glob of the stuff. She obsessed over it while Nick brought her hand to his mouth and licked off the cream. He proceeded to suck on every one of her fingers while keeping his eyes locked on hers.
 
She’d heard guys sucked on fingers and toes and other things. But not any of her guys. She was no virgin, but it was as if the guys she’d been with had gotten directions from the same book—How to Get Off in Ten Minutes or Less—and took it as a challenge. They all beat it.
 
Nick knew how to take his time. She didn’t know how long he’d spent sucking on her fingers, but she wouldn’t be surprised if they were pruny. He only stopped because Vinny came to tell them to lock up on their way out.

Nick helped Rosalie up—and she needed help. In her quest to drown her embarrassment, they’d finished two bottles of wine and had sambuca with their demitasse. It worked like a charm. Nick held on to her and smiled. She felt so good, tucked under a guy's arm and held close to his side, especially a big guy like Nick. She felt all warm and toasty and slightly buzzed. Okay, maybe more than slightly.
 
The next thing she knew, they were face-to-face and moving, but not going anywhere. He held her so close, she felt the vibration of his humming in her chest.
 
“What are we doing?”
 
“We’re dancing.” He kissed her temple, and she rested her head on his shoulder. Frank sang“I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” and she couldn’t help but chuckle at the warning, but like Frank, she couldn’t resist. She kissed him.
 
She brushed her lips over his when “Night and Day” began, and they didn’t come up for air until well after the song ended. Nick held her, and she wondered how he could kiss like that and dance at the same time. She had a hard time standing.
 
“I’m taking you home.”
 
His words may have said “I’m taking you home,” but his eyes said, “I’m taking you.” So much for rule number two.
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