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http://sexasasecondlanguage.blogworld.com Sex As a Second Language—A blog about the erotic exploits of an American girl in Europe.
 
Could You Please Shave That?

(Or why I had to get the hell out of Greece faster than the speed of the local train service)
 
He had the firm, sinewy thighs of a soccer player and the darkly expressive eyes of a man with a deep longing. I had to know—was he longing for his next drink of ouzo, for Greece to win the World Cup or for me?
And I should have known better. Having just broken up with my boyfriend, I was on the rebound, and rebound judgment is notably flawed. Plus, perfect lovers never fall into my lap the way he did. I mean, he literally fell into my lap one night at the rowdy bar where he worked.
No, in the real world, great lovers need to be carefully sought out, tested, cultivated. Extremely rare is the man who knows all the right moves on the first encounter.
And there is no worse surprise than discovering that the man you are about to get down and dirty with has a hairy ass. Not just a little hair, either. We’re talking a full-on coat of fur covering the ass cheeks. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I hope like crazy I never do again.
I just didn’t know how to get past that. My first thought was to feign violent stomach cramps and get the hell out before I burst into laughter, but he was so earnest, so eager, so…erect. It would have been beyond cruel to bolt that far into the game.
So I’d have to avoid touching or looking at his ass. Not too big a deal, right? Well…he had mirrors over his bed.
And while normally that might add a fun extra dimension to our sexual exploits, this time, it was like watching a documentary on gorilla sex. Maybe that’s not the most inspired description, but I am, truly, at a loss for words here. And we all know how rarely that happens. Let’s just say a change of position was in order, so that I didn’t have to stare at the mirrored ceiling any longer than necessary.
I’ll spare you the gruesome details. I only mention this to show you why I had to leave Greece, a country where I spent nearly one year and had six lovers, all of whom were far too hairy.
 
Comments:
1. Juno says: Ewwww. Butt cheek hair!
 
2. Mariana says: You poor girl. I hope Italy proves more fun for you.
 
3. calidude says: Can u post pics?
 
4. Eurogirl says: No, sorry, no pics allowed. Must protect the innocent and hairy. And besides, this was one instance where I definitely had no desire for a camera in the bedroom.
 
5. Anonymous says: I know why you really left Greece, and it had nothing to do with that guy.
Rome, Italy
THE GUY THREE TABLES OVER was hot. Seriously hot. But Ariel Turner, world-traveling connoisseur of men, could not catch his eye. Even more frightening, she was having a hard time even working up the desire to flirt.
Had the whole world gone to hell, or just her life?
Ariel, known to the blogosphere as Eurogirl, loved three things—sex, caffeine and the written word. But sometimes sex could get a girl into serious trouble, as could the written word. So now her only safe vice seemed to be caffeine, and the whole situation was making her cranky. Not to mention the gorgeous guy in Armani reading the paper and ignoring her.
She turned her gaze from the guy across the café back to her laptop computer. Her stomach balled up as she read the fifth comment on her blog. Who the hell had written it? Did anyone really know why she’d left Greece? And if so, how had they found out her blogging identity? She was seriously screwed if so.
She deleted the fifth comment, then closed the Comments window, inhaled the heavy scent of pollution in the air and took another sip of her latte in a doomed attempt to calm her nerves. Around her, the city bustled with foot traffic through the piazza and past the outdoor café that had already become her favorite spot to write when the May heat was unbearable inside her one-room apartment.
Normally by now, she would have had fifty or sixty responses to her post, but Sex As a Second Language was dead in the water at the moment. Maybe it had been that creepy fifth comment, or maybe she just sucked. She needed to write a new entry, for sure. Her most recent one was lame at best, a lie she’d concocted to cover up the truth about her Greece disaster and subsequent flight from the country.
She gazed over at the hot guy again, forcing herself to admire the way his suit perfectly hugged his wide shoulders, the way his lips sensuously hugged his cigarette…. But she wasn’t feeling it. She continued to stare, thinking maybe if she caught his eye and he began to flirt, she’d get her groove back and join in the festivities.
But when he finally glanced up and his gaze glossed over her as if she was wallpaper, she felt her hopes wane even more. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and her impeccable gaydar had labeled him firmly heterosexual. So maybe it was her. Maybe she was sending out bad vibes.
No surprise there. It was no wonder she didn’t feel like writing lately. Changing jobs and countries always threw her off her creative stride a bit. Factor in the extra stress of the past month—family drama, relationship drama and general angst about life—and she had the perfect formula for a mild case of depression and a raging case of writer’s block.
How could she have known that Kostas, the svelte, loose-hipped bartender with the agile hands—and for the record, a perfectly nice, nonhairy ass—was, in actuality, a terrorist?
He’d been her lover for five months before she’d become suspicious of his mysterious comings and goings from her life. She had begun to wonder if he was married—one sexual boundary Eurogirl had no desire to cross.
After Kostas had borrowed her laptop a few times, Ariel had seen the opportunity to snoop on his activities. Being a traveling blogger, she’d acquired enough computer expertise to know that nothing was really deleted from a hard drive. She was able to use a device in her software meant to protect against accidental deletion to retrieve his Internet history.
It had only taken a quick glimpse to reveal his deep interest in the November 17 movement, a radical group who garnered both public sympathy and scorn, depending on one’s political leanings.
Needing her curiosity confirmed, she had taken a peek into his e-mail and discovered that he was not only actively involved in the movement, but was also fearful that he was being watched by the government.
Having suffered through 9/11, terrified for her little brother—who at the time had worked in the twin towers of the World Trade Center—Ariel’s stomach contracted at the mere word terrorist. And she was even more horrified when she thought of how many times she had accepted a package or seemingly innocent message for Kostas from one of the names on his e-mail list. Had she aided a terrorist?
Ariel’s first thought had been to call the police, but she realized there was a good chance she’d end up in a foreign jail. So she’d bolted the next morning, stopping at a public pay phone to make an anonymous call about Kostas to the police. Then she’d boarded the first train to the airport and headed for Rome.
“Bellisima!”
Ariel glanced up from her laptop computer and smiled at the passing man who was still grinning at her, still staring as if she were sitting at the café stark naked. Only her fifth day in Italy, and she was already growing accustomed to the outrageous flirtatiousness of Roman men. Too bad that one looked about as appealing as her great-uncle Stan, but still. This was progress.
For the first time in her life, Ariel was having trouble working up the enthusiasm to find a new guy. This was bad, especially for a writer of erotic memoirs—and a blogger in need of current material. She’d always drifted happily from one guy to the next, and she’d assumed that’s how she’d always be, but now…
It had to be the stress, the upheaval, the depression.
Depression. Ugh. Such a downer concept.
She’d never considered herself one of those people before. And yet here she was, thirty years old, the world at her fingertips, in her favorite city, but she wasn’t happy. She finally had to face that her dearth of energy and creativity was something bigger than a bad mood.
But Ariel believed sitting around feeling sorry for herself was not the way to live her life. She had to be proactive. She had to plow forward, shitty feelings be damned.
Her gaze landed again on the man she’d seen for three days in a row at the café. He had all the important surface ingredients. He was tall, gorgeous, well-dressed and…leaving the café, damn it. He talked on his mobile phone as he passed by. At any other time in her life, he would have been a guy she’d strike up a conversation with. The old Ariel would have been flirting with him like mad. The old Ariel would have at least been able to catch his eye.
So what had changed?
She closed her laptop, jammed it into its carrying case, downed the last of her latte and hurried after him. Maybe she couldn’t work up the nerve to full-on flirt, but she could do something.
She could follow him.
Two days later…
MARC SORRELLA watched the bank of surveillance monitors and tried to keep his eyes open in spite of the relentless dullness of the job. He was trying to be Zen about the whole thing, his mind and spirit at rest and calm in the face of such a boring task.
Zen? Who the hell was he kidding? He may have enjoyed reading the work of the great Buddhist philosophers, but he was an utter and complete failure at achieving a state that even remotely resembled placid. He needed another espresso. Like right now. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was only a little after ten—if he went for more coffee, he’d be too wired to form another coherent thought for the rest of the day.
Filling in for the morning surveillance guy at the U. S. Embassy was dull work, but it afforded Marc a chance to watch the comings and goings in and around the building from the vantage point of every security camera, and for a CIA agent, that was occasionally invaluable.
As a clandestine operative, he worked at the embassy under the guise of being a security guard, but what he actually did was watch and listen for potential threats to national safety. He kept his eyes and ears open at all times, always aware, always hyperalert.
His current mission at the embassy was to investigate a possible plot by a local terrorist cell to launch coordinated attacks on American-Embassy personnel. So far, all he’d managed to do was defuse a couple of bomb scares and assure everyone that a schizophrenic man who’d gotten into the building and started yelling and causing a commotion was not actually a threat to anyone but himself.
A willowy form entered one of the video screens, and Marc’s gaze followed it to the fountain’s edge. Strappy sandals, long, lean legs, a black sundress, lush lips, dark sunglasses, long brown hair. Stunning.
And familiar to him.
But from where? He hadn’t dated her, hadn’t run into her here at work, but…but he’d seen her in that exact spot before, maybe even on video footage.
Perhaps. He stared at her for a while, and his cock stirred in his pants. Damn it. He couldn’t sit here watching for terrorists with a boner.
He spun around at his desk and flipped on an unused monitor, navigated through the computer menu of footage to the day before and rewound until he found what he was looking for. Same woman, nearly same time of day, sitting in front of the embassy on the edge of the fountain.
He rewound further, to two days prior, and found the woman again in the saved footage.
What was she doing? And why?
“Find something good there, Marco?” Florio Devoti asked in his Napoli-tinged Italian.
“Si,” Marc muttered. He was known to everyone in his Italian life as Marco Antonetti. That was his assumed identity—Marco the security guard. No one could know his real name, Marc Anthony Sorrella, or that he was American and knew fifteen different ways to kill a man with his bare hands.
Florio was the head security guard on the day shift, but he spent most of his time scoping out women and jerking off to porn in the men’s restroom. He leaned over Marc’s shoulder and expelled an appreciative whistle when he laid eyes on the mystery woman. Dear God, Marc wasn’t about to become another Florio. His erection went flaccid instantly.
“Three days in a row she’s been in front of the embassy,” Marc said.
“Back that up again,” Florio said. “I want a better view of her ass.”
Marc hit the rewind button, and they watched the footage again.
“Look there—she’s watching Lucci, don’t you think?” Florio said, making a useful observation for once.
Giovanni Lucci, to be more specific, the controversial political figure who had gotten a share of media attention in recent months thanks to his extremist views.
Marc forwarded the footage to the previous day, and yes, the woman was watching Lucci walk by. So she was watching him daily, which made her someone Marc needed to be watching. Not that he truly gave a damn about the near-fascist politician’s fate, but given that the man was currently working at the embassy, Marc had to care. Any potential terrorist threat had to be taken seriously.
And when the potential threat was so easy on the eyes, it wasn’t much of a chore. He turned his attention to the monitors showing real time and found the woman still sitting in the same spot. Just sitting. And watching. Either she was a really bad spy, or she had too much time on her hands.
And what was she carrying in her laptop bag? A computer, or a makeshift bomb?
“I forgot to tell you, your girlfriend showed up today, and I had the pleasure of escorting her out,” Florio said.
Marc glanced up and caught his smirk. “You must mean ex-girlfriend.”
“The one with the big tits.”
Marc winced inwardly at the description but knew it would do no good to correct Florio. He’d always gone to great pains to keep his work life separate from his personal life, and this was a reminder of what a bad idea it was not to follow that rule.
“Did she cause a scene?”
Florio smiled. “Only a small one.”
“What happened?”
“She came to the reception desk and demanded to see you, said you were waiting to see her, and when I interceded, she did a bit of kicking and screaming on the way out.”
“Shit. I’m surprised I didn’t hear about this sooner.”
“It happened first thing, seven o’clock. I’ve been busy since or I would have tracked you down.”
“Thanks, man.”
“I’ll catch you later,” Florio said as he left.
Marc pulled his mobile phone out of his pocket and turned it on—he normally kept it off on the job—and sure enough, there were three text messages waiting for him from Lucia.
 
Message # 1: Bastard
 
Message # 2: How could u ditch me like that?
 
Message # 3: I thought u were different.
 
They hadn’t seen each other for a month until last night when he’d accidentally bumped into Lucia in a bar, while chatting up another woman, no less. She’d gotten pissed, and he had to admit, rightly so. When he saw himself through her eyes, there wasn’t much denying that he was a bastard….
A serial dater. He hadn’t heard the term before Lucia had thrown it at him in a voice mail when he’d broken up with her by avoiding her calls.
Serial dater—as in, the kind of guy who went through woman after woman, dumping them without warning. He’d gotten so used to not getting emotionally close to people in his work, he’d turned it into a pattern in his whole life.
Marc closed the phone and put it back in his pocket. Nothing he could say to her messages, really. They were true.
He’d created his own problems. When the Buddhist monks wrote about Right Action, Marc always squirmed. In all the ways he was a failure at the whole Buddhism thing, that one rang truest of all. His actions, when it came to women, were anything but conscionable.
He turned his attention back to the woman still sitting on the fountain. He used the photo capture function on the video screen, zoomed in on the woman’s face, saved it as a JPEG and brought up the CIA database screen. Two minutes later, a photo-matching search gave him her name, Ariel Turner, and known history as a terrorist consort in Greece, along with her secret history as an anonymous sex blogger known as Eurogirl.
Terrorist consort? Anonymous sex blogger? First interesting thing Marc had come across all month.
Definitely worth investigating further.
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Worst. Sex. Ever.
 
Call it bad karma, call it bad luck—call it whatever you want. I’ll just call it bad. Maybe I was trying to get my stride back after the hairy-assed Greek, and made another misstep, but the sad truth is that you have to sleep with a lot of frogs to finally find your bedroom prince. And apparently I am all about amphibian sex lately.
I met him on the subway. He sat down next to me and started playing a strange sort of flute I’d never seen before. My first instinct was to get up and move, but then I noticed how deftly his fingers moved over the instrument, and how nice those fingers were (and we all know by now what a weakness I have for good hands), and before I knew it I was making eye contact, admiring his five o’clock shadow and asking him his name.
An hour later, we were back at my place and there was a copy of Kafka’s Metamorphosis wedged under my left shoulder blade, discarded this morning on the bed before I suspected I’d be bringing a flutist home for some non-musical fun.
“That’s it—don’t stop! Don’t stop!”
All I’d done was kiss his ear.
I frowned at the guy’s neck and tried not to laugh. I nipped at his earlobe, and got the same wildly enthusiastic response a second time. Like he was about to come.
“You’ve got sensitive ears,” I whispered. “Is the rest of you so responsive?”
“Oh, yeah,” he groaned as I eased my hand down his belly to his erection.
I gripped it lightly, and he expelled a startled gasp, doubled over and convulsed. Come shot across his belly, all over my hand—you get the idea. I tried not to show my disappointment, but it wasn’t like he couldn’t guess.
Language barriers and musical talents aside, it’s pretty much universally understood that premature ejaculation isn’t exactly the way to a girl’s heart.
 
AND THAT WAS, OFFICIALLY, the dumbest blog entry Ariel had ever drafted. Not to mention that it was mostly lies. Well, the incident was real, but it hadn’t happened recently, and it hadn’t happened here in Rome. She’d once been with a prematurely ejaculating flutist, and she’d once had Kafka wedged under her shoulder during sex, but she hadn’t been with anyone since her Greek disaster.
What was a newly celibate sex blogger supposed to blog about? Not having sex?
She clicked the Save to Drafts button and filed the entry away, where it would likely never see the light of day. Another morning at the café, another day without anything interesting to write, another day to contemplate her uselessness in the universe.
She was full of cheery thoughts. It turned out that when she wasn’t frenetically running around screwing every guy who turned her on, she had time to contemplate how sad it was that she needed validation so badly, and from so many men. And to consider how she’d abandoned her brother to move to Europe when he had barely gotten back on his feet after coming out of a twelve-step program.
She gazed over at her mystery guy again, watched him reading his usual morning paper and sipping his usual morning coffee, and decided she had become truly pathetic hanging out here and following him every day.
To make matters worse, the family she’d interviewed with for the tutoring job had not called back. All in all, Rome was sucking the big one.
Her life had veered into pointlessness, and without her writing to sustain her, it was becoming more apparent by the day. Writing was the one way she had to feel good about herself anymore. It was her way of connecting to people, entertaining them, and without it she had, basically, nothing. Actually, she had nothing on a deadline.
Six months ago, a literary agent who read Sex As a Second Language had contacted Ariel saying she loved the blog and wanted to know if she’d be interested in turning the content into a book of memoirs. That had been Ariel’s dream from the start, but she’d gotten a little sidetracked by having fun and living her life. The book idea had always been something she figured she’d do later, once she had a bit of perspective about things. Or something like that.
A month after she’d first heard from her agent, Lucinda Martinez, Ariel had an impressive book deal before the book had even been written. At times throughout the past few years, her blog had been one of the hottest on the Internet, her publishers banking on that popularity to generate sales.
Her assigned editor seemed convinced that completing the book would simply be a matter of compiling her entries and polishing them up a bit, but Ariel knew there was more to it than that. For one thing, she didn’t have a logical conclusion to her erotic adventures. There wasn’t any overarching theme, no cohesiveness, no tidy ending—just a bunch of sexual essays.
All she had was a deadline to get the completed book to her editor by the end of the year and a dwindling advance check. Rome was an expensive city, after all. Which gave added weight to her time in Italy. She needed to make it mean something. And she needed to do it before she went broke.
She closed her laptop and stowed it in its bag again, as she watched the mystery guy stand to leave. Yes, despite the lecture she had just given herself, she was going to follow him again, and no, she didn’t feel any closer to working up the nerve to approach him. Rather, she’d just gotten so out of touch with reality that following him was part of her pointless daily routine. What the hell else did she have to do?
As she walked behind him at a safe distance, her mobile phone rang, and she saw from the LCD that it was her little brother, Trey, calling. Only days ago, she would not have been caught dead talking on a cell phone. She hated phones and resisted having one that could go with her everywhere, but finally, her move to Italy and the lack of a phone line in her antiquated apartment had convinced her it was time to join the twenty-first century.
But now she had to deal with her brother being able to reach her at any time of night and day.
“Hello, Trey.”
“You have to tell Devan there will be no lavender in the wedding.”
Ariel sighed. Her little brother would be the death of her. Her gay little brother, whom she’d mostly raised from the time she was six and he was three while their parents dropped acid or blissed out on some other drug trip, and who had nearly been the death of her countless times already.
“Is that how people are greeting each other these days?” she asked.
“Can we skip the small talk? I’m having a wedding emergency here.”
She loved her brother, but trying to be his mother, father and big sister all rolled into one well-meaning package was exhausting at best, and a recipe for mental illness at worst.
“Is the color your partner’s friends are wearing all that important? Do we really need to spend an hour talking about this?”
“The drag queens want to wear lavender bridesmaid dresses. It’s a nightmare, Ariel. A nightmare.”
Of course it was.
“Trey, I think you need to get a sense of proportion here. What matters is that you love each other and want to stand up in front of the people you care about to say your vows, right?”
“Whatever.” She could picture him perfectly. He was rolling his eyes at her.
“How about otherwise—are you two doing okay?”
“Sure, if you consider fighting constantly, not having slept together for three weeks, and, and—”
Ariel couldn’t understand what Trey said next, because he burst into tears.
“It’s going to be okay, you know. People get married all the time,” she said, trying to sound soothing. “Your problem is you’re both trying to be the bride.”
He laughed through his sobs. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“In a hetero wedding, the guy usually backs off and lets the woman do all the planning and choosing and stuff. He doesn’t give a damn what color the bridesmaid dresses are.”
“Why not?”
“Because he’s a guy.”
“Oh.” Trey was sniffling now, and a bit calmer.
No one ever had or ever would mistake him for straight. Ariel had spent her entire childhood protecting him from the cruel outside world. Even in liberal, gay-friendly Northern California where they’d grown up, things had never been easy for a sensitive little boy who loved to play dress-up in pink gowns and carried a Barbie doll around instead of a football.
“Isn’t there any room for compromise?”
“I just can’t believe how stressful it is planning a wedding. I feel like we’re in the midst of Middle East peace talks.”
“That’s a big clue you’re taking it all too seriously. You should be having fun. It’s supposed to be a happy day to celebrate that you love each other, not—”
“Not cause for divorce before we even tie the knot?”
She could hear the wry smile in his voice now. “Exactly.”
As her brother said something about whether they were going to go strictly vegan or ovo-lacto-vegetarian for the wedding meal, Ariel glanced at her watch. She still had two hours before her latest job interview across town, and her stomach was already getting a little queasy at the idea of it not going well.
She’d worked all over Europe as an English tutor, but now that she was in Italy, she had to face the fact that her Italian was very limited, and all her interviewers so far had wanted someone with better Italian language skills. She tried to emphasize that her linguistic skills overall were superb and that she always picked up a solid grasp of a language within a month or two of being in a country.
But her pool of potential jobs was dwindling about as fast as her cash reserves, and she was beginning to feel a wee bit discouraged by it all.
Ariel said her goodbyes to her brother and closed her cell phone, then dropped it in her purse and stared at the embassy building where she was now standing. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost track of the guy she was stalking—no, make that following—and it occurred to her now that she didn’t even care.
She plopped down on the fountain where she’d made a habit of sitting and watching people go by. Around her, pigeons loitered and fought over crumbs.
Another day had passed without her approaching the Italian guy, and she was getting more and more freaked out by her own lack of confidence. She needed to write, was what she needed. She needed to stop obsessing about men and write about the problem instead.
There was a shady café two blocks over where she had sat for a while the day before, and she was about to stand up and head toward it when she caught some movement next to her out of the corner of her eye. Ariel looked over to see a man staring at her and smiling.
He was gorgeous. Really, truly, stunningly gorgeous. Take-her-breath-away gorgeous.
“Good morning. You are American?” he said.
“Oh, God, how can you tell?” Ariel glanced down at herself.
She went to great pains not to look like a stereotypical American. She never wore jeans unless they were accompanied by high heels, never wore white sneakers and always, always stayed up with the latest European looks. Aside from the fact that it was fun to do, it ensured she didn’t have to worry much about getting hassled by gypsies and pickpockets.
Besides, it was embarrassing as hell to be labeled an American in Europe before she’d even opened her mouth.
“Your face,” he said. “It is, I would guess, an American face.”
And his face—it was a work of art. Ariel didn’t consider herself a woman easily swayed by typical beauty, but then, this guy was no typical beauty. His physical attractiveness was hard to pinpoint, but had everything to do with the spark of passion in his dark brown eyes. His hair, almost black, was wavy and long, brushing the collar of his shirt and tumbling over his forehead. The unruliness of it made a nice contrast to his starched white shirt and summer wool khakis. He had the slightest beard and the straightest, sexiest teeth she’d ever seen.
He looked to be somewhere between thirty-five and forty.
“What does that mean?” she finally managed to ask. But she couldn’t stop staring at him now.
“You Americans, you are…how do you say…Mutts. Your features get all blended together and come out even and pretty, like cover models.”
“So we’re a nation of cover models?”
“Yes,” he said, smiling as if he’d made some great revelation.
“Funny how most of the popular models today are not American though, huh?”
“That is because everyone wants the exotic new look, and youAmericans have trouble looking exotic.”
Another thing she loved about Rome—it was a place even the guys could talk fashion and beauty.
But there was something about this guy’s voice…just a hint of an accent she couldn’t place. Not wholly Italian.
“Are you Roman?” she asked.
“Not quite,” he said. “My father worked in foreign service, and we traveled all over the world throughout my childhood.”
“Ah. That explains your odd accent.”
“And you? What brings you to this lovely fountain today?”
“Just wandering the city. I have a job interview later.”
“For?”
“Teaching English to the children of a wealthy family.”
“Is that what brought you to Rome?”
“Sort of. I’ve been moving around Europe for the past five years, just going wherever I want and teaching English to get by. I’m actually a writer, although not earning a living at it yet.”
“And do you write epic love stories?” he said with a wry smile.
Ariel never revealed her blogging identity—her brother was the only one she’d ever told. Not even her closest friends knew about Sex As a Second Language…though perhaps that creepy anonymous poster number five knew the real Eurogirl. So she simply shrugged and said, “Sure, you could call them love stories.”
“I’m very fascinated by the creative process. Perhaps you could tell me all about yours over dinner tonight.”
She blinked. No one had ever accused a Roman man of subtlety when it came to women. And this guy, he made her head swim. Maybe this was why fate had led her to the embassy—not because she was supposed to be with the guy she’d been following every day, but rather because she was supposed to bump into…this guy. But it seemed way too good to be true.
“What’s your name?” she said.
“Marco Antonetti. And you?” He extended one large, perfectly sculpted hand to her, and she did the same.
But instead of shaking, he dipped his head, brushing his lips ever so slightly across the skin of her hand.
“Ariel,” she said. “Ariel Turner.”
Normally such blatant cheesiness as hand-kissing would have made her roll her eyes, but this Marco guy managed to pull it off. Perhaps it was the touch of irony in his expression even as he did it—a touch of irony that was always there, she suspected. It said he knew he was being a cliché and he was going to be one anyway, because some clichés were fun.
And maybe because—she hoped, she hoped, she hoped—he knew women really wanted all that grand romance stuff.
“I’d love to go to dinner,” she heard herself saying and was surprised to hear herself sounding happy, enthusiastic, even.
“We will celebrate your getting a new job.”
“Let’s hope,” she said.
“I have a feeling about this—they will take one look at you and know they must hire you.”
“Wish I had your confidence.”
“Do you live nearby?”
“Not far from the Spanish Steps,” Ariel said, careful to be vague.
“Nice location.”
“I will always choose to live in a hovel in the heart of the city rather than a nice place farther out.”
And she had. Her apartment was one small room at the top of a rickety case of stairs that felt as if they were going to collapse at any moment. She shared a grungy bathroom with two other tenants, and the sounds of the city reverberated through the ancient walls day and night.
Still, she loved it. Loved that she could hear and feel the heartbeat of Rome all around her. She wanted to be immersed in the city, to smell it and breathe it and eat it and feel it.
“I know a place not far from there. How about we meet at the Spanish Steps at eight? We can go for drinks, then dinner?”
Drinks, then dinner, was code for “I want to loosen you up with alcohol to make sure we get down and dirty after dinner.”
Lucky for Marco, a dry martini was Ariel’s favorite way to start a first date. And a wet, wild, sweaty roll between the sheets was her favorite way to end it—with the right guy.
She hoped and prayed he was it—the guy who’d end her unlucky streak and give her a great wrap-up to her sexual memoirs. Even if he wasn’t the one, perhaps he could be a nice warm-up lover to get her confidence back after her string of disasters.
“It’s a date,” she said, and for the first time all week, she felt hopeful.
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