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  “There is no person that love cannot heal; there is no soul that love cannot save.”


  — Carlos Santana


  


  Ricki


  Oh, God, why is this happening to me? I thought as I left Aidan’s Santa Monica apartment. What is wrong with me? My eyes were filled with hot tears, making it hard to see the street I walked onto. I blinked a few times to clear my vision and find my red Honda that I had parked close by. I soon spotted it and got in front of the steering wheel.


  As I switched on the ignition, my phone sounded in my purse. Instead of pulling out from my parking spot, I got my phone out to see who’d texted me. Maybe it was my boss who wanted something. Lately, I’d become more of her personal assistant than fundraiser at Invisible People, the non-profit organization where I worked; she texted me every other hour to ask me something that wasn’t work-related. No, it was from Aidan. My stomach twisted as I read the words he’d sent me:


  I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner. I wish you the best.


  I clenched my teeth, fury flowing through my veins. Yes, you should have told me sooner, I yelled at him in my mind. Or how about never having acted interested in me in the first place, if I’m so damn unattractive?


  I huffed and threw my phone on the passenger seat beside me. Then I pulled out from where I was parked between a white Range Rover and a beige Mercedes-Benz. The anger that expanded within me at the thought of what he’d put me through made me feel a little better.


  As I drove away from Aidan’s palm tree lined street, I thought about how stupid I’d been not to have suspected that he wasn’t all that into me after all. In hindsight, it had been obvious, hadn’t it? We’d been going out for almost two months now and barely made out yet, for Christ’s sake, despite getting together several times a week. And that was not because I hadn’t wanted to hook up. Oh, God. I shook my head, feeling like such a tool.


  I had been more or less obsessed with Aidan since the day he began working at Invisible People as the company’s IT guy over a year ago. When he finally asked me to go out with him, I’d hardly been able to believe my ears. At that point I’d given up on him even knowing my name, he seemed so oblivious of my presence at work. He was always in front of his computer, staring at the screen so intensely it made me wonder if it had him under a spell that made it impossible for him to look away even for a second. But then one day, he was standing next to my desk, shuffling his feet in the most adorable way as he asked me if I had a boyfriend.


  I was so happy I thought I had passed out and was dreaming. But then our boss came by and told me to come to her office and I knew it was really happening.


  It had been clear to me all along that something wasn’t quite right with Aidan, but that had only made him more interesting to me. He was a mystery that I would solve, a troubled, gorgeous man that I would fix by loving him with all my heart. So what that he wasn’t that into making out heavily? All we ever did was kiss a little. Something had obviously happened to him that made him scared of getting too close to me too soon, at least in the intimate sense of those words. But he was funny and sweet and a great listener. Those were qualities I greatly appreciated in a guy, even if I did find his reluctance to give me more than hugs and the occasional kiss annoying. I told myself that things would get better the more we got to know each other and the more he let down his guard. He could trust me! It shouldn’t take very long. So when he’d asked me to come over tonight, I’d been convinced it was because he’d gotten so comfortable around me he was going to seduce me and we’d really make out, maybe even make love.


  The last thing I’d expected was for him to confess that he was just not that into me. What the hell?


  I scoffed at the black SUV driving ahead of me on Santa Monica Boulevard when another text made my phone buzz on the passenger seat. I stopped the car at a red light and picked up the phone, anticipating another pathetic message from Aidan, telling me how sorry he was. But it wasn’t. It was from Nina, my soon-to-be-married best friend, who wanted to hear how my night with Aidan was going. I put on my headset and called her.


  “Hey!” she said. “Aren’t you in the middle of having crazy hot sex with Aidan?”


  My stomach twisted with pain again at the reminder of how I’d envisioned this night ending. I sucked in a deep breath to make it better and squeezed the steering wheel for additional comfort.


  “No, I’m not,” I said. “And we won’t ever have it, either.”


  “What are you talking about? Why won’t you ever have it?”


  “Because the purpose of our date tonight was for him to confess he’s just not that into me.”


  Nina gasped. “ What?! Are you kidding me?”


  I sighed heavily. “I wish I was.”


  “What an asshole! Did he actually use those exact words?”


  “No. He just said that he wasn’t feeling it. That he thought I was great and all but that it wasn’t happening. We even made out, like, pretty heavily.” I rolled my eyes. “You know, for us. Then, all of a sudden, he pulls back and tells me it’s not working for him. He basically told me I wasn’t turning him on without actually spelling it out.”


  “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry, Ricki. That really, really sucks. Especially after all this build-up…” She scoffed. “What an incredible dick! He’s probably gay.”


  “I don’t think so… I mean, if that was the case, why wouldn’t he just come out and say that?” I laughed without mirth at my own pun.


  “Because he’s a spineless wimp who only cares about his own feelings.”


  “Yeah, you’re definitely right about that last part—he is a spineless wimp who only cares about his own feelings.” My heart ached as I heard him tell me yet again in my mind that he wasn’t feeling it. “I guess I’m just too fat and ugly for any guy to want to be in a relationship with me. I mean, it’s not like it’s the first time this has happened.”


  “Ricki, this has nothing to do with you. You’re gorgeous. The guy’s clearly totally screwed up and selfish as hell. I can’t believe he played with your emotions like that.” She tsk’d. “Unfortunately, he found someone who sure didn’t deserve for that to happen to her. Not to say that most girls do, but you’re a one-of-a-kind person. Way too nice to people, even to those who don’t deserve it.”


  “Thanks, Nina. That’s really nice of you to say.” Her words did make me feel slightly better.


  “Well, it’s the truth. Where are you now?”


  “In my car, on my way home. I left his place twenty minutes ago.”


  “Do you want me to come over? I’ll bring wine and you can get drunk and talk about what a dick this guy is until you’ve purged every positive feeling you ever had for him out of your system.”


  I couldn’t help but smile then. Nina was a one-of-a-kind friend. “But don’t you have to shoot that commercial tomorrow morning? You don’t have time to come over to my place.”


  Nina—who as recently as a few months ago believed love and relationships were a waste of time—was not only about to get married to an awesome guy, but her life had completely turned around in the career department as well. After having struggled for years to become a full-time working actress, she was finally getting cast in all kinds of stuff, even having a small part in a Steven Spielberg movie coming out next year. She was bound to become a big star soon.


  “Well,” she said, “the good thing is I’m only twenty-three still, so I think I won’t look all that bad even if I don’t get my eight hours of sleep. Nothing some good concealer won’t cover. I’m in the Hollywood Hills, so I can be at your place in thirty minutes. Do you want white or red?”


  “White, I guess.” Even though I was feeling like I wanted to die my insides hurt so much, knowing I had such a great friend did make it easier to endure. “Thanks, Nina. I really appreciate it.”


  “Don’t even mention it. You’d have done the same for me.”


  


  Dante


  I punched the floor-based boxing bag as hard as I could, and the damn thing almost toppled over, crashing to the shiny hardwood floor. I wiped the sweat off my face with my forearm and pushed the standing bag back in place, next to all the others lined up against the walls in the group exercise room. Then I left to see if any of the hanging bags in the boxing area were free yet.


  Fuck. All three were still occupied by the health club’s members. Might as well just head to the showers and clean up then. I needed to be at the Whiskey in forty-five minutes. Not that the nightclub was far away or anything, but I had nothing better to do. I couldn’t take any more of the sissy bags in the group ex room. I’d just end up destroying them and then my manager would have me kicked out of the club, which would lead to my probation officer having me thrown in jail. And there was no fucking way I’d go there.


  As I walked toward the men’s locker room, I passed one of my clients, a bleach blond, silicone breast enhanced woman in her early fifties who behaved more like a woman in her early twenties. The moment she spotted me, she threw herself at me.


  “Dante!” She flung her arms around me and I had no choice but to hug her back. Not that I minded hugging my clients—I hugged most of them—only this one never seemed to understand a hug was supposed to be over after a little while. Like, max, ten seconds later. This time was no different; she clung to me like an octopus. Finally, I grabbed her hands that were stuck around my waist and gingerly peeled them off me.


  “You look as gorgeous as always, Lindsey,” I said, holding on to her hands still. I’d come to learn that complimenting Lindsey was the best way to ensure she didn’t throw her arms around me a second time. She always tried once I’d detached myself from her.


  “Oh, you’re so sweet, sugar,” she said in that high-pitched girly voice of hers. “No wonder all the ladies have such a crush on you.”


  What Lindsey was saying was true; it did seem like a lot of the broads at the club were into me. Not that I knew what the hell they saw in an ex gangbanger like me. I wondered if any of the people working out at Crunch Fitness realized I didn’t walk around with all the tats on my arms and shoulders in an effort to look cool. Nothing could be further from the truth. I had only gotten them to show the world I was someone to be feared. Someone you didn’t fuck with. Making others fear you was the only way to survive when you were a member of the Latin Devils. The black teardrop under my eye, a definite gang tattoo, would have been a dead giveaway of course, but that one I’d had removed. All that was left of it now was a faint scar. Fortunately, being a fighter with lots of tattoos had turned out to be a plus when I applied for a job at the club. The women will love a bad boy like you, the female fitness manager had promised and instantly hired me as a boxing instructor/trainer. So far, it seemed she was right because I had no problems getting clients, women and men. Gay men, which the club was full of.


  “Can we do our session a little later tomorrow?” Lindsey asked, tilting her head to make her appear even more girlish I presumed. “Maybe at noon?”


  “Sure, that won’t be a problem.”


  I spoke to Lindsey for a while longer, let her talk to me about how sick her dog had been and how badly she had slept lately. How hard she’d been working on cutting sugar from her diet. How she thought global warming was a real threat. I knew she didn’t really have anyone else to talk to, so I could spare a few more moments with her.


  A half hour later I was on my Harley, leaving the huge mall that contained the health club and riding onto North Crescent Heights Boulevard, on my way to the Whiskey where I’d meet up with Jose. If my probation officer knew what I was up to, associating with people from the Devils still, she’d at best get pissed, at worst make sure I ended up in jail. But I wasn’t going to turn my back on Jose. He’d always been there for me when I was stuck in the gang, not to mention saved my life. If I could do anything to help him get out, I sure as hell would. Even if that meant I was risking my own freedom for it.


  I found an empty space not too far from the Whiskey and dismounted my bike. It was a few minutes past eight, which meant that Jose should be at the bar inside the old nightclub, waiting for me already. He was rarely late.


  The venue was fairly busy, despite that it was a Tuesday night and no band was playing. Carrying my duffel bag with the equipment over my shoulder, I made my way to the bar where Jose already sat perched on a stool, exactly as I had expected. He lit up at the sight of me and slid off the stool. I soon noticed that his face seemed puffy and that he had a black eye. We exchanged a man hug.


  “Hey man,” I said as we let go and peered at him. “What happened to your face? You fucked up?”


  Jose laughed, embarrassed. “Guess you could say that. Carlos didn’t like the way I was lookin’ at his girlfriend, so he roughed me up. Not too bad, though.”


  Carlos was one of the higher-ups in the Latin Devils and a mean son-of-a-bitch. You didn’t want to rub him the wrong way. You didn’t want to rub any of the higher-ups the wrong way, but especially not Carlos. Still, what Jose had just told me sounded sort of weird.


  I narrowed my brows. “He didn’t like the way you were lookin’ at his girlfriend? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


  Jose shrugged. “Don’t know, man. I was just gonna ask her if she knew what time it was and he somehow thought that meant I was hittin’ on her. He’d been drinkin’, so he was more paranoid than normal.”


  I shook my head in disgust. “ Conjo… We need to get you out of there soon. You ready?”


  Jose nodded and we headed toward the kitchen. Then we’d go downstairs to the basement where the owner of the Whiskey had a gym. I spent three nights a week there with Jose. It was the minimum time required to get him in the shape needed to survive fighting the guys who’d pound him when he asked to get jumped out. That was the way I’d gotten out, but I had lots of experience fighting, having spent my childhood defending myself on the streets and against older foster siblings. And with my tall, muscular frame, I wasn’t someone you squashed easily. Jose, on the other hand, was a scrawny dude with little experience fighting. When he’d told me he wanted out, I knew he was as good as dead. The thing was, he was as good as dead if he stayed, too. As often as he got disciplined, it was only a matter of time before the Devils turned him into a bloody corpse. I didn’t think they’d intentionally kill him, but it would happen nonetheless. I’d seen it happen before to guys like Jose. Ones bigger dudes liked to bully because they could.


  But I couldn’t get him into fighting shape at Crunch. Fortunately, the owner of the Whiskey became my client and buddy a couple of months ago and offered me the use of the gym in his basement to train Jose. My client was one of the few people at Crunch who knew I used to be a gang member.


  When Jose and I reached the gym, I tossed him the duffel bag where I’d put a T-shirt, a pair of athletic shorts, and sneakers for him to wear while we trained instead of his regular baggy jeans and sweaters. It saved him the time to get home and change, and also helped him to avoid any questions as to why he lugged around workout gear. He lived right in the Devils’ territory, so someone was bound to spot him, and fragile Jose wasn’t the type who went for a workout. The last thing we wanted was for anyone to suspect what he was up to or he’d definitely be beaten into a bloody corpse. Everyone knew he and I were buddies and the Devils didn’t look kindly on disloyal gang members. Just the fact that Jose was still in contact with me so often was enough for him to be severely reprimanded.


  As I waited for him to get ready, I checked the text that someone had sent me. It was from one of the trainers at Crunch:


  Hey, are you available to train someone tomorrow at eleven? I have this girl who wants to train then, but I can’t accommodate her. She seems cool.


  I was about to text back and say that I couldn’t since Lindsey always did her session at eleven on Wednesdays, but then I remembered that we were doing noon tomorrow. So I texted back: Sure. Tell her I’ll be at the fitness desk to meet her then.


  My phone buzzed with a response ten seconds later: You’re the best, Dante! I’ll owe you. I’ll forward you her cell no. But consider it confirmed. Her name is Ricki.


  


  Ricki


  Health clubs have always intimidated me and the very spacious Crunch Fitness in West Hollywood was no different. It was filled with celebrities and people with bodies so perfect they looked airbrushed. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the proud owner of a fantastic body, but after what had happened with Aidan, I was determined to become one. I would make that bastard regret what he’d told me, beg for me to take him back. Not that I would. As cruelly as he’d dumped me, I didn’t think I could ever go out with him again. But I wasn’t doing it for him; I was doing it for me, to feel and to look better than I had in my entire life. I needed something new to focus on and I had always wanted to be in super shape anyway, so now was a great time to put my dream into action. Also, I didn’t think having a better body would have a negative effect on my love life exactly.


  Only good things could come out of getting in shape, right? That’s what I was telling myself at least, and so was Nina. Since the night she’d come over to console me, she’d been texting me affirmations and funny images every few hours to cheer me up and to help me get through the day. Sometime before I passed out from too much wine, she said she’d give me a thirty-pack of training sessions as an advance birthday present if getting in better shape was really that important to me.


  I wasn’t sure if it was her generous gift and sweet words in my phone that made me feel relatively okay today, only two days after Aidan had dumped me, or if it would have happened anyway. Either way, I was glad I was in a fair mood as I walked up to the fitness desk at Crunch. That’s where I’d meet the person who would turn me into a more toned, slimmer version of myself, and hopefully also into a fitness fanatic.


  Only one person was there and it was not a female. When I’d signed up with the health club over the phone last night, the membership director told me I would be paired with a female trainer named Holly. I wanted to work with a woman trainer. The guy leaning against the counter was definitely not Holly, but he was good-looking, so I couldn’t help but do a double take. He was tall and built like a middle-weight boxer with black, longish hair that curled at the ends. His dark eyes were surrounded by lots of long eyelashes and his smooth skin was a light olive. His arms below the sleeves of his black T-shirt were covered with tattoos of a design I hadn’t seen before. They were… awe-inspiring for lack of a better word. He contemplated me with a serious expression and eyes so hot they felt like they were burning two holes in me.


  Is this guy a gang member? I suddenly found myself wondering. I had done a paper on gangs in college recently, and something about all those tattoos had made that thought pop into my head. No, surely he wasn’t. I couldn’t imagine that any reputable organization would ever hire a gang member to work for them. Judging from that shirt he was wearing, it seemed he was working here at Crunch. Maybe he was another trainer.


  “Are you Ricki?” he said in a voice so smooth it made me think of Bailey’s Irish Cream. He was smiling a little now, which made him seem a lot less intimidating.


  “Um, yes, I am,” I replied. How does he know my name?


  He extended a square hand in my direction. “Hello, my name is Dante and I’ll be your trainer today. Holly unfortunately won’t be able to train you, so she asked me if I could do it.”


  No knowing what else to do, I shook Dante’s hand. “Oh, okay. Hi.”


  He motioned to a corner at the far end of the gym. “Why don’t we go over there and talk a little? I need to go over your health history before we start.”


  He spoke in a way that told me I was not supposed to answer, so I didn’t and just followed him instead. As we walked side by side into the gym my mind was racing, completely making up for the silence between us. “ …so she asked me if I could do it.” What the heck was that supposed to mean? Did he actually think I was going to train with him? I had requested a female trainer for a reason. Training with a male was way too embarrassing, especially a hot male like this one. I would never be able to concentrate if this guy was my trainer, even for one session. Not that he was my type or anything; he was way too dangerous-looking. I was having an increasingly hard time breathing walking so close to him, and surely that would only get worse if he trained me. Which meant I’d pass out from lack of oxygen to my brain. If that happened, who knew if he’d bring me back to life? Maybe he was a gang member after all. A crazy gang member who’d kill me if I didn’t finish my set of pushups or whatever he’d have me do. Stab me with a knife that he pulled out from his gym pants or something. Oh, God. Like I didn’t have enough problems in my life…


  When we reached the far end of the gym, the corner he’d indicated, he motioned for us to sit on the two plastic chairs there. By then, I had decided to tell him I wasn’t feeling great and that it was best if we skipped this session. I’d be happy to compensate him for his time, of course. Or he might kill me.


  But as I opened my mouth to tell him this, he gazed at me with those hot eyes that felt like they burned holes in me and the words never left my tongue. It was as though he commanded me to be quiet with the power of his searing gaze alone. All of a sudden he smiled wide, displaying a row of milky white teeth so perfect he could be the poster boy for a toothpaste commercial, and I felt myself relax. It was like a different person was sitting before me now. Yeah, this guy isn’t actually a gang member. I wanted to laugh at all my crazy thoughts then. That was all they were, crazy thoughts and me being neurotic.


  He glanced down at the clipboard in his lap for a moment, then his smoldering gaze returned to me.


  “What’s your full name, Ricki?”


  “Ricki Averin.”


  “Date of birth?”


  “November three, 1989. I’ll be twenty-four then. So I’m twenty-three now.”


  He gave me another of those hot gazes, minus the sweet smile, intimidating me again. What am I doing? Oh, God, I hope he doesn’t think I think he’s stupid or something.


  But then that dazzling smile returned and my neurotic thoughts ceased as suddenly as they had started. “Thanks for clarifying that, Ricki.”


  We kept going through my health history, covering every imaginable disease I could possibly have, as well as any injuries I might have sustained over the years. Fortunately, I was completely disease and injury free.


  “You haven’t even sprained an ankle once?” Dante asked, looking like he thought I might be lying. But I wasn’t.


  “Nope. Sorry to disappoint. But that’s probably because I’m not the most athletic person in the world.” I shrugged and grinned apologetically.


  “That’s okay. That’s why you’re hiring me.”


  I did my best not to frown. What made him think I would continue training with him after today? So I might go ahead and do this session, but I very much doubted I’d do any more. No, as soon as I got hold of Holly, I’d tell her I wanted to continue with her, not with a potential gangbanger who might snap and kill me at any given moment.


  When we were done with the health history and I’d explained my fitness goal to Dante—to look like Gisele Bundchen—upon which he’d been nice enough not to laugh in my face—we went over to the gym floor to start working out.


  He stopped next to a couple of huge guys who were spotting each other doing bench press, and a slender girl in hot pants and a minuscule sports bra that did little to support her boobs. She was jumping rope, her boobs looking dangerously close to falling out of her bra each time her feet connected with the floor.


  Dante positioned himself so he was standing with his back to the girl, probably because if she was in his line of view, surely he’d be unable to focus on me, his client, who was not nearly in as great of shape. Yet, I reminded myself and smiled inwardly. Give me two months and people will be able to bounce quarters off my buns of steel!


  “Okay,” Dante said, “so why don’t we start by you giving me thirty jumping jacks to get you warmed up?”


  “Sure,” I said and started doing jacks, feeling inspired for the first time since I set foot in the gym. The first ten were not too bad, the next ten harder, and the last… seven felt impossible.


  “Why are you stopping?” Dante asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “That was only twenty-seven.”


  Oh, he noticed that? Crap. I decided it was best to play stupid. So, in between gasps for breath, I said, “Really? I thought it was thirty. And I’m pretty good at counting.”


  “No, it was only twenty-seven. Give me ten more.”


  My mouth dropped open. “Ten? Why”—I had to catch my breath some more—“why do I need to do ten more? I thought you said thirty, not thirty-seven.”


  Dante raised a brow and gave me one of those hot looks that burned holes through my skin. “Are you the trainer or am I? Give me ten more, I said. Right now.”


  I stared at him, outraged. Who does he think he is, ordering me around like that?


  Even so, I started jumping, completing the ten jacks he wanted. I was too scared not to.


  “Good girl,” Dante said. “Now let’s do some squats.”


  “Squats?”


  “You heard me. Have you never done a squat? This is a squat.” He put his hands on his hips and sank down into a deep squat and back up again a couple of times, using perfect form of course. “Now give me twenty of those.”


  “Twenty? Really?” I was stalling; I needed some more time to catch my breath before I did anything else.


  He sighed. “Yes, twenty. You told me you wanted to look like Gisele Bundchen, right?”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “Well, then let’s get cracking. Go!”


  I put my hands on my hips the way he had done and began squatting as deeply as he had, though I was sure my form was no way near as good as his. During the last one I went down so deeply I nearly fell backward when I tried to stand back up, but he caught me before I could fall. I wasn’t sure if the jolt that went through my stomach as he grabbed my arm and pulled me back up was because I was so embarrassed or because his touch felt electric against my bare skin. Either way, I was glad it was gone once he let go of me.


  


  


  Dante


  I removed my hand from Ricki’s arm, having made sure she stood firmly on the ground before I did so. This chick was something else. The kind who argued about everything and who thought you got the body you wanted by putting in minimal work. I’d only been working at Crunch for eleven months, but I had already learned which clients were worth it and which ones were not. And this one fell squarely into the second category. Even if we hadn’t trained for more than a few minutes, I could already tell.


  Fuck. Why had I told Holly I was available? Bad move. And this morning Holly had texted me again, telling me there was no chance in hell she’d have time for this client, so I needed to keep her.


  I wanted to punch myself. Why had I felt the need to act like a cocky asshole, suggesting that this broad was hiring me? What if she ended up wanting to do that, even though she bitched about everything? Stranger things had happened. Well, I’d do my best to make sure it didn’t. I’d train her so hard she’d beg for another trainer when we were done, but not so hard she’d hurt herself. I didn’t want her to complain to my manager or I’d get in trouble. Tonya might like me, but she liked the members more and I didn’t need any trouble. I just needed to last at Crunch for another year to prove to the judge presiding over my case that I was able to function in society and hold a job. After that, I could get on with my life and start my own gym. I nodded to myself. Yes, thoroughly kicking this argumentative chick’s butt should do the trick.


  At least she wasn’t hard on the eyes. She had a pretty face with a button nose that was splattered with a few light brown freckles, and her lips were an enticing red. I wasn’t sure if they were naturally that way or if she wore lipstick; either way, it worked for me. Nice, pale blue eyes. Long, straight hair in a reddish blond color that she’d put in a high ponytail, and her body was covered with the nicest white skin. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t mind running my hands over that skin… Her body was a nice shape. Long legs, a narrow waist, and great shoulders for a girl who claimed not to be athletic. If she put her mind to it—which I doubted she’d do—she could look fantastic. Better than Gisele Bundchen, if you asked me. I didn’t like women who were that stick thin. I preferred softer women who had something to grab onto.


  “Let’s do some pushups now,” I said when she looked like she had recuperated from doing the squats. I wasn’t a total asshole after all. Yet… I laughed inwardly. “And I want to see fifteen of them.”


  She looked at me with a frightened face. Then it seemed as if she suddenly got used to the thought. “Okay. But I’ll do them on my knees.”


  “No, you’ll be doing regular pushups. I’ll show you how.”


  She put her hands on her hips and glared at me. I stifled a groan. Here we go again.


  “I won’t be able to do them on my hands and feet,” she said. “Didn’t I tell you I’m not very athletic? I don’t want to hurt myself.”


  “You don’t need to be very athletic to do regular pushups and you won’t hurt yourself. You just need some good assistance. Now get down on the floor and get in pushup position.”


  Her berry mouth dropped open, but then she did in fact get down on the floor, her palms and toes positioned for a pushup. She looked fairly stable for someone who claimed to be so incredibly unathletic. I sank down next to her and put my hands on her hips to steady her, squeezing so hard I must have reduced her body weight by half. That would enable her to do the pushups on her feet.


  “Okay, now start bending in your elbows,” I told her.


  Surprisingly, she did as she was told right away. I watched her lower herself closer to the floor. When she was halfway down, I pulled her back up into the starting position.


  “There,” I said. “You just did a pushup.”


  “But I didn’t get all the way down!”


  “That doesn’t matter. It was still a pushup. A real pushup. Not one of the sissy ones you wanted to do.”


  She turned her head toward me and daggers shot out of her narrowed eyes. “I’m not a sissy!”


  “I never said you were. Now give me fourteen more pushups.”


  “Fine,” she huffed and lowered herself to the ground, and then back up with surprisingly good control. I barely had to hold her at all to steady her, but I still did to be sure that she was safe.


  She was struggling when she got to the eleventh pushup and I had to help her. By the twelfth, she was spent and I had to pull her back up to a standing position. Her long hair landed on my face briefly. It smelled nice, reminding me of the flowers my grandmother used to have in the kitchen, momentarily disorienting me.


  “Okay, let’s do some pull-ups now,” I said in a voice that sounded strange to my own ears. I immediately cleared my throat.


  She glanced at me with an arched brow for a moment. “Fine,” she said finally and raised her chin defiantly. I was pretty sure what she really wanted to say was something along the lines of, “Are you sure it’s wise for me to do pull-ups on my first session?” and not, “Fine.” But she was getting competitive now. I could tell; it was written all over her face and by the way she’d placed her fists on her hips. I turned away from her just in time for a pleased little grin to curl the corners of my lips. She might be okay for now, but by the time this session was over, she’d beg me to stop torturing her. This one was no fighter, no matter what she was trying to convince herself of.


  “Follow me, please,” I said and walked toward the squat rack. Silently, she followed me. As we reached it, I jumped up and grabbed the top bar and did a few pull-ups. Then I landed on the floor and turned to her. Her pale blue eyes had widened as she met my gaze.


  “Now you,” I told her. “And don’t worry. I’ll help you complete each pull-up just like I did with the pushups.”


  “I’m not worried,” she huffed.


  I tried hard not to laugh and pointed to the small box on the floor that enabled most women and shorter men to reach the overhead bar in the squat rack. Without a word, she stepped on the box and reached for the bar above her. Since she couldn’t reach it—and it didn’t look like she was about to jump for it, either—I had no choice but to grab her legs and lift her up. I could hear her gasp a little as I did this, but she didn’t protest and grasped the bar when her hands could touch it.


  “Okay, pull yourself up now,” I said while holding her legs in my arms. She started pulling herself upward. I helped by pushing her so she got all the way up, and then I lowered her back down again.


  “Go ten more times,” I urged her. She did as she was told with my help. We finished the set much more smoothly than I had anticipated, having been remarkably synchronized throughout it. Instead of letting her step off the box of her own accord, I wrapped my arms around her hips and lifted her off, putting her back on the floor. My action had been completely unnecessary as the box was less than a foot high. I half expected her to say something snarky about my hands being all over her—which they sort of had been—but all she did was keep her gaze trained downward. Then she mumbled, “Thanks.”


  For some odd reason, my pulse had sped up, as if I was the one who’d done those pull-ups, not she. I took a couple of deep, discreet breaths through my nostrils to slow it down.


  “Okay, time to do some leg work,” I said and pressed out what I hoped was a professional smile. “We’ll be doing some lunges.”


  “Okay,” she said meekly, taking me by such surprise I did a double take. What happened to the attitude?


  “Okay, great,” I said and showed her how to do front lunges. “Give me fifteen on each leg and alternate them. Thirty total.”


  She began lunging, alternating her legs exactly the way I’d instructed her, staring ahead at the mirrored wall all the while. Huh, I thought as I contemplated her . Maybe she isn’t so bad after all. Maybe I can actually keep training her. I barely had time to finish that thought when she suddenly tripped and fell to the floor in a heap.


  She rolled around, moaning and grabbing her foot like it had broken, the way soccer players sometimes do to encourage a red card from the referee. I couldn’t imagine that it was broken, only that she’d twisted her ankle a little. I squatted down next to her and put a hand on her shoulder. Her head snapped around and she glared at me, saying in a voice that felt like whiplashes, “Don’t touch me!”


  As if she was suddenly burning me, I ripped away my hand. What the fuck? So now it was my fault that she was a klutz? Front lunges were not an unsafe exercise for people with average body control like Ricki. The way she was looking at me, it definitely seemed she thought I was to blame, though. This was not going to end well. In my mind, I could see Tonya calling me into her office to ream me for having not only injured a client but also sexually harassed her. What had I been thinking when I put my hands around an uptight broad like this one? She was trouble manifested, for fuck’s sake, the kind that blamed the world for all her problems.


  She pushed herself up to a sitting position, back to moaning again.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, struggling to keep the annoyance I felt with her out of my voice.


  “Does it look like I’m okay?” she hissed. Amazingly, she managed to get to her feet on her own. She limped over to a workout bench and sat. I followed her.


  “Can you move your foot?” I asked cautiously, fully expecting her to bite my head off, but I had to say something. I couldn’t just stand there and stare at her like a jackass.


  She moved the foot around in a couple of very slow, painful-looking circles. Then she put her face in her hands and… began to cry.


  I stiffened as I watched her body tremble. I couldn’t handle watching any woman cry, not even those who were pains in the ass. I didn’t know what else to do but to walk over to the fitness desk and get some tissue for her. When I returned, she was still in the same position, but her body had stopped trembling. I extended the tissues in her direction, not sure if she saw me. She must have because she took them without a word and began blotting at her eyes.


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  I was beyond embarrassed where I sat on the sticky workout bench, crying like a little girl. How did I manage to twist my friggin’ ankle all of a sudden, just doing lunges? So I wasn’t the most athletic person in the world, but I didn’t go around tripping all the time, either. Well, it might have something to do with the fact that Dante had all of a sudden wrapped his arms around me when I was on that box. His action had made me so nervous my legs felt totally unstable when he let go of me. Still, it shouldn’t have made me trip that hard. And then I’d snapped at him as if it was somehow his fault, topping the whole incident off by falling apart and turning into a blubbering mess.


  There were no words for how mortified the last three minutes of my life had made me. All I wanted was for the ground to open and make me disappear. But I knew that wasn’t about to happen, so I had to make do with the second best option—call someone and ask them to come get me as soon as possible. Because I didn’t want Dante to take me home even if he offered. That would only prolong my mortification and I didn’t think I’d survive that. I probably didn’t have to worry about him taking me anywhere, though. The way I’d snapped at him, I couldn’t imagine that he would ever offer. He must think I’m a total nutcase. Not that I could blame him. I was starting to worry that I might in fact be one, judging by all the different moods I’d just gone through.


  With what felt like an enormous effort, I pulled myself together and turned to face Dante, who’d remained next to me, looking like he couldn’t wait to get out of there. I had to say something to lighten the atmosphere. I sucked in a breath and cleared my throat.


  “I’m sorry I snapped at you like that,” I mumbled.


  “No problem,” he replied, barely looking at me.


  Great, I thought. He must totally hate me. Oh, well. I’d never see him again anyway. I’d switch to another Crunch location; there were a few in the Los Angeles area. There was no way I’d continue training with any trainer at this particular Crunch after such a debacle. But first I had to get out of here. I glanced at him again.


  “Do you happen to have a cell phone I could use?” I asked. “I want to call someone to come get me.”


  “Um, sure,” he said. His right hand disappeared behind his back and returned with a phone in it. He handed it to me.


  “You just need to swipe the screen and you can use it,” he explained.


  “Okay. Thanks.” I swiped the screen and thought about who I could call. I had everyone’s numbers pre-programmed into my phone, which meant I had no idea what their actual phone numbers were off the top of my head. I tried my hardest to remember Nina’s or Nixon’s, who were the only ones I could think of who were actually around to come get me. Both my parents were at work and my younger sister was in school and my older one didn’t even live in the state any longer. Damn.


  “I can drive you home,” Dante said suddenly, taking me by complete surprise. And there was that searing gaze again that made my insides feel like they were lit on fire. He must have guessed that maybe I couldn’t think of anyone’s number from the way I just sat there and stared at his phone.


  After how I had treated him, I had to admit I was impressed. That was pretty mature of a guy… especially one who seemed like he might belong in a gang. Well, I really didn’t think he was a gangbanger, current or former. I knew from having researched my college paper that once you were in a gang getting out was close to impossible. No, Dante was just a regular guy who liked tattoos. A lot. Still, the idea of him driving me home didn’t appeal to me. But what choice did I have?


  It hit me suddenly that all I needed to do was get my phone out of the locker room and I’d be all set. But Dante couldn’t go into the women’s locker room and get it, so who would? I supposed I could jump on one foot over there, but that would take forever considering that the locker room was at the other end of the gym.


  “Um,” I began. “That’s really nice of you to offer. But if we could somehow get my phone out of my locker, I could call one of my friends to come get me.”


  He rubbed his chin. “Right. Well, let me see if I can find someone who can go into the locker room for you…” He scanned the huge gym floor for several seconds. Finally, his eyes stopped on a brown-haired girl with a body to die for who seemed to be heading for the exit.


  “Gabi!” he called to her. The girl stopped walking and turned in our direction. She broke into a big white grin and waved to Dante.


  He waved for her to come over to us. Hesitantly, she started walking toward our side of the gym floor. She stopped before us, throwing a couple of glances in my direction. Her long, honey brown locks were pulled back in a loose braid at the nape of her neck. She was one of the best-looking girls I’d ever seen, making me wonder if she wasn’t also a model.


  “Hey,” she said, looking at Dante. “What’s up?”


  “This is Ricki,” Dante said and nodded to me. “Ricki, this is Gabi. She’s one of the group ex instructors here.”


  “Hi,” I said and smiled at Gabi. She smiled back and said hi.


  “Ricki just hurt her foot and needs to get her phone out of her locker,” Dante explained. “Do you think you could run in there and get it for her?”


  “Sure,” Gabi said. She looked at me. “Do you have the key?”


  I untied the locker key that I had attached to my workout tights and handed it to her. “Maybe you can bring the entire bag that’s in there?”


  “Sure,” Gabi said. “I’ll be right back.”


  The minutes that followed as Dante and I waited for Gabi to return were awkward to say the least. Dante was still looking like he hoped he would magically disappear, and I was fighting the need to blow my nose in front of him. I could barely breathe it was so full of snot, but for some reason I really didn’t want to blow it in his presence. Neither of us seemed to know what to say, so we just remained there, glancing at each other every now and then. Fortunately, it didn’t take long for Gabi to return with my big red tote bag over her shoulder.


  She handed it to me together with the key.


  “Thanks,” I said and shoved my hand into the bag to find my phone. When I found it, I discovered to my horror that it was dead. Damn. I guess I’d have to take Dante up on his offer then. I sighed as discreetly as I could. I was sure he had only offered to be polite and absolutely did not want me to actually accept his offer. Wait, maybe I could drive on my own… I moved my hurt foot a little. The pain that shot through my ankle made me gasp out loud.


  “Are you okay?” Dante asked with a concerned face.


  I threw him a glance and made myself smile. “Yeah.”


  There was no chance in hell I’d be able to push any pedals the way my ankle hurt. I looked up again, preparing to ask Dante if he’d been serious about his offer. Both he and Gabi, who had remained, were looking down at me, watching what I was doing.


  I exhaled. I might as well spit it out… “Um, it looks like my phone’s dead.”


  “Do you wanna use my phone?” Gabi asked.


  “Thanks, but I already tried using Dante’s. I can’t remember any of the numbers to people who can come pick me up. They’re all pre-programmed into my phone.”


  “Where do you live?” Gabi said. “I have to go to Santa Monica to pick up something. If you live in that direction, I could drive you.”


  “Really? That would be great. I live in West L.A.” I’d much rather she took me home than Dante.


  “Okay, perfect. Come on, let me help you to my car. Do you have all your stuff?”


  “Yeah, I think so,” I said.


  Gabi looked at Dante. “Help me get her to her feet, will you?”


  “Um, all right,” he said, looking a bit lost. The two of them bent down on either side of me and grabbed me under my arms. “Are you ready?” Gabi said to me.


  “Sure,” I mumbled. She glanced back at Dante. “One, two, three!”


  In a matter of seconds, I was standing on my good foot. I didn’t dare putting any pressure on the one with the hurt ankle. I still remembered how painful it had been when I somehow managed to get up from the floor and over to the workout bench, all on my own. I’d been so embarrassed it had trumped all the pain shooting through me each time I stepped on the foot. But unless I expected Dante to carry me out of the club now, I’d have to put some pressure on it, or jump on my other foot to get to Gabi’s car. I didn’t think I could do either.


  “Do you think you can walk on the hurt foot?” Dante asked me, his arm around my waist. Gabi was on the other side with her hand around my waist, too.


  I put as much pressure as I dared on my foot and took a step. I couldn’t stop an “ouch!” from escaping my lips.


  “Okay, you won’t be walking on that foot at all,” Dante said. “Just jump on your good foot. Don’t worry. Gabi and I will support you. You’ll be fine.”


  I nodded and we got moving. Ten awkward minutes later, I was sitting next to Gabi in her car, on my way back home.


  


  


  


  Dante


  Jesus. That’s one nutty broad. I walked back into the club, glad that she was out of my life at last. I had obviously way overestimated her athletic abilities when I’d asked her to do those lunges. I had never before seen anyone trip and twist their ankle when performing that exercise, but this chick somehow managed to do it. A little part of me still wondered if maybe she had faked the entire incident just to get out of the session. She did seem like the type who would do something like that rather than admit that she was exhausted.


  Nah, I doubted she was that good an actress. If she was, she deserved a fucking Oscar for that performance.


  As I walked over to my drawer where I kept my client files to exchange the file on my clipboard, I bumped into Tonya. The feisty African American woman had an afro that put Rihanna’s one-time red afro to shame. Today she was sporting one of her formfitting Hugo Boss dresses. As always, she was wearing sky-high heels with her outfit to make up for the fact that she wasn’t more than five feet tall. I couldn’t help but think that if she ever tripped wearing her heels, she’d not only twist her ankle but surely break it, too.


  “Dante, I need to see you in my office when you have a moment,” she said. Her nostrils flared the way they always did when she was excited for some reason. Fuck. I hoped this didn’t have anything to do with Ricki. Maybe someone had watched us work out with me putting my hands all over the chick’s body. Why the hell did I do something so stupid? Another trainer had recently been fired for inappropriate conduct with a client, stretching her with his dick more or less. Not that the client had complained at first; rumor had it that it was only when the trainer told her he wasn’t interested in dating her that she’d snapped. It couldn’t be that Ricki herself had called and complained; she and Gabi just left the building, so that was pretty much impossible.


  Whatever it was, I could only hope it had nothing to do with the gym wanting to get rid of me. Except for my somewhat questionable behavior with Ricki, I couldn’t think of anything else that made me a case for termination. I shrugged as I switched the files on my clipboard; surely it was nothing serious. Then I headed to meet Lindsey for our training session.


  I got through the session being only halfway there mentally. My upcoming rendezvous with Tonya must bother me more than I had thought.


  I gave Lindsey a big hug good-bye and headed to Tonya’s office. I knocked on the door before I stuck my head inside.


  “Is now a good time?” I asked her. She was typing with frenzied fingers on her computer keyboard, while talking to someone on her headset. She signaled with her head that I should come in. I stepped inside and took a seat on one of the chairs in front of her desk and waited for her to finish her call. She did only a minute later. Then she turned to me, moving the corners of her fleshy, deep purple lips in a way that made her look like she was a sad clown.


  “Dante, we’re having some issues,” she finally said.


  “Oh, yeah? Mental ones?” I gave her a sideways grin, hoping it would make her stop looking at me with such a gloomy face. Whatever the hell it was, it couldn’t be that bad.


  “This is no time for jokes,” she said, rearranging her expression into a more neutral one. “I had a meeting with the regional manager earlier today and he told me you need to increase your sales and session numbers if the company is going to keep you employed.”


  “Increase my sales and sessions? By how much?”


  “You need to double both of them. Starting this month.”


  “This month? Is he effing nuts? We’re already a third through it.” And I had outside clients I needed to attend to. Ones I’d bring with me to my own gym when my probation was completed.


  Tonya sighed and had a sip of the mineral water she always had standing on her desk. “I know it’s a lot to ask for, but you can do it. You just have to work a little harder. Your schedule isn’t that full. And if you think about all the extra cash you’ll be pulling in, it won’t be so bad.”


  I rubbed my hands over the lower part of my face. I didn’t need this right now. With my private clients, I made more than enough cash. What I needed was enough time to get Jose ready for his fight, so I had planned on potentially giving up some of my Crunch clients, not taking on tons more. After what had happened with Carlos, we’d better get him ready to jump out sooner than planned. “Are you saying I’ll be terminated if I don’t double my sales and sessions by the end of this month?”


  “I’m sorry, but, yes, that’s what I’m saying.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not fair. Why are they doing this? Is the company really doing that badly, or should I take it personally?”


  Tonya sat up in her chair. “I’ll lay it out to you straight. Someone on the board of directors found out that you’re a former gang member on probation and got pissed. His exact words were ‘why the hell are we hiring jailbirds?’” She smirked. “Sorry to be so blunt, Dante… In any case, I had to convince them you were one hell of a trainer the company couldn’t do without. Which means you need to prove to them that you are exactly that by upping your numbers. I have no doubt you can do it. As much as the ladies love you at the club, it should be no problem.” She grinned knowingly and winked at me. “Especially not since I’ll be helping you. So don’t worry.”


  I exhaled. “Fine. Is that it?”


  Tonya arched one of her well plucked eyebrows. “Isn’t that enough?”


  I laughed. “I guess it is.” I got to my feet. “Well, I’d better get started then.”


  She handed me a few sheets. “Here are some leads for you. All women and one guy. You should have no problem closing them.” She gave me another wink. “Just kill them with that million dollar smile of yours.”


  I raised the papers in a salute. “I’ll do my best.”


  I left her office, trying to cheer myself with the fact that at least I still had a job, even if it meant I’d have to bust my balls twice as hard if I wanted to keep it. I sighed, thinking that I should have been nicer to that Ricki-chick because, pain in the ass or not, now I really needed to keep her on my roster of clients. Ricki had mentioned that she wanted to train every other day, so adding her would make my life a lot easier since most clients only trained twice a week.


  Well, I’ll find a way to make sure she continues with me. Kiss her ass like I love her. It would take some effort, but the thought of Jose dying and me ending up in prison was way worse. I didn’t think I’d survive behind bars; the Devils had too many rivals there who’d find a way to kill me now that I was no longer part of the gang.


  As soon as I was done at Crunch today, I’d call Ricki to see how she was doing, act like the most concerned trainer in the whole world. She’d be crazy not to keep training with me when I was done with her.


  


  


  Ricki


  “I’m sure it wasn’t as bad as you think,” Nina said in my ear. After Gabi dropped me off at my house, I’d stalked Nina on her phone until she picked up hours later. She’d taken a midday nap that lasted a lot longer than planned due to her raging pregnancy hormones. At last, I could share my mortification that had grown and grown within me all day.


  “No, it was even worse,” I said. “Oh, God, I’m such a loser…” I closed my eyes, reliving the moment when I had tripped and collapsed on the gym floor in my mind again.


  “Stop calling my best friend a loser,” Nina said in a fake stern voice. “She just got a little freaked out when the hottie trainer insisted on laying his hands all over her. Could have happened to anyone. You know what, Ricki?”


  “What?”


  “It sounds like this trainer is sort of into you the way you described his behavior. You know, the way you said he was holding you everywhere all the time. That doesn’t sound like normal trainer behavior. We should ask Nixon and see what he thinks. He’s supposed to be back this week.”


  Nixon was our friend, who was also a trainer, and who had spent the last three months traveling in Asia with his boyfriend.


  Something between a snort and a laugh came out of me. “What? No. This guy hates me. Trust me, I could tell. He was just worried I’d kill myself if he left me to my own devices, even for a second. And considering that I —oh, God…” I sighed and shook my head, still not sure how I’d managed to do something so incredibly clumsy. “That I tripped and almost broke my friggin’ ankle doing lunges, I honestly can’t blame him for worrying.”


  Nina tried to stifle a giggle. “Sorry… It just sounds kinda funny. But I’m sure it wasn’t. Well, if you really want to switch trainers and gyms, you should. We can probably get a refund for the sessions. Or transfer them somehow. But I honestly don’t think it’s that big a deal. For sure no one saw what happened except for the hottie trainer.”


  “It’s enough that he saw me. Besides, I really don’t think he wants to train me again anyway the way I was questioning everything he told me to do.”


  “Why did you question him? Did he ask you to do weird stuff?”


  “No, not really.” I thought about Nina’s question for a moment, why I had questioned him so much. “I guess I just didn’t like the way he was ordering me around. And I always get defensive when I’m nervous.”


  “Yeah, that’s true. You do have a tendency to get defensive.”


  Outrage filled me. “No, I don’t!” Then I realized what I had just done and we both started laughing. “Okay,” I said when I finally contained myself. “Maybe I do.”


  Nina inhaled. “So he was ordering you around, huh? Sounds kinda hot, if you ask me… At least if he’s as good-looking as you said. Mmmm…”


  I scoffed. “It wasn’t hot at all. Trust me, just super annoying…” But then an image materialized in my mind of him telling me what to do, his arms crossed over his chest, gazing at me in that way that made me feel like I was on fire. Electricity rushed up the insides of my thighs and my stomach did flip flops, suggesting that maybe Nina had a point. She was a lot more sexually experienced than I was. I had only ever slept with three guys while her number was somewhere in the high teens. And, apparently, she and her soon-to-be-husband, Dylan, had the most amazing sex life. I wasn’t at all surprised when she told me she was pregnant, even though she had been on the pill. As often as they seemed to be doing it, it seemed like it had been bound to happen. I, on the other hand, couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had sex, it was so long ago. Which was probably why I was feeling turned on right now, not because Dante’s behavior had been so incredibly sexy.


  Two beeps in my ear told me I had an incoming call.


  “Hey,” I said. “Someone’s calling me. I talk to you later, okay?”


  We said good-bye and I switched to the incoming call.


  “May I speak to Ricki, please?” asked a male voice that managed to be velvety and throaty at the same time, a combination that sent a shiver of pleasure through me. Now I was really feeling turned on…


  “Um, this is she.” Who could this delectable man be?


  “This is Dante from Crunch. We had a training session earlier today.”


  Oh, God. Not him. Any thoughts of sex were replaced with a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance. What could he possibly want? I must have forgotten something at the gym.


  “I just wanted to call and see how you were doing and make sure you got home all right,” he said. “Did everything go okay with Gabi?”


  “Oh, hi. Um, yeah, she was really sweet. Thanks for hooking me up with her.”


  “It’s my pleasure. How’s your ankle feeling?”


  “It’s okay. I’ve been resting all day and put ice on it like you suggested, so it hasn’t really swelled up or anything. I haven’t tried to walk on it because I was scared that would hurt too much. So when I go to the—” fortunately, I caught myself before I could continue my nonsensical rambling and tell Dante about my toilet habits. He didn’t have to know that each time I had to go to the bathroom—or anywhere else in the apartment for that matter—I had to jump on my good foot to get there. I cleared my throat and said, “Anyway, I think it’s feeling a little better. Thanks for asking.”


  “Well, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I feel really bad our session ended on such a low note today. I hope I can make it up to you on our next session.”


  I frowned. On our next session? Was he crazy? Did he actually think I’d train with him again? Well, he must or why else would he have said that. But we weren’t. Unfortunately, as I was about to tell him this, I realized I couldn’t get the words out of my mouth. They just sounded so incredibly rude now that he was calling me and being so nice and I wasn’t a rude person. At least I hoped I wasn’t. So I ended up saying nothing.


  “Is there anything I can do to make your recovery time more pleasant?” Dante said in that sexy voice of his, and suddenly all kinds of naughty things—which I was very sure he hadn’t been referring to—popped up in my head again. Oh, God, I’m a sad, sad person. Who obviously needed to get laid very badly.


  “Um,” I said, annoyed with myself that he affected me so much. “I think I’ll be okay.”


  “I’m absolutely sure you’ll be more than okay, Ricki. But, really, if there’s anything at all I can do to make your downtime more pleasant, don’t hesitate to shoot me a text. Or call me if you prefer. You can just use the number I’m calling from now. This is your cell, right, so you can see my number on your phone?”


  I removed the phone from my ear to see if I could see his number on the screen. There it was, a number indicating that he was from the Downtown L.A. area.


  “Yeah, I can see it.”


  “Great.” It sounded like Dante was smiling big. “I know how tough it is when you’re down with an injury, so I want to make sure you contact me if you need help with anything. Anything at all. Driving you, picking up groceries, fixing stuff at your house. Whatever you need, don’t hesitate to get in touch with me. If I’m free, I’d be happy to make your life easier.”


  “Okay, that’s good to know. And very sweet of you. Thank you.”


  “Don’t even mention it. If I hadn’t asked you to do those lunges, you wouldn’t be in this position in the first place.”


  I smiled. “It’s not your fault. I’m just very uncoordinated.”


  “Oh, no, it could have happened to anyone.”


  I highly doubted that, but out loud I only said, “Really? Thanks, I feel much better now.”


  “I’m glad. Well, if you think you’re all right at the moment, I’m going to go. But I’ll check in with you tomorrow to see how you’re doing, okay?”


  “Uh, yeah, sure.” Wow, is this guy for real? I couldn’t help but wonder. He was so incredibly nice.


  “Talk to you tomorrow then, Ricki. Remember to keep icing your ankle for 15-20 minutes every couple of hours and you should be fine sooner than you know it.”


  “Okay, I sure will. Talk to you tomorrow. Thanks for calling!”


  We said good-bye and disconnected. I kept the phone pressed to my chest. Wow, that sure was unexpected. Maybe I will keep training with him after all. He obviously cares very much about how I’m feeling.


  I sat a little taller in my bed. Well, at least I’ll give him one more chance before I make up my mind. When my ankle is better and I can walk, that is. I really hoped that wouldn’t take too long.


  


  Dante


  I looked at the phone after I had finished my conversation with Ricki. Talking to her had not been as painful as I’d imagined it to be. In fact, she’d been pretty nice. Who would’ve thought so? Maybe I wouldn’t mind working with her after all. We’d see. I wouldn’t train her for another couple of weeks anyway, which sucked since that meant I wouldn’t get more than a couple of sessions out of her this month. I sighed. Oh, well. She’d hopefully make up those numbers for me in June. I made a few more phone calls to set up meetings with new clients. Then it was time for me to head to the Whiskey and train Jose.


  I stuck the phone back into my athletic shorts and walked to my Harley that I’d parked in the underground parking complex in the mall. Ten minutes later, I left it on the street outside the Whiskey. Jose should already be at the bar there, waiting for me. I walked into the dimly lit establishment and found him seated on a stool far away from other patrons. Wearing a baseball cap, his gaze was trained to the floor and his arm was on the bar counter. He must have sensed me approaching because he suddenly raised his gaze in my direction. As I got closer, I thought it looked like his face was swollen and bruised, and only then did I notice that he was slightly bent over as though his gut hurt him. What the fuck?


  I strode up to him.


  “Are you okay, man?” I asked him. He seemed badly beaten up.


  He nodded at the same time as he tried to press out a smile. It looked more like a grimace.


  “No, you’re not okay,” I said, taking in all of him. He was dressed in his regular baggy shirt and jeans, but the clothing didn’t look as neat as it usually did. In fact, it looked like he had rolled around on a dusty dirt road with them. “What the hell happened to you?”


  I already had an idea what must have happened, but I wanted him to tell me himself.


  “The boss lost his wallet and Carlos told him I’d taken it. So a few of the guys beat me up to make me tell them where I’d put it.”


  He was struggling to talk. There was no chance in hell we’d be training when he was in this condition. Frankly, I was surprised he had managed to get over to the Whiskey as beaten up as he was.


  “You should see a doctor,” I said.


  Jose shook his head. “Nah, I’ll be fine. It looks worse than it is.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I’ll live.”


  Yeah, but not for long if this shit keeps happening, I thought, gritting my teeth. After the misunderstanding with his girlfriend, Carlos seemed determined to make life hell for Jose any way he could. I looked around the dark insides of the Whiskey. It was best that we didn’t hang around here talking. I didn’t think someone had followed Jose—that was not how the Latin Devils operated. If they felt the need to discipline you, they’d take care of it right then and there—the way they had just taken care of Jose—not stalk you like some passive-aggressive chick. Still, you could never be too careful. Even if it was unlikely, someone from the gang who knew both me and Jose could potentially spot us. And if they did, they wouldn’t let Jose get away with his life intact already not thinking highly of him.


  “Let’s go downstairs,” I told him.


  Jose slid off the stool with great difficulty. Then we headed downstairs to the basement gym, he limping next to me, groaning every now and then.


  When we reached the empty gym, I nodded to a workout bench. “Sit. I won’t take you to a doctor, but you’re not working out, either. We’re just chilling today, you and me.”


  Jose nodded, like he was too dazed to even talk. I went over to where there was a stack of carts containing beer bottles and pulled out two. I opened both bottles and handed one to Jose. Then I sat on a bench opposite him and had a huge sip of my beer. There wasn’t much I could say really that hadn’t been said.


  “How did it end?” I asked him finally. “Did they believe you?”


  Jose raised his head and met my gaze. He seemed more like a man in his mid-thirties as opposed to one in his early twenties this evening. “Yeah, cause the boss found it eventually. His kid had taken it and hidden it.”


  “Was that during or after they’d beaten you to a bloody pulp?”


  “Some time after.”


  “So they believed you finally?’


  “I don’t know.” Jose rubbed his neck. “I think the boss just thought I’d had enough after a while.”


  “Did they do anything to Carlos? Did the boss order him to be disciplined for lying?”


  “Nah. Carlos claimed I’d found it and given it to the kid instead of to the boss like I was supposed to and they believed him. The kid’s too small to contradict him.”


  I shook my head in disgust. This situation was just getting worse and worse. What the hell had happened with the gang since I’d left? As fucked up as it used to be being part of it, members always had solid rules they needed to follow. No one ever got disciplined unless there was good reason for it. One guy’s accusation against another didn’t use to be considered good reason. Clearly, things had changed. Or Carlos was wielding more and more power. As I thought about it some more, the latter seemed most probable.


  “How many were beating you up?” I asked.


  “Three.”


  I took a deep breath, but quietly so Jose wouldn’t be able to tell. I had thought he’d say four or five maybe. If Jose got this way from three members pounding him—I assumed he’d at least tried to block some punches the way I’d taught him—he would never survive five jumping him. We definitely needed to up his training. He needed to improve his fighting skills even sooner than planned. We couldn’t count on him getting through the jump out only by taking them by surprise.


  “You need to lay really low,” I said. “Avoid getting into conversations as much as possible with anyone. And stay the hell away from Carlos.”


  “I’m already laying low, man. And I don’t talk to Carlos if I don’t absolutely have to.”


  Yeah, I was pretty sure he didn’t. There wasn’t much Jose could do to avoid getting into fights unless he was physically removed from the gang. Not with a psycho like Carlos breathing down his neck, hell-bent on destroying him. It suddenly hit me what we could do to buy some more time. Now that I was going to be working so much more, we’d use the extra cash to bribe someone to protect him.


  I told him what I thought needed to be done.


  “Really?” he said, glancing at me as though he could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You’d actually do that for me? What about you? What are you gonna live on?”


  I smiled. “Don’t worry, man. I have enough money to get by. Besides, I owe you, remember? If it weren’t for you, I’d be a dead man today.”


  It was true. I owed my life to Jose. If he hadn’t found me when I lay passed out on the ground about to choke to death on my own vomit, I’d have died. But he rolled me onto my side and cleaned me up, then sat with me to make sure I was still breathing until I woke up hours later. I had accepted a challenge from one of the guys to see who could drink the most tequila and remain standing. From what I could remember and was told afterward, I won, but I had also passed out minutes after the other guy. Only Jose had returned to see to it that I was all right.


  Jose nodded and smiled a little himself. “Yeah, I guess you’re right about that.” He shook his head and chuckled. “You were so fuckin’ plastered that night, man…”


  “Yeah, I know.” I laughed. “Don’t think I ever downed that much tequila in a week even. My hangover lasted, like, three days.”


  “Yeah, it did.”


  I thought about that night for another couple of seconds and shuddered. Then I turned back to Jose. “So, that’s what we’ll do. I’ll give you cash and you pick someone to protect you. A fifty a day should do.”


  “Yeah. Better to play it low in the beginning.”


  “Definitely. Is Paco still around?” Paco was known to be as ruthless as Carlos, but he’d always been one of the boss’s favorites, which meant he was pretty much untouchable. And because he was so ruthless, no one wanted to mess with him. What was even better, Paco loved using hookers several times a week. With another fifty a day, he could either go more often or visit higher-quality girls. It would be a great arrangement for both Paco and Jose.


  Jose had a long sip of his beer. “Yeah. Still alive and as crazy as always. Boss loves him. You think I should ask him?”


  “Yeah. He’d be the best choice.”


  “I agree. I’ll ask him as soon as I see him.” His hand with the beer froze mid-air. “What if he asks where I’m getting the cash from? He might. What should I say?”


  That was a good point; Jose needed to have some explanation in case Paco got curious. Paco was a moron, but we couldn’t count on him never wondering. “Haven’t you been part of some major hit in the last few months?”


  “Yeah, I was the lookout in a couple.” Being so frail, Jose was almost always the lookout.


  “Was Paco part of them?”


  “Only one. The most lucrative one. The other two were small potatoes.”


  “Well, for all he knows, the other hits were as lucrative and you saved your cuts. That’s why you have money to spend on him now and he’ll be more than happy to take it.”


  


  Ricki


  I was going nuts not being able to walk properly, so I followed every instruction Dante had given me to a tee. I kept my ankle wrapped snugly with gauze and iced the aching part every two hours. I made sure I kept the foot above heart level pretty much all the time, and whenever I needed to move, I used my good leg to jump to get to my location. Luckily, my studio apartment wasn’t very big. Three days later, a Sunday, Nixon and his boyfriend came over with a pair of crutches so I wouldn’t have to rely on jumping on one foot when it was time for me to get back to work. I was lucky I had twisted my ankle during a rare Thursday and Friday off, which meant I had a few extra days to recover. The less pressure I put on the hurt ankle, the sooner it would heal, Dante had promised.


  I double-checked his instructions with Nixon since he was a trainer, too. Nixon said the advice was spot-on.


  Even though one of my best friends was a trainer, Nixon and I couldn’t train together. We had way too much fun when we saw each other to get much training done. I needed someone I didn’t like as much and, more importantly, who wouldn’t crack up because I looked like a spastic foal doing an exercise. In that case, we would both end up rolling around on the floor laughing instead of working out.


  


  Dante had called to check in on me both Friday and Saturday, just as promised. He’d been as sweet then as the first time he called, so now I was beginning to look forward to the phone ringing. I had been wrong about Dante; he was obviously a lot nicer than I’d thought. Nixon, being in the same business, thought I should definitely use him as my trainer since he cared so much about how I was doing. If you asked Nixon, that caring was the most important quality in a good trainer. Neither of us could imagine any other reason he was calling than that. I mean, it must be very easy for a guy as nice and good-looking as he was to get clients, even if he sort of looked like a gang member. In fact, knowing how so many women loved bad boys, that look might work in his favor. I usually went for more wholesome-looking men like Nina’s Dylan. But I definitely preferred talking to Dante.


  So when my cell rang Sunday afternoon and I saw that it was from him, a smile spread across my face as I pressed the Talk button.


  “Hi Ricki, how are you doing today?” he asked in that amazing voice of his. My smile grew wider.


  “Not too bad,” I replied. “My friend came over with a pair of crutches, so now I’m ready for the week. I’ll be putting zero pressure on my foot, just like you wanted me to.”


  “That’s great. That means it’ll heal in no time. How does it look? Swollen still?”


  “No, actually, it doesn’t seem swollen at all.”


  “Really? Fantastic!” I could tell that he was smiling as much as I was. “Then you should start moving it around in circles. Slowly, a few circles in each direction. That way you get the blood moving and it’ll heal even faster.”


  I did as he told me, a couple of times in each direction. It hurt, but not so much that I couldn’t do it. It actually felt like it was getting better already just by me moving it.


  “It’s feeling better already,” I said.


  “Good. You should do that a few times every day, and you’ll see how you’ll be back up and walking sooner than you know. Are you still seeing the physical therapist tomorrow?”


  “Yup, I’ll see him on my lunch hour.”


  “That’s great. He’ll be able to speed up your healing even more.”


  I was suddenly filled with a strong sense of gratitude. “Thanks, Dante. It’s so incredibly nice of you to check in on me like this every day and find me that PT. I really, really appreciate it. How was your day? Did you have a good one? Were you with your girlfriend?” The last question was out of my mouth before I’d been able to think twice about it. Crap, why did I say that? Now he’ll think I’m hitting on him by trying to find out if he’s single.


  “Not too bad,” he said in a light voice. “Just finished training a client. I’m so busy I really don’t have time for much fun. Thanks for asking.”


  Hmm. He had totally dodged the girlfriend question. Did he not want to tell me he had one or what? I mean, if he didn’t have a girlfriend, why not just say that? Or was it possible he hadn’t heard what I’d asked him? I shrugged and decided that it didn’t really matter. “Oh, wow,” I said instead. “So you work on weekends, too?”


  “Yup. Every day. I have a lot of clients that need to get in shape.” He laughed.


  Okay, I thought and relaxed. So he definitely isn’t calling me because he desperately needs more clients then, just like Nixon and I thought. He obviously has more than he can handle. He’s just a really nice guy.


  “I can imagine,” I said. “Everyone in L.A. wants to look hot, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s true. They sure do. I kinda wish they worked as hard on their insides as they do on their outsides. Some of them seem to think that how they look is the only thing that matters in life. It’s so sad.”


  I was taken aback by Dante’s words. And not in a bad way. They had just been so unexpected. “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I just think it’s unhealthy to be too obsessed with the way you look, is all.”


  “You’re right about that. It’s good to want to take care of yourself, but not to the point that some people do. Not at the expense of your health.”


  “Yeah, and what’s so scary is that it’s easier to get caught up in it than one would think. I’ve seen it happen to lots of people. We have to make sure it doesn’t happen to you, Ricki.”


  I giggled. “Well, I don’t think that’ll happen. I love ice cream and dessert and burgers and fries and lasagna and cheese and bread and—” I caught myself. “Well, food in general a little too much.”


  Dante chuckled. “That’s good. I prefer girls who like to eat. Those girls are the most fun to be with.”


  A tense silence followed, during which I wondered what exactly he could have meant by those words. Is he saying that he likes me then? As a girl? I’d barely finished thinking those thoughts until I almost slapped myself, reminding myself that I was just having a little chat with my trainer, not some guy I had started dating. He was only being friendly, which, in his eyes, might even include some light, meaningless flirting. Get a grip, Ricki.


  “Well,” Dante said and I could have sworn I heard what sounded like embarrassment in his voice. “So, you promise me that you’ll be doing foot circles every other hour from now on then?”


  “Definitely,” I replied, sounding a little more cheerful than I would have wanted.


  “I should get going. I have another client in half an hour and I need to eat before that.”


  “Oh, yeah, of course. You don’t want to faint from low blood sugar while training someone, right? You might sprain an ankle if you’re not careful.”


  Dante chuckled. “Yeah, that would not be good.”


  He wished me good luck my first day on crutches—after making sure I actually knew how to use them first. Nixon had spent almost an hour coaching me, so I was good in that department. Then we hung up.


  As I put away my phone to head to the bathroom, using the crutches, I realized I was feeling a lot better than before Dante had called. And that was only because it was nice that my trainer cared so much about me, not because of any other reason. Heck, it was normal to feel great when people were as nice to you as Dante was to me, right?


  Definitely, I told myself and ambled over to the bathroom, barely noticing how the crutches were hurting me. An hour earlier they had bothered my armpits so much I’d only been able to take two steps at a time before I needed a break. Now I felt like I could walk on them forever.


  


  


  


  Dante


  Okay, the next time I talk to this broad, I need to pay more attention, I thought as I put my phone back into my pocket. If I kept those flirty comments coming, she might freak out and not want to train with me. Worse, she might complain to management that I was sexually harassing her and get me fired. Considering that corporate seemed to be looking for a reason to get rid of me, such a complaint would instantly finish me. I heard that last thing I’d said in my mind: “Those girls are the most fun to be with.”


  De puta madre. I grimaced. What the hell is wrong with me?


  Not only had the words themselves sounded suggestive, but the way I’d said them had made them seem a lot… sexier. I snorted, annoyed with myself.


  Normally, I never made these kinds of mistakes. But it was just something about talking to this chick over the phone that had made me relax—the things she said, the way she said them, her cute giggle—that made it easier to slip up. Talking to her was so nice I could barely remember what a pain in the ass she’d been in person. It was like she’d turned into someone else. Or hopefully this was what she was really like when you got to know her—easygoing and so sweet.


  The only thing that had bothered me in our conversation today was when she asked if I’d spent the day with my girlfriend. But that was unfair. She didn’t know what a sore spot that subject was with me. She didn’t know that my girlfriend had been murdered and that I would never again have another. Besides, it had been easy enough to skirt the issue.


  I thought about what I might say or do if Ricki asked me another time—face-to-face. I sucked in a breath to stop the wave of anxiety that suddenly rolled through me at the thought. It would be a struggle for me to just say, “No, I don’t,” like a normal person. At least it would be tough if she kept pushing, wanting to know how come, like the girl I’d brought home had done. I knew the girl hadn’t meant anything by it, only tried to be cute, but I’d still lost it and told her to get the fuck out of my place. I couldn’t tell Ricki to get the hell out of my face during a session.


  Well, since I doubted she was interested in me in that way, she probably wouldn’t push it, so why did I worry? Even though I enjoyed talking to her on the phone, I wasn’t interested in her in that way, either. Not only were we way too different, but she was not my type. I preferred more exotic women, women like Gabi, who had brown hair and dark eyes and who knew how to do a lunge without tripping. Besides, if Ricki ever found out I used to be a gang member, she’d dump me anyway. Girls like her didn’t touch guys like me. Few regular chicks wanted to date a former gangbanger. I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want my daughter to date someone like me, either.


  I stood up and stretched. I hadn’t lied when I told Ricki I’d been busy with clients and that I had another one in a little while. The last couple of days had been crazy. It had turned out Tonya was right; so far, it had been easy to add new clients to my roster. If it kept up that way, maybe I wouldn’t need to train Ricki after all. Well, it was too early to tell, so I’d better keep calling her to be on the safe side.


  I walked to Crunch’s juice bar and had a smoothie. That would hold me over until dinner. When I was done, I sat on one of the stools at the juice bar and thought about texting one of my clients to confirm that we were training tomorrow. But before I could find her number on my phone, Gabi showed up, her hair down for once. The way the honey brown waves framed her face made her look even hotter than normal. I hadn’t seen her since she took Ricki home.


  “Hey Dante.” She flashed me a gorgeous smile and slid onto a stool next to me.


  “Hey chica,” I said and opened my arms so she could give me the hug she so often gave me when we ran into each other. Ever since she’d started her training at the Los Angeles Police Academy to become a cop, I only saw her once a week or so instead of every day like before.


  As she released her arms from me, her brows furrowed with annoyance. “I heard management wants you to work harder to keep your job. That’s so effed up. As if you’re not already working hard as it is.”


  I smiled and patted her cheek. She really was a nice girl. “Yeah, but the good news is, I’m also making tons of dough.”


  She rolled her big brown eyes, as though she couldn’t believe I was so relaxed about it all. “It’s good that you think about it that way. If they pulled the same thing on me, I would’ve been so pissed.” In addition to being a group ex instructor, Gabi trained the occasional client.


  I nudged her. “Well, since you’re from Brentwood and your parents are upstanding citizens, I don’t think you have anything to worry about, baby. You’re the kind of person the guys on the board want at Crunch.”


  She and I may both be of Latin heritage—well, I was half Mexican, half Irish—but we were from vastly different socio-economic classes. While I had only known my mother for the first five years of my life and spent the next eight in foster homes, she was one of two siblings born to an entertainment lawyer and a casting director. They lived in one of L.A.’s most affluent neighborhoods. Gabi was the only one at Crunch besides Tonya who knew that I used to belong to a gang; the rest of the staff had their suspicions, but I was always careful not to confirm them. Better to keep them in the dark, just as we did with the club’s members. Gabi never stopped reminding me how impressive she thought it was that I’d managed to get out of the gang.


  “How did you find out anyway?” I asked her. I doubted Tonya had filled her in.


  Gabi ordered a smoothie from the girl behind the bar counter. “My dad knows the guy on the board who started it all. His name’s Mr. Winkle.”


  I chuckled. “Is that the jerkoff’s name? Mr. Winkle? Poor bastard.”


  “I know, right? Yeah, so my dad ran into him at some benefit the other night and Mr. Winkle was complaining about how Crunch was going downhill, hiring more and more lowlifes. Sometime during that conversation Mr. Winkle mentioned you and how the board had decided to deal with the situation since they can’t fire you and risk a lawsuit.”


  I raised a brow. “They actually think I’d sue them if they fired me?”


  “Yeah, apparently they were just sued by one of the cleaning staff they fired. So now they’re hoping you’ll quit of your own accord instead.”


  “Got it. Well, too bad for them I won’t.”


  Gabi had a long, indignant sip of her smoothie. “Of course you won’t!” She tsk’d. “It’s so unfair of them to treat you like this only because you weren’t as lucky as some of us who were born into the right circumstances. My dad even tried to tell Mr. Winklito”—she grinned big—“that as long as you behaved and none of the members complained about you, the club didn’t have anything to worry about. But from what I understand it was like talking to a deaf person.”


  I squeezed Gabi’s arm affectionately. “It’s no big deal, Gab. I really don’t mind working more. As I said, I’m making a lot of extra cash. I’ll use it as a down payment for my own gym later. It’s gonna be an awesome gym. You’ll be the first one I’ll hire.” I winked at her. “I’ll pay you twice as much as Crunch does.”


  “Ha, ha, yeah, that would be great. I’m sure you’d be an awesome boss. But I’ll soon be a cop, remember, so I can’t work for you.”


  “Ah. Right. I keep forgetting that.” It wasn’t strange; everyone who found out that Gabi had decided to become a cop seemed to forget that. It just wasn’t the career move one expected to hear when they met a girl like Gabi.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re taking it so well,” she said.


  “Yeah, it’s cool. Now stop worrying about me.” I gave her a half smile to take the edge off my words. Gabi might know my background, but I wasn’t about to tell her that the board making me work harder was actually a blessing in disguise so I could afford to keep Jose safe. The less she knew about my life, the better. I got to my feet.


  “I should get going, doll,” I said and kissed her on the cheek. “Work’s calling.”


  She nodded and smiled at me. “Yeah, I bet it is… Go kick their asses!”


  I waved to her and left, walking up to the second floor where the fitness desk was and where I’d be meeting my next client.


  He, a skinny gay dude who wanted nothing more than to get hugely muscular, hadn’t arrived yet. I walked in place as I waited for him. I didn’t think it would take long before he came, though, so I’d better hang out right where I was. I pulled out my phone to make sure he hadn’t texted or tried to call me to let me know he wasn’t coming or something. He hadn’t, but as I was about to return my phone, an incoming text made my phone vibrate. I glanced at the number and it took a few seconds before I realized who’d just texted me.


  Ricki.


  Thanks again for being so nice and checking up on me. It really makes a big difference to me:)


  I couldn’t help but smile then. Yeah, this chick was definitely a lot nicer than what I had first thought. I could only hope she kept it up when we trained again.


  


  Ricki


  Returning to work on Monday wasn’t fun. Not that I needed to run around much doing my job, so the fact that I had to use crutches any time I had to go somewhere wasn’t the problem. Yes, it was annoying, but I was getting used to them and in a few days I’d be able to toss them anyway. My ankle was healing remarkably fast. I could already put most of my body weight on my hurt foot without feeling like dying from the pain, a huge improvement from only two days ago. It was also fortunate. It meant I could drive and not be dependent on people taking me around or be forced to use L.A.’s unreliable, slow-moving public transportation system.


  Still, stumbling around on crutches was not how I’d envisioned myself looking the first time Aidan saw me again. We hadn’t spoken, not to mention faced each other since he’d broken up with me, and he’d soon stopped texting to apologize for leading me on. But I didn’t doubt he’d come up to me today and apologize in person to make sure we were good. He was that kind of a guy, someone who needed to be on good terms with everyone. I honestly had no idea what difference it would make if I had forgiven him or not. Just because we worked in the same office, it didn’t mean we had to talk to each other. Ever. We could resort to how it had been before I’d made the unfortunate decision to start dating this selfish guy—do our jobs and pretend like the other was just a piece of furniture in a far off corner. That’s how it had felt for months, pretty much since the day Aidan joined the company. At least I had felt like I was just an inconspicuous couch to Aidan the way he had ignored me, which, in turn, made me act like he was one, too, despite secretly dreaming of dating that hot couch.


  Just about everyone in the office looked up from their cubicles as I made my way to my desk at the end of the big open space. Then, as I had feared, Patty, Invisible People’s blond administrative assistant and the chattiest person on this planet, ran up to me to get all the details of why I was suddenly on crutches. Well, that’s what I assumed she wanted.


  “Dang, girl!” she shrieked. “What happened to you? Did you break your foot?”


  Could she be any louder? I made myself smile, even though I wanted to frown hard while shushing her. If Aidan hadn’t noticed me before, surely he had now… “No, I just fell and sprained my ankle a little. It’s not as serious as it looks. I’m only on crutches to avoid putting pressure on the ankle. The less pressure I put on it, the sooner it’ll heal.”


  “Oh,” Patty said and nodded exaggeratedly, as though what I’d just told her was the most interesting piece of information she’d ever heard. She hated her job and took every chance there was to avoid doing it, this being one of them. She wouldn’t return to her desk until she had wasted a minimum of five minutes discussing my affliction. “Well, thank God it’s not broken. How did you sprain it? Did you fall off a bike or something?”


  “Um, no.”


  “So, then how did it happen?” She tilted her head as she waited for my answer.


  I sighed inwardly. Patty wasn’t a bad person, just someone who was born with poor social skills. Asking too many questions in a voice that was so loud it could give you a headache was one of them. She would keep asking until I gave her an answer, so I better come up with a good one fast. I wasn’t about to tell her I’d tripped while doing a friggin’ lunge, that much I knew.


  “I, uh, was hiking and fell off a cliff,” I said finally. Falling off a cliff didn’t sound quite as pathetic as tripping while doing lunges.


  Patty’s green eyes and thin lips turned into big O’s. “Really? Oh, my God, that sucks so bad! Where did you go hiking?”


  “In the Santa Monica Mountains.” You’d think the girl would at least pull out the chair for me while asking all these questions, which we both knew were only in an attempt to kill time, not because she actually cared. “Hey, any chance you could pull out my chair for me?” I nodded toward my crutches. “It’s kinda hard to do it with these.”


  Before she could answer, a male voice I recognized far too well said, “Let me do it.”


  Somehow, Aidan had managed to saunter up beside us without me noticing and was now pulling out my chair for me. My stomach twisted as I turned to say, “Thanks.”


  He was wearing his usual button-down shirt, a checkered one in muted blues and greens today, and khaki pants. His shaggy hair with all the golden highlights was as always perfectly ruffled without seeming messy, and his chiseled jaw was closely shaven. He looked at me with those big baby blues with something like trepidation in them—which should have turned me off, but failed to do so. As sad as it was, this inconsiderate creature managed to retain his hold on my heart. And the more he looked at me with that boyish Hugh Grant face, the more it felt like someone was driving dozens of big needles into my chest. I clamped my teeth together to stop the little sob-like sound that wanted to come out of me.


  As I sat down, I tried to convey to him with my eyes not to hint at anything about what had happened between us. The last thing I needed was for Patty to find out that we had not only been dating, but that it was now over. Miraculously, I’d managed to keep this a secret to her, even though Aidan and I had been talking a few times while at the office since we’d started going out. And now that it was suddenly over between us, I definitely didn’t want Patty to find out. Just the thought of having her probing for every detail about what had happened was unbearable.


  He must have picked up on what I was trying to convey because all he said was, “I’m sorry you hurt yourself. Let me know if I can assist you with something. It must be tough getting around on those crutches.” Then he swiveled around and returned to his cubicle in one of the far off corners.


  Patty leaned closer to me, enabling me to get a whiff of her very potent perfume, something with lots of roses in it that stung my nostrils. For once she spoke almost quietly, a conspiratorial little smile on her lips. “I think he likes you.”


  I stared at her, unable to respond to that.


  “Don’t think that I’ve missed seeing the two of you talking lately,” she continued. She pinched my arm playfully. “I bet ya it’s only a matter of time before he asks you out.”


  “Right,” was the only thing I could make myself say to that.


  “And you’ll say yes, right? I can tell you like him.”


  Tears burned the back of my eyelids then. In order to stop Patty from talking about Aidan and my upcoming romance, I made myself start coughing. Hard. Patty’s smile faded and a look of concern on her face took over. “Are you okay? Do you want me to get you some water?”


  I finished my cough attack and wiped my mouth with the tissue I’d grabbed from the holder on my desk to cover my mouth. Then I dabbed at the tears that supposedly were the result of my coughing.


  “Yes, that would be great,” I said. “Thanks.”


  To my relief, Patty left my desk and headed toward the water fountain. I needed to find something to do to before she returned with the water, wanting to keep talking. Finding a number related to someone with work would take too long, so I found my smartphone and dialed Nina’s number. Out of everyone I knew, she was the most likely person to pick up.


  So when a satin-smooth male voice said, “Hello, Ricki. What a nice surprise,” I almost dropped the phone. I looked at my phone screen and saw that I’d accidentally dialed Dante’s number, which was the person my phone said I’d interacted with right before Nina.


  “Hey, Dante,” I said, seeing how Patty was making her way back to my desk with a cup of water in her hand. By the time I’d told Dante I’d misdialed and tried to call Nina instead, Patty would be here, eager to keep talking. So I might as well keep talking to him until she realized I was not about to hang up the phone any time soon. Telling him I’d misdialed would sound like a bad lie anyway.


  “Everything okay?” he asked before I got a chance to say anything else.


  “Yeah, I just had a few minutes to kill and thought I’d say hi. And give you an update on how my foot’s doing. You know, to save you the trouble of calling me later today.”


  “It’s no trouble,” he replied. “I hope you don’t think so. I have to say you have good timing, though. You caught me just as I was heading for my morning break.”


  Listening to his cheerful, warm voice instantly put me in a better mood, and I felt a smile tug at the corners of my lips.


  “That’s to be expected,” I said as my smile grew wider. “I’m psychic. I didn’t tell you?”


  He laughed. “Not as far as I can remember. Then again, I’m pretty dense… How’s your morning going so far?”


  “Not too bad. What about yours?”


  “Can’t complain. I’ve already trained four people, so it’s been hectic.”


  “Four. Wow.” My mouth had dropped open. “But it’s only nine.”


  “Yeah, well, my job starts early. I had my first client at five.”


  “You poor thing. That must’ve been rough having to get up so early in the morning.”


  Dante exhaled. “Yeah, to be honest, I wouldn’t have minded staying in bed a while longer. But enough about me. How is it walking on those crutches, querida?”


  My stomach flipped at the way he’d said that last word. Querida. I think that meant honey or something similar in Spanish. How had he meant it? In a serious way or in a friendly way, the way some people said “I love you” to every other person they met? I wasn’t that kind of a person. When I said “I love you,” I truly meant it. I quickly decided that he’d meant it in a friendly way only. He was in a line of work where you needed to be super-duper friendly to everyone. Nixon had told me all about how that worked.


  “I don’t really mind them,” I said, totally lying, as I could launch into a rant that would last several minutes about what I’d had to endure so far due to those damn crutches, but that wasn’t happening. I doubted Dante wanted to hear about the minutiae of my life anyway. More importantly, though, Patty was standing at my desk, giving me glances that told me she hoped I was about to hang up soon. I pointed at the phone and made a face that I was not about to do so for a while. She got the hint and left finally. I let out a silent sigh of relief.


  “And how’s the foot feeling?” Dante asked. “Any improvements?”


  “Yes, it’s much better. I could use it to drive this morning, so that was a relief. It makes me feel less like I’m an invalid, that’s for sure. I’m really looking forward to beginning our training sessions again. When do you think we can start?”


  “Are you seeing the physical therapist today?”


  “Yeah, at noon.”


  “He’ll be able to give you an idea how long it’ll take before you can start training. But my guess is it’ll be about two weeks or so.”


  I sucked in a breath. “Oh, no! I really hoped you’d say like at the end of this week or something.”


  Dante laughed. “Well, let’s see what he says. If you tell him you really, really want to start training, maybe he’ll find a way to make you start sooner.”


  I grinned. “I’m definitely gonna make him find a way so I can start sooner… A lot sooner.”


  


  


  Dante


  As we hung up, I wondered what had prompted Ricki to call me. Not even twenty-four hours had passed since we’d last spoken. I didn’t buy for a second that the reason was only to “say hi and give me an update on her foot.” Not that I minded talking to her. The more I spoke to this chick, the more I liked her. I no longer doubted that she was in fact a nice girl and that her behavior during our session had been due to her being nervous. A lot of people acted defensive and weird when they were nervous. I was definitely looking forward to training her again, unlike the woman I had just finished training. The way Ricki’s sweet voice had sounded in my ear had soothed my insides. God only knew they needed soothing—and not just because of my latest client’s unreasonable demands and temper tantrum. Last night’s demons had been particularly bad, so bad I’d woken drenched in cold sweat when my alarm had sounded this morning. Listening to Ricki talk now was what had made me suddenly call her querida, a term of endearment I only used for people close to me in my life. She’d made me feel that good. But then I spotted my latest client leaving the club and my anxiety returned.


  This woman, who I’d only trained a couple of times before, had thrown a fit when I told her she needed to work out a lot more often and eat less if she wanted to lose twenty pounds in two months. Shedding that much weight was no easy feat even for people who worked out on a daily basis and ate a healthy diet. But my client had refused to listen and started yelling instead, claiming her schedule allowed her to work out no more than twice weekly. And she was already eating a healthy diet, thank you very much. According to what she’d told me, her diet needed significant adjustments.


  When I made it clear that she’d never reach her goal using her current approach, she’d stared at my tattooed arms, turning more and more sour with every minute that passed. At the end of our session, she’d barely said good-bye and told me she’d get back to me about training next. Now I was worried she’d complain that I was trying to make her train more than what was necessary and generally giving her bad advice. It wasn’t a big deal if she went to Tonya; Tonya had been a trainer herself before going into management, so she’d back me on this one. Anyone who knew anything about getting in shape would conclude the woman’s complaints were ridiculous. But if my client chose to turn to corporate, I was in deep shit. Especially if she said she had a problem with all my tattoos, suggesting they meant I must be some kind of lowlife.


  Fortunately, the rest of the day went without additional hiccups, and when it was time for me to head to the restaurant where I was meeting with my probation officer, I was in much better spirits. My angry client had texted me and apologized for being so unreasonable this morning and asked me when I’d be able to train her next—and how many calories she should cut out from her diet.


  I entered the little Italian place right off Wilshire Boulevard and slipped into the booth where I usually met with Ms. Donaldson. She already sat at the other side of the table, her red curly hair bunched up in a messy knot at the nape of her neck. She wore an ill-fitting green suit, ugly glasses, and no makeup; yet, it was easy to see that she was an attractive woman, who couldn’t be many years older than my own twenty-five. Thirty tops. Each time I saw her I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d look like all dolled up. I had a feeling she’d be almost unrecognizable and smoking hot.


  There was no ring on her ring finger, which suggested she was single. I used to wonder what her story could be, but she’d soon made it clear that she wasn’t sharing any of her personal life with me.


  She stuck the pencil she’d been chewing on behind her ear.


  “Good evening, Davila,” she said as I slid into the booth.


  “Hello, Ms. Donaldson,” I replied and gave her a nod.


  She eyed me for a long moment, her face blank. “How have you been?”


  I shrugged. “Not too bad. Except that I’m having to work my ass off lately.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because some dickhead at the board of directors at Crunch found out I was sentenced for burglary and that I used to be a gang member. So now they’re trying to get rid of me.”


  She narrowed her grey eyes. “How are they trying to get rid of you?”


  Before I could answer, a waitress came by to take our food orders. When she left, I explained the situation to Ms. Donaldson. She nodded slowly. “That’s too bad. Well, as long as you fulfill their wishes, you can stay, correct?”


  “Yeah. As long as I fulfill their wishes. Let’s hope there won’t be others.” I smirked at the thought.


  “Do you think you’ll be able to fulfill their current wishes?”


  “Probably. Fortunately, my manager is on my side and is helping me out with clients.”


  Ms. Donaldson inhaled, chewing at the tip of her pencil again. “That’s good.” She scribbled something on her notepad before meeting my gaze again. “And you’ve still not been contacted by anyone in the gang?”


  “No, they’re keeping their distance. After the beating I gave them, they know better than to mess with a hardass like me.” I laughed to make light of the situation. While I’d held my own during my jump out, claiming I’d done so easily was a gross exaggeration. And my body still bore scars from all the blows I’d taken. One of my legs was slightly crooked from when they’d broken it in two places, the hearing in my left ear was impaired, and my torso carried marks from badly healed wounds. Fortunately, my leg’s crookedness was only obvious when you saw all of me naked, like in the shower. When guys asked what had happened, I told them it was an accident from playing soccer. And they believed me without so much as blinking, despite the scars on my upper body. Maybe that was because they didn’t really want to know. I didn’t think I’d believe it if someone had told me the same lie.


  Then again, being pounded into a bloody pulp was nothing new to me. It was because of being attacked so often while growing up that I’d taken up boxing and begun working out. The Latin Devils had been aware of my skills, which was why they’d been extra hard on me, making sure they got me drunk before my jump out started. I’d been so plastered I’d barely been able to walk straight. In hindsight, I realize I should have known why we’d been drinking so much. It had been my good-bye party in every sense of the word. Except, I’d survived, which they hadn’t counted on. But as much as I knew it annoyed the shit out of the boss I’d gotten away, he had no choice but to honor their code and leave me be. Well, as long as I didn’t mess with them. Which I was doing by preparing Jose for his jump out


  They’d take it easier on Jose, probably use fewer guys to jump him since no one expected him to know how to defend himself. That’s why it was so important that no one ever found out what we were up to, or he’d be a dead man for sure, no matter how well he learned to fight. They’d find some ingenious way to disarm him before, the way they’d done to me, getting me drunk.


  I wasn’t too worried that Ms. Donaldson would find out about Jose. All she and I ever did was meet once a week here at Gianni’s, her favorite Italian restaurant, so I could give her a rundown of my life. As long as I stayed out of trouble and kept my job, I didn’t have anything to worry about. She was really pretty cool and I didn’t mind my weekly dinners with her. Only problem was, lately, I didn’t have time for it. I’d made plans to see Jose tonight—before I remembered that I had my meeting with Ms. Donaldson. He had yet to reply to my text telling him I couldn’t meet until much later, so he mustn’t have gotten it. I was pretty sure he was sitting at the Whiskey now, wondering where the hell I was. Either that, or something had happened to him. I pushed the thought away, preferring not to think about that possibility.


  Our food came and I slurped down my Spaghetti Bolognese as quickly as I could without it being obvious I couldn’t wait to get out of there.


  Ms. Donaldson gave me one of her long, appraising looks. “Don’t choke, Davila.”


  I swallowed the big chunk of food in my mouth and gave her my best grin to appease her. “I’ll do my best.” My plate was almost empty now.


  “You have somewhere to be?” she asked.


  I wiped my mouth with my napkin. “Uh, no. But I have to get up early to train clients, so I should get out of here. Remember how I told you they want me to work twice as hard at the club?” I gazed at her with as much innocence as I could muster.


  She nodded as she elegantly rolled up some of her own spaghetti on a fork and stuck it in her mouth. She kept watching me as she chewed her food and I finished the last piece of food on my plate. When she finally swallowed, she said, “Well, then you should get going. Don’t want you to screw up at work. I’ll take care of the bill.”


  She always did. As she said when I protested, the state paid for it really, so I better save my money. I was going to need it later. Ms. Donaldson was great about making guys feel like they’d suddenly been castrated.


  “See you next week then,” I said as I got to my feet.


  “Yes, I’ll see you next week.” Before I could turn around, she added, “And don’t do anything stupid now, Davila. I’m watching you more than you think.”


  


  


  


  Ricki


  Almost three weeks had passed since the day I sprained my ankle and I was no longer using the crutches to move around. The physical therapist had told me it was okay to walk on the foot, even preferred since that would help strengthen it, but to stay away from any kind of activities that involved jumping. I was walking into Crunch now to have my next session with Dante, whom, by now, I felt like I knew almost as well as I knew my friends. He’d kept calling me throughout my recovery, to cheer me up and hear how I was doing, see if there was anything he could do to help me, being generally supportive. I hadn’t once taken him up on his offers, but it sure had been nice to know he’d been there for me.


  I was convinced talking to him so often had helped me move on from Aidan much quicker than I would have done otherwise. Yesterday, as I’d accidentally pulled up Aidan and my string of text exchanges on my smartphone, that crushing sadness when I realized what I was looking at hadn’t overwhelmed me. In fact, I hadn’t felt much of anything. When Dante called, on the other hand, I felt plenty. Just the way he said, “How are you doing today, Ricki?” in his sexy voice had a way of making my insides flutter, and after we hung up I couldn’t get him out of my head for hours. Not good. I could only hope the crush I was developing on him would go away the second we laid eyes on each other again, or I might be so self-conscious I’d trip and twist my other ankle just from walking next to him. Surely it would go away, I told myself. Eventually. While he was hot and nice, he wasn’t exactly the kind of guy I’d ever date. It might not be part of his tattoos, but the word “heartbreaker” was written all over him, and I didn’t need any more of that in my life.


  By the time I left the women’s locker room and headed to the fitness desk at Crunch, I was a shivering mess of nerves. My heart pounded like a sledgehammer on speed and my stomach was churning with nausea. I really didn’t get why I was so nervous; all I was about to do was meet with my trainer and have a training session, yet I felt like I was about to go on a first date with the man of my dreams. So stupid.


  I took a deep breath and made myself turn the corner that hid the fitness desk. And there he was, leaning against the counter with his back to me while talking to another trainer guy. He must have sensed me approaching because he turned around as I was getting close enough to tap him on the shoulder. He broke into a big smile and I could feel myself swooning, he was so cute. Even cuter than the picture I had of him in my mind, in fact. It took all I had to pull myself together.


  “Ricki,” he said in that fantastic voice and leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. “It’s so good to see you again.”


  “Thanks,” I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. “It’s good to see you, too.”


  It really was. Either it was something wrong with my memory or I’d simply forgotten how hot he was with that amazing olive skin and the black hair that kept wanting to fall into his dark, burning eyes. Oh, God, I will never be able to get through this session with him… I’d probably break my neck doing some exercise as shaky as I was feeling.


  Dante introduced me to the guy standing next to him, then he and I headed into the gym together. He kept eyeing me as I was walking. Somehow, I managed to control the rushes of emotions charging through me and felt almost normal again. I exhaled a silent sigh of relief. I would be all right. I realized then that it was several hours ago since I’d had lunch. I nodded to myself. That moment of lightheadedness must have been due to low blood sugar primarily, not Dante’s presence.


  “How do I walk?” I asked.


  “Pretty good,” he said and winked at me. “You do have a slight limp. Very slight. Does it hurt when you walk on the foot?”


  “I wouldn’t say that it hurts,” I said. “It’s just a little tender. And it doesn’t feel as steady as the other foot. But I guess it’ll get better eventually, huh?”


  “Definitely. As long as you keep up the exercises the physical therapist had you do, it should be back to normal in a couple of weeks. You’re already even better than I thought you’d be considering how badly you sprained it.”


  “That’s true,” I said and smiled. I was glad he seemed so relaxed around me, a lot more so than the first time we met, but I could also tell that he seemed tired. His eyes, now that I had a closer look, were a bit bloodshot and glassy, the way eyes look when you have a fever. I hoped he got enough rest in between all his clients.


  We stopped in a corner with a couple of workout benches and two towers loaded with shiny free weights. No one else was in the area, working out. Dante turned to face me, his hands on his hips.


  “Since it’s your first day back to working out, let’s do a light session,” he said.


  “That sounds good. The physical therapist told me I could do anything I wanted, but that I should stay away from anything with jumps.”


  Dante laughed. “No jumping jacks today then. How about I hold your hands and you do a few squats? Do you remember what those were?”


  “Sure.”


  “Great.” He extended his hands to me and I took them, my smaller ones disappearing into his strong ones. Holding him made me feel safe, like nothing could go wrong as long as his hands were around mine. A smaller smile curled his lips this time and he asked softly, “Are you ready, Ricki?”


  “Um, yeah.” I started squatting, gripping his hands like my life depended on it. I had to admit, having tripped from doing that lunge had traumatized me a little, so I was grateful he was assisting me.


  “Can you do ten?” Dante asked as I squatted for the seventh time, holding my gaze with his all the while. I wasn’t sure if my heart rate was going up so fast because of me sitting up and down so deeply, or if the way Dante looked at me so steadfastly had anything to do with it, too. I figured it was because I was so totally out of shape, having been more inactive than normal lately.


  I nodded and completed the ten squats.


  “Thanks for holding me like that,” I said, a little out of breath. “It really made a difference.”


  “I’m glad it did. I can imagine you must feel a little intimidated working out now after hurting yourself last time. But don’t worry; I’ll make sure nothing will happen to you again.”


  “Okay,” I said and smiled at him, warmth gathering in my stomach and spreading to all my limbs. “Thank you.”


  “My pleasure. Now let’s do some seated rows over there.” He nodded toward a rowing machine in a corner. We walked over there and he showed me how to sit correctly on the machine and how to do proper rows. I couldn’t help but stare at his amazing, tattoo-covered arms on which the big muscles got even bigger and more defined as he pulled the machine’s handles repeatedly.


  “Now you,” he said and left the machine.


  I sat on it like he’d shown me and grabbed the two handles.


  “Lift up your chest more and lower your shoulders,” he said, and then his hands were on my sides as he adjusted my form. A pleasant rush went through me. I was suddenly imagining him moving his hands up along my ribcage and then forward so they ended up over my breasts, cupping them. And squeezing them. Electricity rushed up the insides of my thighs and crashed in my erotic center. My cheeks heated and I was glad he was standing behind me so he couldn’t get a glimpse of my face, which must be red now. Oh, God, why am I thinking about sex right now?


  I forced the image out of my head and started pulling the handles the way he’d shown me, making sure I kept my shoulders down as he wanted. Only when I got to the eighth repetition did I realize I could see his face in the mirrored wall from where I was sitting. Which meant he could see my face, too.


  Crap. I really hoped he hadn’t looked when all those sexual thoughts had been floating around in my head…


  As I got to the eleventh rep, I stopped worrying because pulling the weight became so hard I couldn’t focus on anything else.


  “Good job, Ricki!” he said when I finished the fifteen reps he’d asked for. “Now let’s do a plank. It’s like a pushup, but you hold yourself up on your elbows instead of on your palms.”


  He showed me how to do a correct plank, his long, lean body extended as he held himself up with his elbows and feet on the ground. I didn’t fail to notice that he had the most perfect little apple-shaped butt, even though I made sure I didn’t stare but only glimpsed at it from the corner of my eyes.


  “It’s important that you don’t let your midsection sag,” he said and showed me what he meant by dipping that delectable butt closer to the ground. Then he brought it back up again, almost giving me a heart attack as it instantly made me think thoughts I definitely shouldn’t be thinking right then. “You need to engage your core to maintain a straight plank. I’ll show you.”


  I went down on my knees and got into a plank-position the way he had shown me.


  “Okay, that’s good, Ricki, but you need to lift your behind higher. Remember how I just showed you that you need to keep your midsection up?”


  “Yes.” I tried to lift my butt higher, feeling kind of stupid. “Like this?”


  “Almost. Is it okay if I touch your stomach?”


  I swallowed. “Um, sure. Do whatever you need to do.”


  Already sitting on his knees, he leaned forward and stuck a hand under my stomach. Then he pinched the area above my navel, right where the two sides of my ribcage met. “You need to suck it in right here.”


  I sucked in with all my might and it did make my butt shoot up higher. But having his hand on my stomach made my pulse speed up to the point that I soon had a hard time breathing. And I was already struggling to breathe as it was in this position. To make matters worse, he didn’t remove his hand as he counted down from twenty, the time he wanted me to remain in the position. By the time I was allowed to come down on the floor again, I was sure my face had turned blue from lack of oxygen.


  


  Dante


  Having her shapely butt stick into my face made it hard for me to concentrate. But concentrate I needed to do. I was determined to keep Ricki as my client, so I’d better not say or do anything stupid and make sure all my charm buttons were turned on. Not that it was hard to be at my best since she was much easier to work with this time around, exactly as I’d thought, doing everything I told her without complaining or questioning me. And she was looking as good as I remembered in her black tights and snug workout top in which her breasts swelled over the edge. Better even since there was a big smile on her face most of the time today, not an unhappy puss.


  When I’d finished counting down from twenty, she collapsed on the floor, breathing hard.


  “Are you okay?” I asked her. I tried to get a glimpse of her face, but she had it buried in her arms.


  Finally, she pushed herself up on her elbows and turned to me. Her pale skin had a purple tinge and she was panting slightly. For a moment, the way her berry mouth was open and her breasts were packed into that yellow top, I was transfixed and my brain stopped functioning. For the life of me, I couldn’t think of what I would have her do next.


  “Yeah,” she said. She gave me a confused look. “Are you?”


  “Um, yeah.” I smiled and shook my head, hoping that would jumpstart my paralyzed brain cells. It did, sort of. “Let’s go down to the first floor.” Walking down there would buy me some time.


  “Okay,” she said and we started walking.


  “How is your foot feeling so far?” I asked.


  “Oh, actually not bad at all. I can barely feel anything.”


  “I’m glad. Maybe we can take it up a notch then?”


  “Sure.”


  We spoke some more about nothing special until we reached the gym’s first floor. When I saw the TRX frame, I knew just what to do with her. I pointed toward the yellow and black straps that hung from the frame’s horizontal top bar.


  She stared at the TRX frame. “What’s that? It looks like a bunch of swing sets.”


  I laughed. “Yeah, I guess it does look like swing sets. But I can assure you, you won’t be swinging from them. More like hanging from them.”


  She gasped. “Hanging? Are you saying you’re gonna tie me up in them…?”


  I winked at her and gave a sideways grin. “Only if you want me to…”


  Her cheeks turned pink like they’d done when she was on the rowing machine, and it made her look adorable. She giggled in that cute way. Okay, she’s definitely continuing to train with me.


  We spent the rest of the session doing exercises using the TRX straps since Ricki really liked them. When there were only ten minutes left, I suggested we go stretch.


  “Yes, that would be great,” she said and smiled. I realized how much I liked watching her smile. It truly seemed to light her up from the inside, making her glow.


  I told her to lie down face-up on the mats at the end of the big room where we’d been working out. She did, and it was all I could do not to lie down on top of her she looked so inviting. I laughed at myself. I definitely needed to get laid soon, or I might start violating my clients as horny as I was suddenly feeling. In order not to let my raunchy mood overtake me, I thought about the way one of the guys in the gang used to chew with his mouth open all the time, mostly to annoy everyone else. It had the desired affect because when I grabbed one of Ricki’s legs, I managed not to get a hard-on despite straddling her in a highly compromising position. Normally, my crotch being so close to those of my female clients’ didn’t affect me much. I’d gotten used to it and trained my brain not to associate it with sex. But today it was not as easy to disassociate the two. Scratch that. It was hard as hell—or about to be, no pun intended. Yeah, I definitely need to get laid… It had been a couple months, it struck me then. With some chick I’d picked up at a bar, my usual M.O. It was never hard to get them to come with me, and I made sure it never lasted more than a couple days before I ended it. I always warned them beforehand that I only looked for short flings, and either they didn’t have a problem with that or they thought I wasn’t being serious. Some of them thought they could change me, but that wouldn’t happen. I would never again allow myself to have a girlfriend.


  “How does that feel?” I asked Ricki as I pushed her straight leg closer to her face so it stretched the back of her thigh.


  “Good,” she said, holding my gaze with her ice blue eyes. “I think you can go a little deeper….” She cleared her throat and her eyes widened a touch. “I meant further.”


  “I know,” I said and couldn’t stop myself from smiling a little.


  She was flexible, which was typical for girls like her who didn’t work out much. You could easily bend and twist them in all kinds of different directions… I felt a twinge in the groin area and I began to harden again. The vulnerable way in which she was contemplating me sure didn’t make it any easier to force my erection to go back down. I was getting so warm I could feel sweat breaking out on my forehead. Quickly, I pushed away any thoughts of how much fun it would be to play around with Ricki’s limber body. It took significant effort and lots of thoughts of Jose’s sweaty ass crack peeking out of his shorts when we were training before the heat between my legs started to evaporate.


  Damn, this is so going to be a challenge…


  “I really liked the way you were training me today,” she said.


  Was I imagining this or was she sounding out of breath? But why would she sound out of breath? Being stretched wasn’t exactly exhausting. If the way her eyes were suddenly sparkling and her pupils growing larger, making her irises nearly black, was any indication, she was feeling as excited as I was at the moment. I wasn’t sure if I thought that was a good or a bad thing. I decided it was best to simply stop wondering about it.


  “And you did great,” I said. “Especially considering your bad foot. You’ll probably be a little sore tomorrow. Not too bad, though.”


  “That’s okay. I can handle being sore,” she said with a brave expression. “That only means I got a good workout today, right?”


  “Right. But if you find that it bothers you, take a hot bath and add two cups of Epsom salt and you’ll see how the soreness will feel better.”


  “Oh, that’s good to know.” She bit her lip. “I really like taking baths anyway…”


  Is she trying to kill me here, biting her lip like that and talking about how much she loves to bathe? It took all I had to make the erection that was about to make my shorts tent at the thought of her lying naked in a steaming bath go away.


  I clenched my teeth and thought about the fat, hairy stomach belonging to some dude changing in the locker room earlier this morning. It had the desired effect.


  Finally, we were done stretching, which had turned out to be as much a pain as it had been pleasure, but pain in a good way. I hoped Ricki had found it mostly pleasurable or I was in trouble. Judging from the shine in her gaze as she looked at me when I helped her stand up, I wasn’t too worried.


  As we walked up to the fitness desk, I relaxed further because I could sense her contentment. She’s definitely continuing to train with me. I turned to face her when we reached the fitness desk. “So when am I seeing you next? How about Thursday at five thirty?”


  She smiled brightly. “Yes, that sounds good. My body should be recovered by then, right?”


  “Yes, it shouldn’t take you longer than a couple days to be ready for your next workout. We’ll work out harder then, maybe even do some boxing? Boxing is my specialty.”


  She looked scared. “Boxing? Do you really think I’d be any good at that?”


  I looked her deep in the eyes. “ Nena, trust me, I’ll make sure you’ll be great at it. I have a feeling you can throw a good punch. Maybe we won’t box the next session—it might be a bit premature with that ankle—but I promise we’ll do it very soon.”


  She nodded. “Okay, sounds good. I’ll see you in two days then.”


  As she turned around and left, I couldn’t help but check out the way her hips moved and again I felt myself harden.


  


  Ricki


  “Oh, my God, I so need a cold shower,” I told Nina. I’d finally faced the fact that my jittery feelings had all been due to how I felt about Dante and not a spell of low blood sugar. I’d called her as soon as I was driving out of the massive mall complex that contained Crunch. The cell phone headset was firmly attached to my ear, which made it easy for me to focus on the traffic while talking. “I’m honestly not sure I’ll be able to drive home in this condition.”


  “Why?” Nina asked. “What happened?”


  “The training session I just had was so incredibly hot… I mean, it was sexilicious. And you know if a stupid word like that comes out of my mouth, it means something.”


  Nina giggled. “Yeah, it must… So, what happened? Did he order you around again and you suddenly realized you like it or what?”


  “Actually, no. He wasn’t really bossy at all today. It was just something about the way he was talking to me, looking at me. Touching me…” As my mind went back to the session my pulse started to race. I switched on the A/C to cool down.


  “ Touching you? What exactly were the two of you doing?”


  “Oh, don’t be silly! We were just training and he had to adjust my form every now and then.” I sighed. “But each time he did, I could barely breathe I got so excited… It was totally crazy.”


  “Wow. Now I really need to see this guy. He must be super hot. You should take a photo of him with your phone next time you see him. So you’re gonna keep training with him then?”


  “Yeah. He’s a good trainer and so nice, which counts for a lot in my book. I’m hoping I’ll get used to him and then he won’t affect me so much. I’m honestly very surprised this happened today since he’s not really my type. But it’s just something about him that turns me on…” I shook my head to get the sexy thoughts out of my mind. It sort of worked. “Anyway, how are you doing? Tired?”


  Nina had entered her fifth month of pregnancy and it was really beginning to show now.


  “No, I’m good. I think I felt him kicking this morning…” I could tell that she was smiling.


  I sucked in a breath. “ No… Really? That’s great!” Now I was smiling, too.


  Unlike me, who was a total baby person, Nina had never been one to dream about either getting married or having babies. Before she met Dylan, a corporate lawyer who could double as an Abercrombie & Fitch model, he was so All-American handsome, she’d been the ultimate single gal. Their crazy intense romance had sure turned both their worlds’ upside down, and often it had looked like it wouldn’t work out between them, but, in the end, it had, primarily because Dylan had been determined to make it work. They had now been together for six months, the last four totally dreamy for both of them. And for me and Nixon, too, actually, as their roller coaster romance had stressed us out being her best friends almost as much as it had Nina.


  “Or it could be the breakfast burrito I ate,” Nina said in a dry voice. “I don’t think it agreed with me. My stomach’s been making funny sounds for hours now.”


  “No, for sure it was the baby!” I said, so excited for Nina and myself, too, since I was going to be the little boy’s godmother. I couldn’t wait to hold him. “Did you guys settle on a name yet?”


  “No, we’re still arguing about it. But I think I’ll get my way in the end, so count on Brando. You know how Dylan can’t resist pleasing me.”


  She was right about that; I didn’t think I’d ever seen a guy as in love with a girl as Dylan was with Nina. I hoped I would have the same luck with the guy I married. Unlike Nina, I’d always wanted to get married. Also, the name Brando carried a special significance for both Nina and Dylan. If it hadn’t been for Detective Brando, the two of them might never have started dating again. Thank God for him.


  “He sure can’t,” I said. “Baby Brando… I’m loving it!”


  “And I’m loving that you had a good session with… what’s his name again?”


  “Dante.” My skin tingled as I pronounced the name and once again my pulse started to race. Even faster this time and I found myself biting my lip at the thought of Dante’s hands on my body. I sighed. This was ridiculous. My crush on this guy was definitely not going away, quite the opposite. Maybe I’d better switch trainers after all. But firing Dante would be unfair considering how nice and supportive he’d been. What should I do?


  “That’s a cool name,” Nina said.


  “Yeah, I know. Hey, I think I have a problem.”


  “You do? What’s that?”


  “I’m realizing my crush on Dante”—electricity made the hair on my arms stand up—“oh, God, I can’t even say his name without getting all goose-bumpy…” I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm the butterflies that had suddenly appeared in my stomach. “It’s obviously worse than I thought. I felt back to normal when we started talking babies, but the second you mentioned him again, I’m feeling all love drunk again. Like bad love drunk. What the heck should I do? I’m in serious trouble. It can’t be good to have the hots for your trainer, right?”


  “You just need to get laid, Ricki. That’s all this is. It was ages ago since you even made out with a guy. If Aidan hadn’t turned out to be so screwed up and you guys had sex, this guy touching you wouldn’t have nearly as much of an effect on you. Like you just said, you’ll get used to him. And even if you don’t, I think it’s only positive.” She inhaled. “Think about it. Not only will you be looking forward to your sessions, but you’ll work harder to show him you’re serious about getting in shape. You know, to impress him. At least this is the way I think I’d be if I had the hots for my trainer.” She giggled mischievously, which made me laugh, too. I could definitely imagine my pretty actress friend doing everything she could to impress her hot trainer. She was a total alpha female.


  “Yeah, I guess it’s only positive,” I said. “I should stop worrying so much.”


  “Yes, you should. You’ll see how it’ll all end up great.”


  I hoped she was right. Well, I was definitely looking forward to my next session with Dante and I was even more serious about getting in shape than when I’d first decided to get a trainer, so maybe she was. I smiled big. “Oh, I can’t wait to see him again…”


  “Just don’t forget he’s your trainer and not some guy you just started dating,” Nina said.


  The smile on my face shrank. “Uh, yeah. Why would I confuse the two?”


  “Because you’re in a vulnerable place right now after what happened with Aidan and good trainers know how to make their clients feel good. If a hottie like Dante gives you a lot of attention, you might fall in love with him for real feeling the way you do about him already. Not to say that the two of you couldn’t start dating, but for now it’s smart to remember he’s your trainer only.”


  Even though there was nothing strange about the words Nina had just said—in fact, she was correct—they still managed to kill all the feelings of well-being floating around inside me. Well, it was good that she’d said them since it did give me a much needed reality check. I did have a weakness for guys who were sweet and attentive to me, that’s for sure. Aidan might not have been big on cuddling, but he’d been very sweet up until the day he dumped me. Which was why I’d fallen so hard for him. And except for that first time we met, Dante was very sweet.


  Nina and I spoke for another couple of minutes before disconnecting.


  The next morning I was so sore it hurt to bend down to pick something up from the floor or to climb stairs. But instead of being annoyed, I liked the dull pain that flashed through my legs each time I bent them. It made me feel like I was alive and well on my way to being the fittest I’d ever been in my life. Hopefully, if I took a bath with some Epsom salt in it like Dante had suggested, I’d feel better. It had to help because I was so not cancelling my session with him tomorrow. I had to remember to pick up a bag of the salt after work.


  I was still sore when I was leaving the office several hours later, but at least it wasn’t getting worse. Feeling like an old lady, I struggled out of my car and was grateful I lived on the bottom floor in my apartment building. As soon as I was inside my apartment, I headed for the bathroom where I turned on the faucets in the bathtub.


  Twenty minutes later, I was submerged in hot water. I reached for my phone to text my younger sister to remind her it was our mom’s birthday on Saturday. She always forgot and then blamed me for not reminding her. Apparently, only because I happened to be someone who remembered everyone’s birthdays, I was somehow responsible for her not forgetting any important ones.


  As I was about to start texting, I discovered I’d gotten a text.


  From Dante, who’d sent it several minutes ago. The pouring bath water must have drowned the sound of the incoming text.


  My heart pounding, I clicked on the text to open it.


  How’s your body feeling today, Ricki?


  I knew very well what he’d meant by that text and that it was completely innocent. Still, thoughts suggesting far more intimate scenarios than the two of us just having trained together began swirling through my mind. The thought of him straddling me as he’d stretched me yesterday sent tendrils of electricity up the insides of my thighs and heat pooled at the pit of my stomach. I imagined him suddenly bending forward and kissing me, pressing his bulging groin against my erotic center. His hands pulling down my workout top and setting my breasts free, he licking them, sucking my nipples, telling me how hot he found me, how he’d been dreaming of me, how he couldn’t resist me. Soon, my hand found its way between my legs and I brought myself to release, all the while pretending it was Dante’s hand doing it for me.


  


  Dante


  When I strode into the Whiskey, I found Jose on one of the stools at the bar as usual. His face no longer looked like a human punching bag and his body had healed enough for us to train hard finally. We’d lost a lot of time, so I’d taught him moves he could practice on his own whenever he got the chance. Jaime, my client and the owner of the Whiskey, had given Jose permission to come and work out in the basement cellar on his own. In order to survive the jump out, Jose had better practice as often as he could. I was struggling to find the time to train him lately, so he was likely to be on his own more often now. I’d barely been able to make it tonight because of my packed schedule.


  “Hey man,” I said and we exchanged a quick man hug. “Everything good?”


  “Yeah, can’t complain,” he said and got to his feet. We headed to the basement gym. “What about you? You look beat, man.”


  I yawned. “Yeah, I’ve felt more rested, but it’s all good. All good.” In truth, I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to keep up the tempo I was living. I trained between ten and twelve clients a day every day, up from the six I used to do five days a week at Crunch. Nowadays I had little time left over for much else, not to mention sleep. I rarely even got six hours. And I’d been forced to give up my outside clients. I kept telling myself that I was young and that I could take it. I had no choice but to take it. I couldn’t let Jose die, nor did I want to end up in prison.


  “You want me to get you some snow to get you through the day?” Jose asked as we entered the gym. Snow was the gang’s code word for cocaine.


  I looked at him with a raised brow. “You kiddin’ me, man? You know I don’t do that shit.” I peered at him closely. “And I hope you haven’t started, either.”


  Jose chuckled goodheartedly. “No, I haven’t, but I have to admit that sometimes I’m tempted to do it. I see so much shit these days, I have a hard time dealing with it. Maybe if I’m high, it won’t bother me so much.”


  I grabbed his collar and pulled his face close to mine. “You’ve gotta suck it up, man. You know what’ll happen if you start that shit. You’ll lose focus and then you’ll never get out.”


  Jose was way too sensitive, the kind of guy who’d make a great writer or some other type of artist, prone to anxiety attacks. It had been a while since his last one now, fortunately. He’d joined the gang because he’d been lonely, desperately searching for a place to call home, where he belonged, after having lost his family when they ran across the border. I was still amazed how someone like him had survived the Devils’ brutal initiation, even if they had gone easier on him since he’d only been ten at the time. Having become a member myself months earlier, I was grateful that I hadn’t been forced to participate. I had been too new.


  They sure hadn’t gone easy on me the day of my initiation. Then again, I’d been thirteen.


  The process of leaving the gang depended on the current boss. Nacho, being the boss at the moment, gave the person who wanted out two choices—either you took a three-minute beating by four guys who used their fists, feet and clubs to demolish you, or you fought six who used no weapons and you were allowed to fight back, for five minutes. Neither of the options was good and few survived them. Apart from myself, who’d chosen the second, I was only aware of one other guy who’d come out alive. But I was determined to make Jose the third.


  My phone beeped as I was waiting for Jose to switch into training gear. I pulled it out of my pocket to check who it was from.


  My lips curled into a little smile when I saw Ricki’s name on my screen and the smile got even wider when I saw what she had texted me:


  I was kinda sore earlier, but now that I’m in a hot bath with Epsom salt, I’m already feeling much better:)


  I felt a lot better too, after having received this text. The image of a naked Ricki lying in a hot tub expanded in my mind and my body was instantly recharged, the tiredness gone.


  I typed a quick response back: I’m glad to hear you took my advice and that you’re feeling better. My fingers were itching to add, I wish I could join you, but I stopped them before they could do something I knew I’d regret. Instead, I typed a more neutral, Look forward to seeing you again tomorrow.


  My phone buzzed with a response: Can’t wait:)


  I grinned big and tucked away my phone at the same time as Jose returned in his workout gear.


  “What’s with the stupid grin, man?” he asked and took me in. “You screwing one of your clients?”


  Hot rage shot through me and once more I grabbed Jose by his T-shirt collar, but this time I pressed him up against the basement wall. Leaning so close I was only an inch from his face, I hissed, “Don’t ever say anything like that again. Me oyes?”


  “Yeah…” Jose managed to get out, looking like he had a hard time breathing. Which wasn’t surprising since I was bigger than him and leaning against him with all my body weight. I realized what I was doing and let go of him. He coughed a couple times and smoothed his T-shirt.


  He eyed me carefully. “Sorry, man. I was just kiddin’…”


  The anger defused almost as soon as it had come over me. Why did I get so pissed? I knew he had been kidding, hadn’t I? But all I said was, “It’s okay. Just don’t talk about me screwing my clients again.”


  Especially not one client in particular.


  When I got home later and crashed into bed in my one-bedroom apartment, I pulled out my phone and found Ricki’s texts. I’d been thinking about her from the moment I mounted my Harley outside the Whiskey and rode to my house.


  I read our last exchanges a couple of times before I made myself stop and put it away. I needed to stop thinking about this chick. Not only didn’t I have time to date anyone, but even if I did, I wouldn’t let myself. After what had happened with Lara, I would never again allow myself to get into something serious with a chick. Only short flings, very short flings, ones that lasted one night preferably. With women I didn’t care about.


  I was still having nightmares about how Lara had looked at me when I held her bleeding head in my lap, her dark eyes still full of terror.


  “I’m so sorry, Lara,” I had cried, stroking her head. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you. Oh, why did you have to follow me? Why didn’t you believe me? I would never lie to you.”


  “It’s okay…” she responded weakly. She tried to smile. “At least I know you were not with someone else. Makes me happy. I just wanted to know I was the only one for you.”


  Those had been her last words and I had never gotten over them.


  


  


  


  Ricki


  “So the soreness is gone?” Dante asked, looking at me like he didn’t quite believe me. It was Thursday and five thirty, time for our second session. Well, third, depending on how you counted.


  I nodded and smiled at him. “Yup. That Epsom salt must have really worked.”


  I was a little sore still, but I didn’t want Dante to go easy on me today because of it. I had decided that I wasn’t about to waste another day not doing everything I could to get in the best shape of my life. I had already lost two pounds, which I attributed to the fact that I’d mostly eaten fruits and veggies in the last couple of days. Not that it had been hard to eat less and better than normal; all I needed to do was think about Dante, and suddenly the bad types of foods I usually craved didn’t seem that appetizing any longer. So far, it seemed having the hots for my trainer was only positive, just like Nina had said. I wasn’t even feeling shaky with nerves like the last time we trained. Yes, I definitely worried far too much about stuff.


  “Well, hey, that’s great,” he said with a sideways little grin. “And your ankle feels okay, too?”


  “Yeah, it’s fine.”


  “Sounds good. Let’s get started then.” We walked over to a corner where no other people were working out and Dante had me do squats while holding my hands again. I surprised him by doing twenty instead of the fifteen squats he’d asked for.


  “Wow,” he said, raising his brows. “Someone must’ve gotten a lot of sleep, huh?”


  “I did sleep pretty well,” I said. “What are we doing now?”


  He had me do some seated rows, followed by some pushups on a nearby mat. He told me to flip over on my back so I could do some crunches while he held my feet down. After I’d done thirty, I needed to take a short break to catch my breath. I eyed his tattooed arms.


  “Did it hurt having those done?” I asked him.


  He glanced down at his arms and I thought he seemed distracted. “Not too bad,” he replied after some time.


  “They’re very intricate. The artist who did them must’ve been very skilled.”


  Dante nodded slowly. “Yeah, he should be. He has a lot of practice.”


  “My friend is a trainer and has lots of tattoos like you. I know he’s always looking for good tattoo artists. How can he find yours?”


  “My guy doesn’t really do tattoos for the general public. Only for his friends when he feels like it.” Dante extended me a hand to help me to my feet. “But he’s not the kind of guy you wanna be friends with, so unfortunately I can’t make an introduction.” He looked away as he added, “I honestly wish I’d never befriended him myself.”


  “Oh.” What’s that supposed to mean?


  We went to the TRX straps where Dante had me do more exercises. I was still wondering what he could have meant with that last comment, but I didn’t think asking about it was a good idea. Dante didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it anyway.


  In between exercises, I had some water from my water bottle. Then I asked Dante if he was from L.A. originally.


  “No, I was born in Texas,” he said.


  “Oh. Did you grow up there, too?”


  He smiled. “I grew up in a lot of places.”


  “A lot of places? What’s that supposed to mean? Did your family move a lot when you were a kid?”


  “Kind of. How about you do another set of those chest presses now?”


  “Sure.” I got in position and gave him fifteen presses, pleased with myself that I managed to do the entire set of fifteen with good form. Well, at least I thought I’d used good form.


  “Wow, that was great, Ricki,” Dante said and smiled, confirming it for me.


  “Thanks.” I beamed at him. “Do you have any brothers and sisters?”


  He gave me a long look—as though he was considering his answer—before saying, “No.”


  “So it’s only you and your parents then?” I knew I was asking a lot of personal questions, but I couldn’t help myself. I really wanted to know. I’m an extremely curious person, sometimes to my detriment.


  “I never knew my parents. Well, at least not my father. But I barely remember my mother I was so small when she disappeared.”


  I felt my mouth drop open involuntarily. “Really? That’s so sad. What happened to them?”


  There was no stopping me now; my curiosity just had to be satisfied.


  “My father was shot and my mother killed herself.”


  My hand flew up to my mouth in an attempt to block the gasp that came out. “Oh, my God! I’m so, so sorry. I shouldn’t have pried like that.”


  Dante squeezed my shoulder in a friendly manner. “Don’t worry about it. If I didn’t want to tell you, I wouldn’t have said anything. Now give me a set of those side lunges again. And be careful how you’re stepping. We don’t want you to have another injury.”


  I rolled my eyes and my cheeks heated at the memory. “No, we definitely don’t want that…”


  I did the lunges sideways the way he’d shown me earlier, making sure I was stepping with care. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Dante had just told me. How did you get over your father being killed and your mother committing suicide? Did you ever really get over it? I was dying to know more details about both situations, but not even I, who was nosier than most and shamelessly so, had the nerve to keep asking. Besides, the way a muscle in Dante’s jaw kept twitching suggested he wasn’t as unperturbed by my digging as he’d claimed.


  I hoped I hadn’t upset him. I sighed inwardly. Me and my big mouth…


  We did the rest of the session mostly in silence, and before I knew it, it was time for me to get stretched.


  “That’s the best part,” I said and smiled at Dante as we walked over to the mats at the end of the big workout space.


  “I thought you liked pushups the best,” he said and nudged me playfully. He told me to lie down, which I did and he grabbed one of my legs to stretch the back of it. As he leaned over me, looking at me with those dark, burning eyes, I instantly struggled to keep naughty thoughts out of my mind. I managed to keep most of them at bay.


  “How do you feel?” he asked me after he was done with the stretches involving my one leg and had switched to the other.


  “I feel good. It was a great workout.” I grinned at him. “I can already feel how my body’s getting tighter.”


  His lips curled into a sexy grin. “I can tell, too. If we can keep up this pace and you watch your diet, you’ll soon look even better than Gisele Bundchen.”


  “Really? That would be so great.” Not that it was possible for me to look as good as a supermodel, but it still felt good to hear Dante say it.


  “If you ask me, you already look better than her,” he said.


  I rolled my eyes at him. “That’s not funny.”


  He twisted my body like a pretzel, pushing my shoulder and opposite knee to the floor at the same time. “It wasn’t meant as a joke. I was being serious.”


  I frowned at him. “There’s no way I look better than Gisele Bundchen.”


  “To me you do.” He smiled.


  I contemplated him for a few seconds. It actually looked like he was serious. Either that or he was a great liar. I preferred not to think about the likeliest truth—he was after all a trainer who, like Nina had rightly pointed out, had a vested interest in flattering his clients—and instead changed the subject. My gaze zeroed in on the faint scar below his eye. It was the first time I’d noticed it.


  “What happened to your eye?”


  He looked confused. “What’s wrong with my eye?”


  “You have a scar under your eye.”


  I could feel him flinch. “A mosquito bit me when I was in Mexico on vacation.”


  I stared at the scar. “Really? That must’ve been a bad, bad mosquito bite…”


  “It was.” He let go of me. “Okay, we’re done.”


  He extended a hand to help me to my feet.


  “Thanks,” I said. “It really was a great workout. Can I see you Saturday sometime?”


  “Sure. Could you come sometime in the afternoon? Four or five?”


  “Five would be great.”


  “Perfect. I’ll see you then, Ricki.” He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “Have a great night.”


  


  


  Dante


  I needed to do a better job keeping my mouth shut when I trained Ricki. It was never a good idea to share too much personal information with your clients. Especially not if you were a guy like me. Most people were not as cool as Jaime, who himself came from a rough childhood and had had a few run-ins with the law. Besides, the only reason he knew I used to be a gang member was because he’d recognized one of my tattoos as being done by Pedro, the Devils’ tattoo artist. As unlikely as it was, Jaime happened to know Pedro and Pedro’s tattoos were unique.


  There was something about Ricki, though, that made me want to let down my guard and just be real. She was so easy to talk to. Even so, I needed to be more careful about opening up. I wasn’t so sure she’d be as relaxed if she knew what my life had been about. Maybe she could handle the fact that my father had been shot to death and that my mother had killed herself, but not everything else. I was glad she hadn’t asked more questions about my parents. I preferred not to think about them more than I had to; besides, I didn’t really know many details about what had happened to either anyway. The way my mother had died—jumping off a roof—it was possible her death hadn’t even been a suicide but a murder like my father’s. From what I’d been told, she’d been so heartbroken when my father was shot that she’d finally killed herself, leaving me, her five-year-old kid at an orphanage. It seemed like an odd thing for a mother to do, take her own life when she had a son who depended on her. Or maybe that was just me wanting to think my mother hadn’t been so selfish, leaving me to fend for myself more or less. That was not how I wanted to picture her when I thought of her.


  I went to switch the workout cards on my clipboard in preparation for my next client. Right as I pulled out his card from the files in my drawer, my phone sounded. It was my client. He was stuck in a meeting, so he had to cancel his session tonight.


  Great, I thought. Then I might as well go and have a bite. It had been a few hours since I ate last. That was one of the few perks of being a trainer at Crunch—the club had a twenty-four-hour cancellation policy, which meant the client had to pay for the session if they didn’t show up. In other words, I had an hour paid break until it was time to train the next person.


  There was a little Mexican place outside the club that I liked, so I put my clipboard in the drawer and headed for the exit. As I walked out of the club, Ricki came out of the women’s locker room. I smiled at her.


  “That was quick,” I said.


  “Well, I’m not that sweaty, so I’ll shower when I get home instead,” she said.


  I gave her a look like I was shocked. “You’re not sweaty? That means I didn’t do my job!”


  She laughed. “Oh, you did your job all right. Trust me, all my muscles are totally wasted.”


  I squeezed her elbow and winked. “Great.”


  We walked out of the club together.


  “Where are you going anyway?” she asked. “I thought you had another client after me.”


  “Yeah, I did, but he just canceled, so I’m going for a bite. Wanna join me? My treat.”


  Asking Ricki to join me was not the smartest thing I’d done, but it was too late now. And I did enjoy her company, so maybe it was actually good. She’d help me relax for a while. If she asked any questions about my background, I’d just change the subject and she’d soon get the hint that I didn’t want to talk about it.


  She lit up. “Sure. I’m kind of hungry. Where are you going?”


  “To this Mexican joint around the corner.”


  “I love Mexican food!” She looked like she suddenly remembered something.


  “Are you okay?” I asked her.


  She gave an embarrassed little smile. “I just realized that I might stink…”


  I threw an arm around her shoulders and gave her a friendly squeeze. “Don’t worry. You smell fine. I probably smell worse than you, having trained people since seven this morning.”


  She sniffed me like a cat. “No, you smell really good.”


  I sniffed her back, but more like a hungry dog. “And so do you. Let’s go.”


  She giggled and we walked over to Cholulita Deli and sat down at one of the rickety tables on the outside patio. The table was so small our legs touched underneath it. Not that I minded. A waiter soon showed up, handed us menus and filled up our water glasses.


  “What’s good here?” Ricki asked and peered at me over her menu.


  I grinned at her. “Everything.”


  “Really? Everything?”


  “Yup. What can I say? I love Mexican food, so there’s very little that’s not gonna sit well with me.” I leaned closer to her. “Do you eat everything?”


  “Normally, yeah, but I’m kind of on a diet. You know, I’m trying to get in shape.”


  “If you wanna watch what you eat, I suggest the ceviche. It’s delish.”


  She stared at me, her light eyes round. “Delish?”


  “Yup. Why, you have a problem with that word or somethin’?”


  Her eyes became normal size again and she giggled that pearly giggle of hers. “No, it was just so unexpected coming from you and everything.”


  I arched a brow. “You mean because I’m a dude? For your information, I’m very comfortable with my sexuality. Half my clientele consists of gay men and some of them are very flamboyant. After a while their vocabulary starts to rub off on you.”


  “I know just what you mean. My friend Nixon—the trainer guy I told you about—is gay, too. Not that he’s all that flamboyant, but once in a while he’ll say a word that’s just so…”


  “Gay?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, I guess that would be the best way to call it. Even if it is politically incorrect.”


  “I’m sure they don’t care… Anyway, delish is what my friend, Miguel, calls it. He’s one of the waiters here. He’ll be out soon to say hello. If he’s working.”


  “Oh, okay. That’ll be—”


  “Dan--teee, you handsome bastard!”


  I gave Ricki an apologetic glance and whispered, “Speaking of the devil.”


  Lanky Miguel, his black curls well-groomed as always, sashayed up to our table, leaning forward to give me air kisses.


  “It’s sooo good to see you, sweetie,” Miguel cooed and batted his long-lashed green eyes at me. Our waiter returned to our table then to take our orders, but Miguel shooed him off, telling the other guy that he’d take care of us.


  “It’s great to see you too,” I said to Miguel. “I’m still waiting for you to come and box with me. You’re getting a little chubby, aren’t you, babe?” I pinched his side.


  Miguel squealed and slapped away my hand. Then he shook his index finger in my face. “You bad boy, you. I’m not fat!” Miguel turned to Ricki. “And you must be Dante’s girlfriend?” He extended a hand in her direction. “Hello, I’m Miguel. It’s so nice to meet you.”


  Ricki shook Miguel’s limp hand. “I’m Ricki, but I’m not Dante’s girlfriend. I’m just his client.”


  “Oh,” Miguel said and batted his eyelashes at her. “Well, you must be a very special client… Dante comes here all the time and he never brings any girls”—he threw me a reproachful glance—“or boys to eat with him.”


  “She’s a very special client, yes,” I said, hoping that Miguel would just take our orders now. But it seemed he was on a roll with no intention of stopping any time soon.


  


  


  


  Ricki


  Watching Dante squirm in his seat while delicate, but oh-so-energetic Miguel went on and on was so much fun. Finally, Dante said, “Miguel, if you don’t take our orders soon, we’ll both die from hunger. You don’t want that to happen, right?”


  Miguel pressed his palms to his cheeks and gasped. “No, of course not. I’m so sorry.” He eyed Dante like he wanted to lick him up. “I totally lose my manners when I see you, you handsome devil… What can I get you two?”


  “I think the lady would like the ceviche,” Dante said and glanced at me. I smiled and nodded.


  “Great choice!” Miguel said to me. “It’s delish.”


  Dante laughed. “Yeah, I told her that. I’ll have the steak burrito. And can you please bring us some chips and a side of salsa and guacamole?” Dante turned to me again. “What do you want to drink?”


  “I’ll have a Diet Coke,” I said.


  “I’ll have a Corona,” Dante said to Miguel, then turned back to me. “Are you sure you don’t want some Sangria?”


  Before I could answer, Dante told Miguel to bring me a glass of Sangria. Miguel disappeared with our orders.


  “You just have to try their Sangria,” he said to me. “It’s the best.”


  “But I’m on a diet.” I shook my head in mock disbelief. “I can’t believe that you, my trainer, are encouraging me to have alcohol.”


  He grabbed my hands and looked me deep in the eyes. “Can I tell you something?”


  “Um, sure.” I obviously didn’t have a choice.


  “You don’t need to lose any weight. You look great as you are. Just focus on being strong and healthy and you’ll see how every other part will fall into place.”


  “Thanks,” I said, a little surprised. I hadn’t expected that. Okay, come to think of it, maybe it wasn’t so strange after what he’d said when we’d been stretching earlier.


  Dante’s phone buzzed on the table. “Excuse me, but it may be a client,” he said and grabbed his phone.


  He lit up as he read the text. Grinning that big, charming smile that made me think of a toothpaste commercial, he looked at me. “It must be my lucky day today. My seven o’clock client just canceled also. That means I’m done for the night.”


  Miguel returned with our drinks then.


  Dante held up his beer in a toast. “Cheers, Ricki. I think I’m gonna have some Sangria, too, to celebrate my unexpected night off.”


  It was hard not to get affected by Dante’s exuberance. He truly seemed relieved that he didn’t have to train any more people tonight. Knowing how much he worked, I suddenly felt guilty. Maybe he didn’t really have time to train me but had only continued with me, checked up on me all the time because he felt bad I’d tripped and hurt myself under his watch. And because he was a truly nice guy.


  The big grin on Dante’s face died. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “Do you really have time to train me?” I asked.


  He looked surprised. “Of course I have time to train you. What makes you think I don’t?”


  “Because you seem so incredibly busy. I hope I haven’t guilted you into training me.”


  He took my hands again. I kind of liked that he did that, I had to admit. Especially the way he looked me deep in the eyes at the same time. “Ricki. Trust me, you haven’t guilted me into doing anything. I wouldn’t train you if I didn’t want to train you.”


  “Okay, good,” I said and smiled. I grabbed my glass of Sangria and raised it. “Well, cheers then. I’m glad you’re getting an unexpected night off.”


  He raised his beer and we both had a sip of our drinks while holding each other’s gazes. A warm feeling spread in my stomach and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this good. The Sangria really was incredible. I had soon finished the glass, so Dante ordered another for me.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll drive you home if you get a little drunk. Two beers won’t even get me tipsy.”


  “But how am I gonna get my car home then?” I asked.


  “I’ll be driving you in your car.”


  “But I live all the way in West L.A. What about your car? Are you just gonna leave it here?”


  “I don’t have a car, querida. I have a Harley.”


  “You have motorcycle?” It made perfect sense; I couldn’t picture Dante on anything else but on something like a Harley. Could this guy get any hotter?


  “Yup.”


  “So you’re just gonna leave your Harley here then?”


  “I guess that’s what I’ll have to do. Unless you have an SUV or a truck or something that we can tie it to.”


  I shook my head. “Sorry. All I have is a little red Honda.”


  “Yeah, my bike won’t fit on that one. Well, that’s okay. I don’t live too far from West L.A.”


  “Where do you live?”


  Dante smirked. “Here in West Hollywood.”


  I stared at him. “What? That’s not pretty close.”


  Dante gave me one of his dazzling smiles. “Don’t worry so much, Ricki. I’ll figure out how to get back. Let’s just enjoy ourselves now. This is such a rare moment for me and I want to make the most of it. Please help me.”


  He looked at me with pleading eyes. How could I say no to that? Besides, I didn’t really have any plans tonight anyway, only lie on my couch and finish a book I was reading. But that could wait.


  “Fine,” I said. “I’ll have another Sangria then.”


  It turned out I had two additional glasses, so by the time we were leaving I was more than a little tipsy. Dante and I walked down to where my car was parked in the parking complex.


  “Are you sure you’re going to be okay driving?” I asked him as we stopped at my car.


  “ Querida, you’re the one who’s drunk, not me. All I had were those two beers and some Sangria. Let me drive you home in your car. Unless you prefer me to take you on my bike.”


  “Um, no.” I’d be dead scared on a bike. For sure Dante was one of those guys who drove like a maniac. Desensitized by alcohol or not, I’d scream the entire time if I was behind someone like that. “Let’s just take my car.”


  Soon we were leaving the huge mall in my Honda and driving down North Crescent Heights Boulevard in the direction of my house. It was almost nine o’clock and dark out. I rested my head against my seat’s headrest and gazed out at the city swishing by outside the car window. It was nice of Dante to offer to drive me home. We’d really had a great time at that Mexican place and afterward he’d picked up the entire tab, refusing to let me pay even the tip. He’d told me all kinds of funny stories about what went on at the gym, but each time I asked him what he’d done before he started working at Crunch, he’d instantly changed the subject. Not even after I’d told him with all kinds of details about me and my own life had he budged. I wondered why he kept doing that. Why was he so reluctant to talk about his past with me? Was he hiding some big secret? He must be.


  I was suddenly determined to find out what it could be. And I knew just how I’d wrench it out of him. Well, maybe I wouldn’t succeed, but it was worth a try. I pretended to scratch my cheek as I gazed out the window so Dante wouldn’t see how a big smile spread across my face at the thought of my ingenuity. No one could resist my brownies and I very much doubted Dante would be the first one. After he’d had a couple of those while relaxing on my couch, he’d feel so content he’d tell me anything.


  “You can park the car on the street,” I said as we pulled onto my street.


  Without a word, he parked it and we both stepped out of the vehicle.


  “Hey, if you want to you can crash at my place,” I said, realizing as soon as the words were out of my mouth just how suggestive they must have sounded to Dante’s ears. And I was pretty sure he must have taken them that way, too, judging from the way he was gazing at me, the darkness in his eyes suddenly gleaming with excitement. “Um, not in that way obviously,” I quickly added. “I just meant that you could crash on my couch and then I could take you back to the gym tomorrow. Well, unless your first client is at five in the morning, that is.”


  “My first client is at eight tomorrow since it’s Sunday, but I can take a cab back to the gym.”


  “No, no, I’ll take you tomorrow. That way I can get in some cardio first thing in the morning and be done with it for the day.”


  He smiled at me. “Well, as your trainer, I can’t say that’s a bad idea…”


  “Yeah, especially after all that guacamole and chips you had me eating tonight. I must have gained the pounds I lost right back.” I gave him a stern glance.


  “Oh, you’ll burn it right off on the treadmill tomorrow,” he said and winked at me. “But it was good, wasn’t it? Tell me a place where you’ve ever had such good guacamole, not to mention Sangria. There isn’t one.”


  “Yeah, that’s true,” I said begrudgingly. And it had been I who’d wanted that third glass of Sangria, not Dante trying to make me have it. I knew I’d pay for it tomorrow with a hangover. My brain couldn’t handle much alcohol. But hopefully I’d feel better after having done some cardio. “So you wanna crash at my place then?”


  


  


  Dante


  “How can I say no to an offer like that?” I asked and gave Ricki my best smile. The truth of the matter was that I was tired as hell and really didn’t feel like walking around looking for a cab that could take me home. In a city as car-dependent as L.A., it took forever to find a cab unless you were close to a nightclub or a bar, even if you called for one from your house. So crashing on Ricki’s couch sounded like an awesome idea.


  “Okay, come on then,” Ricki said. “I live right there.” She nodded toward a light yellow two-story stucco building right next to us. We walked into the building and Ricki stopped at the first door to our left. She stuck a key into the brown door and opened it.


  We entered a big room with high ceilings and huge plants in the corners.


  “Nice tree,” I said, gazing at the biggest plant, a palm tree in a blue glazed pot.


  “Thanks,” Ricki said and I could tell that she wasn’t sure if I’d been truthful or sarcastic. I had meant it. I loved huge plants. It reminded me of my grandma’s garden, which was one of the few good memories from my childhood. I spotted a big off-white couch between two of the plants and I couldn’t wait until I got to crash on it. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a bed at the other side of the room. It must be my brain fucking with me, because that just couldn’t be Ricki’s bed, the place where she’d sleep tonight—only yards away from where I’d sleep. I turned my head in the direction of the bed, and sure enough, there it was.


  “Is that your bed?” I asked her.


  “Yes,” she said. “Unfortunately, this is only a studio. Is that a problem?”


  “Um, no. As long as it’s not a problem for you.”


  “It’s not. I have a couple of room dividers that I put in the middle of the room whenever I have guests staying over. This way you’ll get your privacy and I’ll get mine.”


  “Oh. Okay. That makes sense.” I smiled. I should have known Ricki was the type of girl who had it all figured out.


  “But you’re not so tired you want to go to bed yet¸ right?” Ricki asked and her expression told me there was only one possible answer to that question—a resounding no. So I said, “No.”


  She smiled big. “Well, why don’t you make yourself comfortable on my couch then? I’m gonna bring you a surprise.”


  A surprise? The way she was looking at me, it must be a good one. Before I could ask anything else, she had disappeared into her kitchen.


  I walked over and plunked down on her couch. Leaning back, I closed my eyes. I wasn’t sure how long I stayed in that position; all I knew was that I must have fallen asleep. What woke me up was the most delicious smell. As I opened my eyes, I saw Ricki standing over me with a plate of brownies right beneath my nose.


  “Did you just bake those?” I asked her, rubbing my eyes. The little cat nap had done wonders because I was no longer feeling as exhausted.


  “Uh-huh,” she said and sat beside me on the couch.


  “How long did I sleep?”


  “Not sure. Maybe twenty minutes?”


  I stared at her. “You baked those brownies in twenty minutes?”


  She nodded. “I do them in the microwave. It’s super easy. Have one. They’re delish…” She wiggled her eyebrows at me and smiled.


  I laughed and took one. If they tasted half as good as they smelled, she was right they were delish. I had a bite and the warm chocolate cake literally melted on my tongue. I chewed what remained of it slowly, letting my taste buds enjoy themselves. “Mmmm,” I said and swallowed finally. “That must have been the best brownie I’ve ever tasted. What’s your secret?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve always been really good at making brownies.”


  “I’ll say.” I devoured the brownie and reached for another one. “Can I?”


  “Of course! Have as many as you want.”


  I had another one, which I had soon devoured. I grabbed one of the paper napkins on the table and wiped my mouth. Then I put my hands behind my neck and leaned back, feeling great.


  “That was a really nice surprise,” I said and smiled at Ricki. “And not what I expected.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “And what did you expect? That I’d come out naked and seduce you?”


  Her hand flew up to cover her berry mouth, as though she totally hadn’t meant to say that.


  “Um, no,” I said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, to be honest.”


  She gazed at her lap. “Sorry. That was rude of me. I don’t know why I said that.”


  I patted her knee. “That’s okay, querida. It must be the Sangria talking.”


  Her eyes returned to me and she nodded emphatically. “Yes, that’s right. It was the Sangria talking.” She contemplated me for a moment. “How are you feeling?”


  I laughed. “I’m supposed to be asking you that, not the other way around. I’m good, thanks for asking. What about you? Still feeling drunk?”


  She pushed her lips out, looking like she was considering this. “Yes, I guess I am. But I feel good. Do you want something to drink?”


  “Some water would be good.”


  She went back into the kitchen and soon returned with two water bottles. She handed me one and sat next to me again, leaning against the couch back. I chugged half of my water and leaned back, too. Neither of us said anything for a while. It didn’t feel necessary and it was nice to just sit there, staring at the black TV before us. But the air suddenly became full of tension, and I could sense that she was gearing up to ask me some of the questions she’d asked me earlier in the evening. And I didn’t want to answer them, so what was I doing here in her house? I had known she’d bring them up again, hadn’t I? She was that kind of a girl, sweet but inquisitive as hell. So why had I agreed to stay the night, even enter her house? Maybe deep down I wanted to tell her what I’d been and why I’d become it. Maybe I was hoping—suspecting—she’d be more understanding than what I was giving her credit for. Maybe I was just making up excuses not to tell her my story. There was no other explanation than those. Well, except for the one that confirmed I must be a stupid son of a bitch. Jose was the only one who knew what my life had been like when I became a gang member. I hadn’t even told Lara.


  My stomach twisted at the thought of her. All she’d known of my life with the gang was what she’d seen the night she died.


  I felt a hand on my arm. “Are you okay?”


  I sucked in a breath and the pain in my chest evaporated. Would it ever get better? I made myself nod. “I’m fine.”


  “Don’t tell me my brownies are making you sick… I swear, there’s no pot in them!”


  I laughed at her distraught face and pinched her cheek. “I didn’t think so.” To prove to her just how much I loved her brownies, I had another one. Sticking most of it into my mouth, I pointed at my face and said, “Hee?”


  She peered at me. “Are you trying to say ‘see?’”


  I nodded and swallowed. “Your brownies are the best.”


  “Okay, I’m not worried that you don’t like them any longer. So are you gonna tell me what you did before you started at Crunch?”


  I knew it… “What does it matter?”


  “Is it some kind of a secret?”


  “No.”


  “Then tell me!” She was practically bouncing on the couch.


  I shook my head. “You’re one nosy chick. Did anyone ever tell you that before?”


  She grinned at me, like I’d just given her the biggest compliment. “Plenty of people. So are you gonna tell me then?”


  As much as I would like to tell her, I couldn’t shake the notion that it was a bad idea. What if I was completely wrong about her and she wouldn’t understand at all? There was no way of knowing for sure. And if I told her one thing, it would lead to another and before long, she’d know not only all about my years in the gang, but about the trial in which I’d been forced to plead guilty to a burglary I hadn’t even been part of. What if she thought I was one big liar who was really guilty as hell? What if she complained to management, or much worse, to corporate?


  I suddenly knew what to do to make her stop asking all those questions. She was much too proper a girl to agree to the devilish proposition that had popped into my head…


  


  Ricki


  I stared at Dante, not sure I’d heard him right at first. “What did you say?” I asked.


  A mischievous grin curled his lips. “I said I’ll give you one significant detail about my life before Crunch if you give me a kiss.”


  So I did hear him right the first time then… “Um, no, I don’t think so,” I said, not sure whether I should be shocked or flattered by his unexpected proposition. I decided it was best to seem neutral about it.


  He shrugged and finished his water bottle. “Smart girl. I can’t blame you. I am after all your trainer and kissing me would most likely compromise our relationship.”


  I clenched my teeth. Damn, I guess my brownies hadn’t worked their magic on him, turning him into putty in my hands like I’d hoped. I couldn’t disagree with what he’d just said—kissing him would definitely compromise our relationship. Not only that, there was no way I’d kiss him in exchange for information about his life. I mean, come on! I wasn’t so interested in knowing I’d turn myself into a friggin’ prostitute. Well, prostitute might not be the right term for what I’d be… Wouldn’t I actually be the john in that scenario? Because I was the one looking to buy something that he was selling. Except, I’d be paying for it with part of my body, which is what a prostitute typically sells. So then, what did it make me? I exhaled and bit my lip. Maybe I was overthinking this… Was it really that big a deal? I mean, it was just a kiss after all, right? I scrunched up my face as I tried to determine if it was in fact okay for me to give him a kiss in exchange for some info.


  Dante looked at me and started to laugh.


  I frowned back at him. “What’s so funny?”


  “You. You look like you’re trying to solve a very tough riddle. How’s it going?”


  I looked at his lips then. They were very nice, medium full with a cute bow shape to the top lip. They seemed soft and quite kissable, I had to admit. What the heck, I thought suddenly. It’s just a kiss. I’d kissed many guys. A kiss doesn’t mean anything, I told myself. Especially not the kind I was planning to give him…


  “Fine,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest.


  “Fine?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “You mean you’ll kiss me in exchange for some information about my life?”


  I nodded. “I will. But with no tongue.” I gave him a triumphant look—he wasn’t the only one who knew how to outmaneuver his opponent. In my opinion, a kiss without tongue was tantamount to giving my mom a kiss.


  He gave me a nod acknowledging the curveball I’d thrown him, and then his cute lips turned into a full-blown grin. “You’ve got yourself a deal, querida.”


  He looked at me with those dark eyes and I saw that something behind them had ignited. Before I could ask if I was supposed to kiss him or he me, he cupped my head and leaned in to press his lips to mine. I was glad he was holding me because I was literally close to fainting from the fireworks of emotion that suddenly exploded inside me. His lips were just as soft as I’d imagined, and it was all I could do not to open my mouth so he could explore it with his tongue. I could sense that he wanted to. Flashes of heat multiplied in the pit of my stomach, and tendrils of electricity shot up the insides of my thighs. I wanted nothing more than for him to force his way into my mouth with his tongue in that moment, but he didn’t, just kept his lips against mine, torturing me. As he slowly loosened his grip around my head, pulling his lips away, I wanted to moan, “No,” but I controlled myself. My heart pounding so hard I feared I might have a heart attack, I struggled to regain my composure. The last thing I wanted to do was to faint in front of him, as if his kiss had affected me that much. Discreetly, I braced myself against the couch back.


  “Okay, now your turn,” he said, looking not at all as affected as I was. Which really annoyed me. I must find him a lot hotter than he found me. He obviously knew what an effect he had on women and enjoyed toying with them. What an idiot, I huffed inwardly, not sure whether I was actually referring more to myself than to him for inviting him in to my house.


  I took a deep breath that almost succeeded in getting my heart rate back to normal and thought about what I most wanted to know about him. “Where did you grow up and how come you ended up in L.A?”


  He raised a brow. “That’s two questions.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Just tell me where you grew up. I guess I can figure out how you ended up in L.A. based on that answer.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. I grew up in foster homes throughout the state of Texas.”


  “Foster homes? Plural?” I stared at him. “You’re telling me you were in different ones?”


  He inhaled as he took me in. “I’ll let that one slide since I guess we didn’t establish just how detailed my answer should be in exchange for a kiss.” He smirked. “A kiss without tongue—which is more like a peck, if you ask me… After my mother died, I spent the next eight years in four different foster homes. So, yeah, plural.”


  I gasped. “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry. Why so many different ones?”


  He shook his finger at me. “I think you’re overstepping our agreement. If you wanna know the answer to that question, I’m gonna need another kiss first. And it has to be one with tongue this time.” He raised his chin and gazed at me beneath hooded lids.


  I sighed, not feeling as bad about his request as I was pretending. At all. The opposite, actually. Which was the first red flag I should have taken heed of. “Fine.”


  He tilted his head slightly, as if surprised. “Are you sure you wanna go down that route, Ricki? I know I can handle it, but can you?”


  I glared at him with outrage. “I know I can handle it, but can you?” Who does he think he is? I composed myself and met his gaze confidently. “Definitely,” I said calmly.


  Strange things were happening to my stomach long before his hand had found its way behind my neck again and he leaned in to kiss me. The same explosions went off inside me as our lips met, only to intensify when he parted my mouth with his tongue and found mine, caressing it with such skill I became lightheaded with excitement. I couldn’t help but close my eyes and enjoy the taste of him, the feel of him. As he pulled away, a moan of disappointment came out of me before I could stop it. My cheeks heated with embarrassment and I chastised myself by calling myself all kinds of horrible names in my mind. To make matters worse, Dante seemed determined to stay an inch away from my lips with his. And his hand was still cupped around the back of my head. Oh, God, if he doesn’t remove himself from me soon, I’ll throw my arms around his neck and pull him back down again. Having him hover with his mouth over mine like that was more than I could handle.


  “You can ask two questions back-to-back if I can have another kiss,” Dante whispered then, his breath hot against my lips. “Would you like that?”


  “Yes…” I whispered back.


  “What was that? I couldn’t quite hear you…”


  “Yes, please. I would like that very much…”


  He laughed softly. “That’s what I thought.” Then he crushed his lips against mine in another kiss so hot I couldn’t stop my arms from wrapping around his neck and pulling him down to me, exactly like I’d feared I’d do. He didn’t resist and instead opened his mouth wider to deepen our kiss, our tongues involved in a tantalizing dance. His other arm wrapped around me and he brought me closer, kissing me yet deeper. The way he kept circling my tongue with his had me moaning again. Oh, God, this is so not good, I kept thinking; still, I couldn’t make myself stop and only pressed my body closer to Dante’s much harder and bigger one. I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven, he was making me feel so good with his mouth.


  As suddenly as he’d begun kissing me, he pulled away. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, removing his arms from around me. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


  I became hot and cold at the same time, not sure what was happening. Why had he stopped kissing me all of a sudden? He got to his feet and straightened his clothes. His dark eyes flicked to mine.


  “I should go,” he said.


  His abrupt change of mood had me so thrown I didn’t know what to say. I fought to regain some kind of composure. I got to my feet as well and cleared my throat.


  “You don’t have to go,” was all I could think of saying.


  “No, it’s best that I go,” he said and headed for my door.


  “Really?” I could hardly believe what I was hearing. “But how are you going to get home? I’m still kind of drunk.”


  “Don’t worry about me. I’ll find a way. I’ll see you Monday, okay?”


  “Um, okay.” He seemed hell-bent on leaving, so there wasn’t really much else that I could say. He grabbed the door knob and opened the door. A few seconds later, he was gone.


  I stood there, staring at the door he’d disappeared through for I don’t know how long until I finally woke up from my stupor.


  What the hell happened?


  Why did he all of a sudden not want to kiss me any longer? Was it something I did? Did I smell bad or what? I tried to smell my armpits. As far as I could tell, I didn’t smell too bad. I didn’t think it had anything to do with my breath being bad, either, or he wouldn’t have wanted to kiss me again after that first time.


  Or didn’t he notice it then? Maybe it was only as he’d kissed me deeper that it had become obvious to him.


  That must have been it. I cupped my hand in front of my mouth and blew out some air that I tried to sniff. It didn’t smell bad to me, but maybe you had to get deeper down my throat to notice… As deep as Dante had gotten with his tongue there in the end…


  Oh, God. I closed my eyes and thought about just how embarrassing this was. Of course that was what had happened. He’d just tried to be polite when he’d said that he shouldn’t have done that. My breath must have totally repulsed him. I found my phone in my gym bag and speed-dialed Nina. I definitely could use some girl talk right now. But she didn’t pick up. Instead of leaving a voicemail, I texted her, asking her to call me ASAP.


  


  Dante


  It took less time than I’d thought to find a cab that would take me back to Crunch so I could get my Harley and ride home. Not that I deserved the luxury of having to wait a mere ten minutes before I not only spotted a cab, but one that was available, too. It would have served me right if I’d been forced to walk all the way back to West Hollywood after my behavior tonight.


  As the cab drove along Santa Monica Boulevard, I stared out the window and thought about what a fucking moron I’d been to suggest a kiss in exchange for giving Ricki information about my life. Even though I’d somehow managed to convince myself that she’d never accept, I’d known all along that she’d take me up on the challenge, hadn’t I? I damn well had. Her curiosity about me coupled with her obvious competitive streak now enhanced by alcohol had made it impossible for her to resist it. Especially since I could tell that she liked me. As soon as the idea had entered my mind, I’d known that she’d go along with my proposition and that it would excite her, too. And then I hadn’t been able to handle it any longer, so I’d bolted.


  Fuck. Now she’d hate me and not want to train in the future. Surely, sometime tomorrow I’d receive a text in which she canceled our next session. I couldn’t blame her. She probably thought me taking off so abruptly had something to do with her. And it did, but not in the way that she must think. I wanted to punch a hole in the cab window when I thought about how much I must have upset her. But I restrained myself; it wasn’t the cabbie’s fault that I was a fucking ass after all. The problem was, if I’d stayed any longer I would want to do a lot more than kissing Ricki, and then I’d really be screwed. On every imaginable level. I sighed. I guess I should be glad I’d at least left before we got any further. I’d call her tomorrow and apologize for my weird behavior. I’d come up with some kind of excuse to explain what the hell happened to me that hopefully would make her stop questioning herself. If she didn’t want to train with me any longer after that, there was nothing else I could do. I’d just have to suck it up and find another client to fill her spot.


  To be truthful, the fact that I’d wanted to throw her down on that couch and have my way with her hadn’t been the only reason I’d felt compelled to leave all of a sudden. It had been more than that. I had felt things that I couldn’t remember having felt for a girl since Lara.


  I pushed away thoughts of her as soon as they came into my head and thought about the many girls I’d been with after instead. I had a hard time remembering the faces of any of them, not to mention their names. Which wasn’t strange since I didn’t stay with a girl for more than a night or two. Not that I’d ever felt like staying longer with any of them, so it hadn’t been hard to leave them behind. I always made sure I never got to know the girls I went out with, which was why I usually picked them up at a loud bar or a nightclub. Girls who liked to party hard and weren’t looking for a relationship. That way I didn’t risk developing any feelings for them, or they for me. We used each other and then it was over. Things had been different with Ricki. I’d gotten to know her more—a lot more—than any other girl who I’d ever been even remotely attracted to. Well, except for Gabi, but the more I’d gotten to know her, the more I realized I only liked her as a sister, not a girl. So she didn’t really count. And she had a fiancé. Ricki, on the other hand, felt like anything but a sister to me. Not only did I like her, but I was discovering that I was more and more attracted to her.


  Judging from the way my pants were still straining at the thought of her, I was damned attracted.


  I was glad I happened to be wearing a jockstrap today, not a usual choice of underwear for me. This particular pair offered protection for my junk. One of my boxing clients had a way of kicking me in the balls when we trained sometimes. He claimed it was a mistake, but I was beginning to think it was his passive-aggressive way of getting back at me for not wanting to go out with him. If he kept it up, I might have to fire him. Well, eventually. The jockstrap was uncomfortable as hell, but today I was glad I’d worn it, as the protective cup had kept the erection in my shorts invisible to Ricki when I got to my feet.


  The cab arrived at the huge mall that contained the health club and I took the stairs down to my Harley. Half an hour later I was in my bed, fast asleep.


  I didn’t get around to calling Ricki until lunchtime the following day. I was praying that she wouldn’t pick up the phone so I could get away with leaving her a voicemail only. I didn’t think she’d want to talk to me anyway, so it would be best for both of us.


  But she did pick up. Damn.


  “Hey, Dante.” She sounded more upbeat than what I would have expected. Even so, I figured it was better to start out with something light.


  “Hi Ricki. How are you doin’ today? Hung over?”


  “Yeah, it hasn’t been one of my best days.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. Hey, I wanted to apologize for my behavior yesterday. It was really uncalled for.”


  “Which part?”


  Which part? Was she being serious? “Um, well, I guess all of it, but especially the kissing part. I have no idea what made me come up with such a screwed-up proposition. That was really immature of me. Can we please just forget that it ever happened?”


  “Oh. Yeah, sure,” she said in a tight voice. “No problem.”


  I sighed quietly. Fuck, I’m making this worse and worse, ain’t I?


  “I didn’t mean that I didn’t like kissing you,” I added quickly. “I really did. Trust me, it was great. I just don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be kissing. You know, you are after all my client.”


  “That’s true.”


  “Yeah, so we shouldn’t be kissing even if we like it. Ever.”


  “I guess you do have a point there.”


  “Yeah, that suddenly dawned on me, so that was why I decided to leave. If we’d kept kissing, things would’ve gotten very confusing.”


  “Absolutely.” Her voice sounded unnaturally light. I shook my head, pissed at myself for how badly I was handling this. But it couldn’t be helped. I had to nip this in the bud. “They’d have gotten very confusing,” she added.


  “Right,” I said. “I’ve been there before and it never ends well. So you’re not upset then?”


  “God, no. Are you kidding me?” she replied, her voice more assured now. “Why would I be upset, Dante? We were drunk—well, I was drunk—and things just got out of hand the way things do when you’re drunk. You can’t think straight. You know what I mean?”


  I relaxed; this was not as big a deal as I’d thought.


  “I do know what you mean,” I said, smiling wide now. “Well, I’m glad you see it that way. It was a mistake. A big mistake. So we’re still on for training tomorrow then? I mean, you don’t want a new trainer? I totally understand if you do after my immature behavior.”


  “No, I like you as my trainer. And that’s all I like you as, to be honest. Let’s forget about what happened yesterday. As you just pointed out, it was a big mistake.”


  “Right. Okay, great. I guess I’ll just see you tomorrow for training then, Ricki.”


  “Absolutely. I’ll see you tomorrow at five thirty as planned. Looking forward to it!”


  “Likewise! Have a great rest of your day, Ricki!”


  “You, too.”


  We said good-bye and disconnected. It took me several seconds of staring at my phone to digest our conversation. I could have sworn that she’d been as into the kissing as I had been. And not just because she had been all that drunk. Then again, what did I know about how drunk she’d been? For all I knew, she was one of those people who seemed almost sober when they were really pretty wasted, but not so wasted they didn’t remember what they’d done the night before.


  I shrugged. Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? I should be happy this conversation had ended the way it had, shouldn’t I? It was what I had wanted.


  Definitely, I told myself. Still, for some odd reason, that smile on my face was no longer as wide.


  


  Ricki


  Tears were burning at the back of my eyes when I pressed the End button on my phone. I blinked a couple of times to make the ones that wanted to spring forth go away. Dante didn’t deserve me crying even one drop over him, and especially not in public. He was just like every other guy I’d known. Not serious about me at all. I was just someone to hang out with and maybe fool around with a little. Fool around with until you suddenly realized I wasn’t worth risking your job for. That was what this was really all about. Just like Dante had said, it had suddenly dawned on him that, if we’d continued kissing, it would have ended badly. He’d said himself he’d been there before. He’d probably messed around with some other client and been warned by his manager not to do it again after the client had complained about him. Maybe he’d messed around with more than one client.


  I scoffed. Yes, as smooth as he is, surely he has. Not that I’d ever run and tell on him, even if we’d ended up in bed and he told me afterward that he wasn’t interested in anything serious.


  I left the drugstore I’d entered to buy the Diet Coke I’d been craving all morning that was also supposed to help my pounding head feel better. I sat on a nearby park bench and drank more than half of the large bottle. I waited for about five minutes for the soda to take effect. There was no change in the way my head felt. My hangover was still going strong, actually maybe even stronger than before. Of course, that might have something to do with the sun that had suddenly appeared from behind a cloud and was now blinding me so much I had to look away. I sighed. I should have figured all soda would do was quench my thirst. Oh, well. I finished the rest of it, tossed the bottle into a trash bin and headed back to my house.


  Why was I so upset anyway? Hadn’t I known all along that Dante was a player? I mean, come on! I needed to be honest with myself. Everything about him screamed player, didn’t it? Yes, it did. It definitely did. He was a hot trainer with lots of tattoos and a voice with the power to make you feel all mushy inside. And he sure knew how to use that voice as well as his great smile to his advantage, not to mention his sexy body. Women must be throwing themselves at him on a daily basis—gay men, too, obviously. That I’d seen with my own eyes. I had been a fool to think I was somehow special just because he’d invited me to eat with him. He’d just been bored and I had happened to run into him, so he’d asked me to join him. I snorted to myself; well, I guess I didn’t need to worry about having bad breath at least.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket then. I found it and pulled it out to see who’d contacted me.


  Nina.


  Did you connect with him yet? her text wanted to know. Her eagerness to find out shouldn’t surprise me; she and I had spent an hour turning the incident with Dante inside out when she’d finally gotten back to me this morning. She was convinced he was a lot more into me than I was. And she’d been sure he hadn’t bolted because he’d suddenly discovered I had bad breath. Sadly, that was the only thing she seemed to have been right about. And after some thought, I hadn’t really thought that had been the reason, either.


  I called her. She immediately picked up.


  “So?” she said with an expectant tone.


  “He’s not into me at all,” I said, my throat aching with the need to cry again. But I took a deep breath to pull myself together. “Just like I’d thought.”


  “What do you mean? What happened? You spoke to him?”


  “Yeah, he called and apologized for kissing me.”


  “Okay. That’s to be expected. That doesn’t mean he didn’t like it or you. What else did he say?”


  I sucked in another breath to be able to talk. “That he’s done it before and that it never ends well. That it was all a big mistake. It was clear that he really felt that way, so I told him I agreed and that the only reason I’d kissed him like that was because I was drunk.”


  “Hmm.” Nina sounded like she was considering my words.


  I sighed as I replayed his last words in my mind. “He seemed so incredibly relieved when I said that. Like that was what he’d hoped I’d say. Then he asked me if I wanted to train with someone else. He obviously wants to get rid of me.”


  “I don’t think that’s why he asked you if you wanted to train with someone else. He’s probably just worried you’re uncomfortable around him now.” Nina paused for a moment. “Maybe he was just embarrassed about what happened. You know, about losing control and everything. He is after all your trainer and not some guy you’re dating. I really don’t think he’d kiss you like that if he didn’t like you. I mean, who does that?”


  “This one.” I exhaled. “Nina, he’s just a guy who likes to push the envelope. Another player. It’s okay. You really don’t have to try cheering me up. You were right from the beginning. I need to accept that he’s just my trainer. He’s not boyfriend material.”


  I told her I had a horrible headache and that I needed to go lie down, so we hung up. My head didn’t feel that bad now that the sun had disappeared again, but I wasn’t in the mood to keep talking about Dante and what had happened between us. There was nothing else to say. He’d made it clear that he didn’t want it to continue, and I sure as heck wasn’t about to admit that I did. I walked into my apartment and plopped down on my couch. I spent the rest of the day flipping channels on the TV and eating ice cream and cookies while feeling generally sad for myself. My quest to get in the best shape of my life would have to resume tomorrow.


  The next day as I walked into the office, I almost bumped into Aidan, who was leaving.


  “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. Just what I need right now. Another reminder about what a loser I was in the romance department. I’d still felt depressed about my love life when I’d woken up this morning, not recharged as I’d hoped, ready to move on. Spotting the empty brownie mix box in my kitchen trash can had only served to worsen my mood. I gazed at Aidan, who’d stopped in his tracks and was contemplating me.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  I swallowed the growl that wanted to come out of me. What’s wrong with this guy? Why was he torturing me like this? Hadn’t he done enough already? I wanted to snap something nasty at him, but I didn’t want to come across as a totally crazy person, so instead I arranged my face in what I hoped looked like a neutral expression. Then I said, in as straight a voice as I could muster, “Yes, I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “You just look like you weren’t feeling so good,” he said, peering at me with concern in his big baby blue eyes. “Like you just got some bad news.”


  “What if I did?” I replied, trying to get past him. “What’s it to you?”


  He grabbed my arm then. “I just hate seeing you look so sad.”


  I threw a glance at his hand on me and frowned. “You do?” I laughed a humorless laugh. “That’s funny. Why did you string me along like that then? What you did to me has made me look very sad very often.”


  He gazed downward and loosened his grip on me. “Yeah, I know. And it’s killing me. I really hate myself for what I did to you. It was wrong and I wish I could have it undone.”


  His words sounded surprisingly sincere, making me pay attention. He gazed at me earnestly. “Look, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, Ricki. Something that’ll probably make you feel better with regard to what happened between you and me.”


  “What’s that?” I was more curious than I was letting on.


  He threw a glance over his shoulder, as if to make sure no one was standing close by. We were alone. He leaned into me and said, “I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m gay.”


  I stared at him. “What? Is that a joke? If it is, it’s not funny.”


  “I’m being totally serious, Ricki. I am gay and I’m now okay to say it out loud. Admitting it to myself. That was the hardest part.”


  I considered him. It was clear that Aidan had meant every word he’d said. I patted his hand that was still attached to my arm. “Wow… Well, good for you, I guess.”


  He smiled. “Thanks. I hope it makes you feel better about the way I broke up with you, too. Now you know that it wasn’t because you weren’t enough somehow, but that I’m just not into women. Any woman.”


  I smiled back. “Yeah, it does make me feel better actually… A lot better.”


  He exhaled. “I’m glad. So does that mean you forgive me finally for how I treated you?”


  “Definitely. Thank you for telling me.”


  “No, thank you, Ricki.” He gave me one of his sideways half smiles that used to make my stomach go wild with butterflies. But today it was completely still.


  I frowned. “For what?”


  “There’s just something about you that makes a person want to let their guard down. You have this way of making someone feel completely at ease and be themselves around you. Going out with you really changed my life.” He grabbed both my arms. “Believe me, if I was straight, I’d love it if you were my girlfriend. Any guy worth their salt would be lucky to be with someone as gorgeous as you are. And I mean gorgeous in every sense of that word, as much on the outside as on the inside.” He shook his head, sighing. “I just couldn’t understand why I wasn’t feeling more sexually attracted to you. I mean, if I couldn’t get it up for you, it could only mean one thing. But it took a while before I was brave enough to admit the simple truth to myself. And it was so wonderfully freeing.”


  I tried to process all that he’d just said. “Wow… That’s pretty heavy.”


  He nodded emphatically. “I know, but every word I said is true. You’re a truly beautiful girl.”


  I smiled. “Okay. Well, now I’m definitely not mad at you any longer. Thanks for telling me this. My day all of a sudden got a little better.” Then I kissed him on the cheek and went into the office.


  


  


  


  Dante


  “Hey,” I said to Ricki when I spotted her at the fitness desk, waiting for me to come get her. I had been so busy with clients since we’d spoken that I’d had no time to dwell over our little misstep. By the time I was done training Jose last night, I was so beat I’d passed out the second my head hit the pillow. This morning it had been the same story—clients back-to-back with barely any time to eat in between, not to mention ponder my life. Which was good since the less I thought about what had happened, the sooner I could put it behind me. But as I saw her now, I felt myself puffing out my chest, lifting my chin and walking taller, much like a horny gorilla that wanted to impress a potential mate. What the hell am I doing? I forced myself to return to my usual, more relaxed gait.


  “Hey,” she said and smiled as I stopped before her.


  I gave her my best friendly smile back. “You ready to workout?”


  She nodded. “Absolutely. And my foot is feeling much better, too.”


  “Fantastic. Let’s go then.”


  We walked deeper into the gym toward a quiet corner where I would have Ricki do full-body exercises with free weights. I quickly searched my mind for appropriate subjects to discuss to ease the inevitable tension between us.


  “Did you do something fun last night?” I asked.


  “Not really. I was kinda tired, so I just watched a movie with a girlfriend. What about you? You got a break from training?”


  “Nah, I trained a buddy of mine. I need to get him ready for a fight.”


  “A boxing match?”


  “Not exactly.” I’d better change the subject. “Speaking of boxing. We never got around to box the other day. You feel like trying some today?”


  “Sure. If you think it’ll help me get in shape.”


  I gave her a wiseass grin. “Not only will it help you get in shape, but it’ll give you the chops to kick the ass of anyone who tries to mess with you.”


  She gave me a long, cryptic look before she nodded. “I think that would be a great skill to have. Yes, let’s do some boxing.”


  “All right. Let’s go downstairs then. The boxing area is there.”


  No one was using any of the three sandbags for once, so we had the whole area to ourselves. Which was good in one way, bad in another. Potentially very bad… I suddenly regretted having brought Ricki down here. She and I should not be in an area where no other people were around. But it was too late to change my mind now. Besides, Ricki’s eyes had lit up at the sight of the sandbags, so she must want to at least try boxing.


  “You’re gonna need to wear gloves,” I said and nodded to the racks where all the boxing gloves hung. “Unfortunately, some of them are pretty smelly.”


  She went over to a rack and grabbed a pair, sticking her button nose inside one of them. She instantly retracted her head and crinkled her nose. “Ugh. Yeah, this one stinks!” She went through several more until she finally found a pair that she deemed acceptable. I helped her put them on. Standing so close to her allowed me to smell her. Traces of something flowery and vanilla flowed up my nostrils, not unlike the way they had when I’d leaned in to kiss her less than forty-eight hours ago. Though today that note of salty ocean air was missing, probably because she had yet to get hot and sweaty… My mind instantly moved to thinking about how her lips had felt against mine, how sweet she had tasted on my tongue. Then I made the mistake of ogling her breasts, which were hidden under a tight-fitting, light blue workout top. It was so thin I could see the outlines of her nipples, which had become surprisingly defined suddenly. I felt myself harden in my shorts, as I wondered if she had put on that top on purpose. As soon as I had made sure her gloves were secured tightly around her wrists, I turned away from her and adjusted my shorts, killing my burgeoning erection. Then I faced her again.


  “All right,” I barked unnecessarily harshly. “Give me twenty squats to get your blood flowing. Right now.”


  She gave me a funny look, as if wanting to know why I sounded like I was mad, but she didn’t say anything. Instead she started doing the squats, using better form than I could remember her having used before. By the time she had completed them, I had gotten full control over my body. In order for it to stay cool, I needed to keep reminding myself that Ricki was my client and only my client. What had happened between us was a mistake that I just had to erase from my mind. I couldn’t allow us to have another hot encounter, no matter how much I wanted to take her home right now and tear off her clothes. Not only would it be unprofessional for me to seduce her—to say the least—but I had a feeling I’d have a much harder time forgetting about her than I had all those other girls who had come and gone through my life. I couldn’t risk that. Even if she’d want to be with me, I could never be with her. I was not meant to be in a relationship with any woman.


  “Okay, what’s next?” she asked, her fists on her hips. Her face was set with fierce determination. “Do I get to punch you now or what?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at the unexpected attitude. “Whoa… Should I be scared?”


  “I don’t know. Should you?”


  I raised a brow, but chose not to ask exactly what she’d meant by that. The way her pale blue eyes had darkened told me I might get a kick between my legs if I pushed it. I shook my head. I honestly had no idea why she looked the way she did, but then again, I knew that women were sort of nutty generally speaking, so it might not even have anything to do with me. Maybe it was that time of the month. I sure as hell wasn’t about to ask her about that. I decided that whatever it was that was making her so pissed, she might as well use it to burn some extra calories. Fury was a great motivator.


  “Why don’t you start by punching this bag while I hold it?” I asked, pointing to one of the sandbags that hung from the ceiling. “I’ll be standing behind it. That way you get to punch me indirectly…” I winked at her and gave her a one-sided little grin. “Use small, quick punches like this.” I showed her how to do it by peppering the bag with a series of hard, fast punches, not going nearly as hard as I did when I was working out on my own.


  “Okay,” she said and got in position. I adjusted her stance a little, then I went behind the bag and hugged it against my body to keep it steady.


  “You’re gonna punch it for thirty seconds,” I said. “Go!”


  She surprised me by punching the bag a lot harder than I’d expected, so I had to squeeze it more firmly not to have it knock me in the face.


  “Slow down a little, Ricki. We’re still in the warm-up phase. You don’t want to pull a muscle.”


  She ignored me and punched even harder and faster the longer she went. I figured it was best not to say anything else, but let her do her thing. She obviously needed it.


  “And stop,” I said when the time was up. I gazed at her intently, sincerely impressed. “Wow, you sure know how to throw a punch, querida. I almost couldn’t hold the bag there for a while.”


  “Yeah, right,” she replied, but the way her eyes were shining I could tell that she was proud of how well she’d punched. She went over to the water fountain and had some water. When she returned, she was smiling big, suggesting that whatever had pissed her off earlier was no longer an issue. Thank God. Yeah, it was probably that time of the month for her…


  “What do we do now?” she asked.


  “I’d have you kick the bag, but because of your ankle it’s best that you stay away from any leg exercises that involve that much impact. Even if it feels better, it’s still vulnerable to injury. We’ll do more punches, but let’s do some sit-ups first. Lie down.”


  “On my back?”


  “Yes.”


  She lay down on her back and bent her legs so they were in the appropriate position to do crunches. I sank down in front of her and grabbed hold of her feet. An idea struck me. “You said you wanted to punch me before. Well, here’s your chance. Smack in the face. That is, if you can reach it.” I gave her a teasing smile.


  She glanced at me like I was stupid. “How am I gonna punch you from this position?”


  “You’re gonna sit up all the way and then punch me while I hold your feet.” I raised my chin and gazed at her with half-closed eyes, knowing she wouldn’t be able to resist the challenge. “Are you telling me you can’t do it?”


  She huffed with outrage. “Of course I can do it!”


  “Let’s see some then. I can’t wait to feel your fist on my face.”


  “You’ll regret saying that.”


  I laughed. “I doubt it.”


  


  Ricki


  Sitting up so I could smack Dante in the face was not nearly as easy as I had thought. I could barely get halfway up, which made me so furious I think I managed to get up a couple more inches. Then I tried to punch him on the chin, but by the time my fist connected with his face, it was with so little power I might as well have patted him. Which was the last thing I felt like doing, even though I’d already released most of my anger with him when I pounded the sandbag.


  I lay back down again, determined to do better on my next sit-up. Maybe if I thought about the way he’d yelled at me earlier, ordering me to do those squats like I was a dog, I’d get a little farther… At the very least, I needed to pack some more power into the punch I wanted to give him, wipe that smug grin off his face.


  I did a few more sit-ups and landed a punch that made him pull his head back. It pleased me tremendously. Ha! Having succeeded finally gave me the strength to do a couple more sit-ups and I got another punch on his chin. Strangely, this time he didn’t pull back, even though I was pretty sure it must have hurt at least a little because I’d felt him jerk slightly. Whatever. I guess he was one of those guys who got off on pain.


  “Mmmm, I like that,” he said, confirming my suspicion but also annoying me now. I wasn’t here to give him pleasure.


  “I thought you could do better than that, Ricki…” The smile on his face grew wider.


  The teasing note in his voice riled me up so much that I pushed out five more sit-ups in rapid succession. Unfortunately, by now I was getting so tired that I could hardly pack any power into my punches.


  When I’d completed fifteen sit-ups, having sat up higher than I’d ever be able to do on my own, I was so exhausted I needed to stay down in order to just catch my breath, not to mention recover from all the lactic acid accumulated in my stomach. My muscles were burning like they were on fire. Dante leaned onto my knees and gazed down at me for a long, silent moment. Something behind his dark eyes betrayed the content little smile on his lips. At first I wasn’t sure what that emotion inside him must be, but as I looked closer, I could suddenly tell: It was pain. Why is he in pain? I very much doubted it had anything to do with my weak punches.


  “Are you okay?” I asked him.


  He blinked and the pain was gone as suddenly as it had appeared. “Yeah. Why do you ask?” He laughed, but something about the laugh sounded off.


  “You looked like you were in pain all of a sudden,” I replied.


  When he didn’t answer, my gaze went to the scar under his right eye. I reached up and, as I touched it with a light finger, he flinched. He didn’t remove my hand, but the smile on his lips faded and he looked away. I let my hand fall back to the floor.


  “What really happened?” I asked. “I don’t buy that it’s from a mosquito bite.”


  His gaze went above my head and stayed there for a few seconds. Then it returned to mine, a pain in his eyes so strong I could feel it all the way in the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, my heart ached for him. What must have happened to him that hurt so much that I could feel it? Finally, he said, “You don’t wanna know.”


  “How can you be so sure? I thought you told me I was so easy to talk to. Maybe you’ll feel better if you tell me. It’s clearly bothering you a lot.”


  He shot to his feet and extended me his hand. I took it and he pulled me up from the floor.


  “Let’s do some more punching drills,” he said.


  We spent the rest of the session doing different punching drills combined with more core exercises, and by the time it was over, I was drenched in sweat. We decided to get together for our next session in another two days.


  When I sat in my car, heading back to my house, I thought about how Dante had simply ignored our moment for the rest of the session. Telling him I didn’t buy the mosquito bite excuse had just been a hunch that had come over me; I hadn’t been nearly as sure as I must have sounded to induce such a reaction from him. But the hunch had turned out to be correct. With pain like that radiating from his gaze, something really bad must have happened, and it was obviously connected to the scar.


  I really did think it’d make him feel better to talk about it. The more I got to know Dante, the more he reminded me of Nina, who came from a messed-up background as well. Maybe not quite as bad as Dante’s, but it was still similar. I had seen that look in Nina’s eyes on a few occasions before she got help—from a psychiatrist. I wasn’t a psychiatrist, but maybe I could convince Dante to talk to someone. But that meant he’d have to talk to me about what had happened first.


  Unfortunately, I doubted offering him a kiss in exchange for the information would do the trick this time.


  I wasn’t sure why that possibility had even flown into my head when he’d made it perfectly clear the night at my place had been a huge mistake not to be repeated in the first place. A dull pain spread in my stomach at the thought of how adamantly he’d underscored this fact. How he had been through it before, which was why he knew that so well. I had just been another girl to him.


  Even so, our kisses had felt like they’d meant something to him, too. I allowed myself to relive his lips on mine for a few more seconds. The heat of his breath, he teasingly biting my lower lip followed by that soft laughter. His tongue exploring my mouth in that sensual way that had made me want to grab his hair and pull his head down hard, to make it easier for him. To make him kiss me deeper. But before I’d been able to do so, he’d suddenly realized he was doing something that apparently had to stop immediately.


  I sighed heavily and made myself think about what I’d do tonight to distract myself from more thoughts of Dante. Nixon wanted to get together for dinner so we could talk about his issues with his on-again, off-again boyfriend. I was in charge of picking the restaurant, but I’d yet to do so. As soon as I got home, I opened my laptop and Googled restaurants in the West L.A. area for inspiration. I picked a little Italian place close to where we both lived and texted Nixon to meet me there at eight.


  Nixon arrived at the restaurant just as I’d found an available stool in the bar. As he walked toward me, his shaved head gleamed in the light that came from the many candles placed on the wall shelves. As always, I marveled over my Puerto Rican friend’s great physique, which was, like Dante’s, covered with tattoos. Nixon and I had known each other since high school and had become instant friends, even though he was two years older than me. Now, eight years later, our friendship was still going strong.


  “Hi darling,” he said and extended his arms for an embrace. I disappeared into his muscular arms and we hugged. Then he held me away from him so he could take in my appearance. “Wow, you look great! Those workouts are paying off big-time.”


  I was pretty sure I didn’t look all that different yet—after all, I had only had four sessions with Dante, one of which had taken place weeks ago. Still, I did feel as though I’d toned up a little in the short time we’d been training, so I’d put on one of my more revealing dresses—a purple, formfitting number that looked great with my strawberry blond hair and white skin. And hearing Nixon, a trainer himself, tell me I’d improved made me feel even better.


  “Thanks, Nix,” I said and grinned big at him. “And you look as good as always.”


  It was true; Nixon was one of those guys who knew exactly how to dress to make sure he accentuated his brawny body in a good way instead of appearing like he was busting out of his clothes. Then again, he was gay and his boyfriend a designer, so it wasn’t so strange.


  We had a quick drink at the bar and then got seated at our table. The waiter had barely taken our drink orders before Nixon launched into the latest with his now ex-boyfriend, Simon, who’d been unfaithful for the umpteenth time. The story ended with Nixon having walked in on Simon making out with someone on the floor in his living room. Nixon had of course stormed out and promised himself that this was the last time he’d ever talk to Simon. He buried his face in his hands and sighed distraught. Then he looked up at me again.


  “Can you believe the nerve of him!” he said, his face purple with indignation. “He didn’t even bother to hide the fact that he was having an affair!”


  I took a deep breath and thought about how I could tell Nixon in the least rude way possible what I thought. “Unfortunately, I can believe it, Nix. I’m just wondering why you keep taking this guy back over and over. He’s obviously not worth it.”


  Nixon rolled his eyes. “I know, I know. I don’t know either. It really needs to end once and for all.”


  “Yes, it definitely does. Well, I’m glad that you’re not more upset about this.” The first few times Simon and Nixon broke up, Nixon had been in tears and depressed for days. Now he seemed more pissed off than sad, which was good, as it must mean he didn’t care as much about Simon as he used to. Suddenly, it hit me what I should do to help Nixon move on from Simon. He needed to meet someone else. And I knew just the right person for him.


  Simon peered at me with his bright green eyes. “What’s that smile about? You’re up to something. What is it?”


  I could feel my smile getting bigger. “I have just the right guy for you…”


  “Who? Someone you think I should go out with?”


  “Uh-huh. A guy I used to go out with.”


  Nixon looked confused. “Why would you set me up with a straight guy?”


  “Because it turned out that he isn’t actually straight.”


  Nixon’s eyes narrowed as he processed this information. “You mean he became gay when he was dating you?”


  I stared at him with mock outrage, relieved I could do so now. Only a couple of weeks ago, Nixon’s question surely would have upset me. Phew. I was so over Aidan.


  “No,” I said. “He didn’t become gay because he was dating me. He was always gay. Being with me just helped him deal with this fact. I’m not sure exactly how that worked, but he seemed very sincere when he told me, so I’ve decided that I’m gonna take his word for it.”


  “Okay, well, that’s cool. So you think he and I’ll like each other?”


  I pushed out my lips and gave Nixon my best impression of Arnold Schwarzenegger, Nixon’s favorite actor, saying “I’ll. Be. Back.” “Yes. I. Sure. Do…”


  


  


  Dante


  When I went to bed later that night, I was still thinking about how Ricki had looked on the floor during our session, exhausted from doing all those sit-ups and trying to punch me. Something about her expression had made me think of Lara and it had hurt me. The pain had gotten ten times worse, almost unbearable, when she’d traced my scar with her finger and told me she didn’t buy my story about the mosquito bite. She had reminded me that I had erased Lara. The intense pain had stayed with me for the rest of the evening, which was why I’d bought a large bottle of whiskey and downed half of it now. I was lucky this was one of the nights Jose couldn’t see me; I’d be useless to him when I was in this mood. I’d barely managed to keep it together during the two clients I’d had after Ricki.


  Most of the time I could endure the pain, but not when it got this strong, stayed with me this long. Getting drunk was the only way to dull it then. The pain had spread into my every cell, making me feel as though a million tiny creatures ate me from the insides. My finger found the faint scar under my eye and traced it the way Ricki had done earlier today. Then I had another mouthful of whiskey that burned its way down to my gut to kill the rush of pain that suddenly overwhelmed me.


  Even though I didn’t have a choice but to remove the teardrop if I wished to have a life in the real world, I felt like I’d betrayed Lara. By removing the tattoo, I had also erased Lara, disrespected her memory.


  The night when Lara died lived in my mind as vividly as if it had happened yesterday, not eight years ago. I could still feel the faint breeze blowing in my face, smell the pot that hung persistently in the air, taste the regret in my mouth when I realized what a mistake I’d made. I should have taken her straight home after spotting her on the street. And then I should have told her I was planning to leave the gang eventually because nothing good came out of being in a gang. Not really. But I hadn’t done any of that. I’d done the opposite instead—asked her to join the party we were having.


  I’d wanted to prove to her that she was the only one for me, and in my foolish mind I’d thought that by showing her my extended “family,” my many brothers and sisters, she would understand what I was all about. When I wasn’t with her, I was out doing missions for the gang, not hanging out with other girls, like she’d kept accusing me of. If she met my boss and the other guys, they’d tell her I was a very busy man—boy—when I wasn’t with her. She’d stop distrusting me and we could stop fighting about it.


  I had actually been so naïve that I’d thought the guys in the gang would have my back, brag about what a hard-working soldier I was. Not only did they not have my back, but instead reinforced Lara’s suspicions by telling her I was ladies’ man. In their twisted minds, I know they thought they did me a favor. Because, to them, women were all expendable, second-rate citizens who needed to be kept in place until you got tired of them and wanted a new one to play with. According to the Devils, by telling Lara I was a ladies’ man, she’d understand that she’d better not be out of line with me, or I’d simply exchange her for a girl who knew her place. And then the unthinkable had happened.


  In hindsight, I should have just let Lara dump me. Let her keep thinking I was a womanizer.


  At least then she would have been alive today.


  When I woke up the following morning, my head pounding, I couldn’t remember how I’d finally managed to fall asleep. I did remember that I’d considered riding down to my old hood, finding some of the Devils and asking them to shoot me in the head. It wouldn’t be hard to convince one of them to do it. I knew just what set them off; besides, I wasn’t someone they were fond of anyway. In the end, as I’d thought about what I needed to do for Jose still, I’d changed my mind. He wouldn’t get out of the gang without me.


  As I pushed myself out of bed and sat at the edge of it, I wondered what else I’d use as my reason to keep living when Jose was safe. I needed to find something soon because, if everything went according to plan, Jose would be out of the gang in less than a month, and then there would be no stopping me when I got into one of those dark moods again. I checked the time. Almost five thirty. My first client of the day was in half an hour, which meant I’d better hurry up and get in the shower.


  The warm water rinsed off what was left of the darkness that had kept me enclosed, and when I stepped out of it, I felt almost human again. I popped a few Advil to calm down my head.


  The day continued without a glitch; thankfully, the pills had dulled the pounding in my skull. If not, surely I would have snapped at one or more of my clients, telling them to go to hell, who would then go to Tonya and complain about me. But I managed to keep my mood in check all day long. When I had a client cancel on me toward the end of it, I wasn’t even very tired any longer. I decided to go workout a little. That was what I usually did when my clients canceled. Fortunately, among all my clients, I had at least five no-shows a week, which gave me enough time to stay in shape by squeezing in a short workout here and there.


  I sat down on a machine to work my chest and biceps doing pec flys and noticed that my upper body was a little sore. Hmm. That’s weird. I hadn’t done anything different in yesterday’s workout. I thought about what else I’d done and it struck me that the tenderness in my pecs and biceps must be from holding the bag when Ricki had punched it so hard. I smiled. As hard as she’d punched that bag coupled with all the new moves we’d done, she must be pretty sore herself today. I should shoot her a text to see how she was feeling.


  As soon as I’d pressed Send, I regretted having sent it. The last thing I wanted to do was give this girl mixed messages about us. Not that the text I’d just sent her was particularly intimate or anything, but considering that I had been so adamant about our kiss having been a mistake, contacting her as frequently as I used to do was a bad idea. There was no need for it any longer.


  Fuck.


  A response made my phone buzz. Ricki had texted me back:


  Yeah, I can hardly move!


  As I thought about something witty to respond—that would also signal that I was too busy to keep texting—another text arrived from Ricki: In fact, it’s so bad I could finally use your help.


  What can I do for you? I replied, instantly worried. Not because I wouldn’t make good on my promise to help Ricki with anything that she might need, but because I really didn’t have time to do much of anything. At least not something that took a while to do. And even though my body had recuperated from yesterday’s drinking bout and my head was no longer pounding, I was still not 100 percent myself. My mind was not as sharp as usual. Feeling like that, I should stay far away from people who stirred up weird sensations in me. Made me feel anything at all.


  My phone buzzed with her response: I need to get a dress out of my closet, but it’s on the top shelf and I can’t reach it. I’m too sore to climb up on a stool to get it.


  How could I say no to that request when it was my fault she’d gotten so sore in the first place? I shouldn’t have pushed her during our session yesterday. Of course, I could always suggest that she take a bath with Epsom salt, which should take the edge off the soreness. In fact, it struck me that she should have remembered to do that herself. Why hadn’t she? Was she just trying to get me to come over to her house? Well, even if that was the case, there was nothing I could do about that unless I wanted to risk coming across as rude and dismissive. I decided that it was best to just play along. Maybe she had already taken a bath with Epsom salt and it didn’t help this time. I sent her my response:


  When do you want me to come over? I have three more clients and could swing by your place at nine.


  I only had one more client, but then I had to go train Jose at the Whiskey.


  That would be perfect! she replied.


  I’ll see you then, I texted back, having the strange sensation that I’d been had somehow, yet it didn’t bother me.


  


  Ricki


  Grinning big, I put away my phone. How funny that Dante had texted me right as I’d been about to text him! I knew appealing to his male instincts to help a female in need would do the trick to get him to come over.


  Last night during dinner with Nixon, after he and I had exhausted the subject of Aidan and him going out, we had moved on to Dante. I just couldn’t get him out of my mind. All the way over to the restaurant I’d been turning over his secret in my head, trying to figure out what it could be. Of course I was getting nowhere, only succeeding in driving myself crazier. As I’d discussed the situation with Nixon, he’d come up with the brilliant idea of me asking Dante for help with something in my apartment. When I got him there, I was supposed to get him drunk to get him to open up to me. Since my brownies hadn’t done the trick last time, I couldn’t count on my lasagna doing the trick either, even though people told me it was awesome.


  I drove to a wine store to pick up a bottle of red. As I was about to walk over to the counter to pay for it, I decided that I might as well get a second bottle. If two beers and a glass of Sangria didn’t make Dante even tipsy, he might need more than a bottle to get drunk enough to talk about what bothered him. I’d better be prepared for any possible developments. He could always sleep it off on my couch and drive home in the morning.


  Since I was a total lightweight in the alcohol department, I myself would not drink very much of course, or I might pass out. Worse, I might do things I would regret the next day. Who knew what Dante was like when he got drunk; maybe he’d try to seduce me, even though he’d claimed our kiss had been such a mistake. It would be great if he realized that it was in fact so right, but if he ever did, I wanted him to do so when he was sober, not so drunk he wasn’t thinking clearly.


  If he tried to seduce me, I’d never be able to say no, at least not when drunk. Not if he kissed me the way he’d kissed me the last time. Oh, God. My body got tingly all over just thinking about it. At the moment, though, my focus was on helping to heal him. According to my mother, who was a psychiatrist, it wasn’t wise to get into a relationship with a man who had as many issues as Dante so clearly had. And after the disaster with Aidan, I had decided that I was going to finally heed her advice. I was not about to get into a relationship with someone like Dante, even if he suddenly realized he was as into me as I was into him.


  Which I’d begun to suspect that he was. No one kissed the way he’d kissed me if they weren’t into the person.


  Still, we were adults, not animals that had no choice but to follow whatever their bodies told them to do. We both realized it was better if we simply remained trainer and client, for the time being. Yes, I had realized it, too, even though it had taken me a day longer than Dante to come to that conclusion. The only reason I was burning with a desire to know what troubled Dante to the point that I’d felt his pain was because I was just like my mother— sincerely fascinated by what made people tick. The more they confused us, the more we were driven to unravel them and then try to cure them. Help them chase away their demons. I guess some people would call us annoying.


  Three hours after I had picked up the wine, my lasagna was ready. I was wearing a pair of jean shorts and a yellow top that was snug, but casual-looking. I had applied some mascara to define my eyes and a layer of pink gloss to my lips, and my hair was parted into two pigtails, a hairstyle that I loved. Doing anything more advanced to my appearance would seem like I was trying too hard. I didn’t want Dante to think I’d asked him to come help me because I’d planned to seduce him tonight. The guy was just my trainer, who’d morphed into my most recent project.


  Even so, when my doorbell rang, I double-checked my face in the mirror. Feeling like I was a bit pale, I quickly added some pink blush to my cheeks and another layer of lip gloss. Then I went to open the door.


  Dante was leaning against the wall, dressed in a simple white T-shirt and worn jeans that hung low from his slim hips. He held his helmet under one of his muscular arms, peering at me from under his brows. The right corner of his lip turned up in a sexy little grin that made me forget that he was only supposed to be my trainer, who’d come to help me with something, not my date who’d arrived to pick me up for dinner.


  “I like the hair,” he said in a voice that went perfectly with the grin, making heat gather between my legs and my skin tingle. Oh, God, I should not have told him to come over… What had I been thinking? I should have known better than to listen to Nixon and his outlandish ideas. But I had no choice but to continue with our little ploy now. I’d better not have any wine or this might end in a disaster.


  “Thanks,” I said lightly and stepped back so he could enter.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked as we walked into my living room. “Still so sore you can hardly move?”


  “It’s a little better now. I took another bath with Epsom salt.” I exhaled a small sigh of relief. Thank God he’d reminded me about my supposedly horribly sore muscles. His presence affected me so much I totally forgot they were the reason I’d asked him to come here in the first place. I was literally losing my head. “But it still hurts trying to climb up on a chair.”


  “I’m sorry. I was going to suggest you do that, but obviously it didn’t help this time.” He sniffed the air. “Something’s smelling really good. It can’t be those brownies again, right?” He smiled at me with a bright face.


  I returned his smile, glad that my lasagna hadn’t lost its potency at the same time as I was disappointed that he’d noticed. If he hadn’t, I could just have had him help me get the dress down and be done with him. The way my pulse had picked up speed and energy was rushing up the insides of my thighs worried me. Obviously being alone with him at my house affected me a lot more than when we were training at Crunch. While I could still feel the chemistry between us there, here it was so palpable I could almost hear it crackle in the air. But since he’d already noticed my lasagna I had to tell him what it was, and then I’d also have to ask him if he’d have dinner yet. Not offering when he’d come all the way over to help me would be rude.


  “No, it’s the lasagna I made for dinner,” I said. “I made lots of it. Are you hungry?”


  He licked his mouth, telling me all I needed to know. And also making my knees so weak I feared they might not hold me up much longer.


  “Okay, you’re staying for dinner,” I said and patted his shoulder, hoping this gesture would make my words seem friendly only, as much for my sake as for his.


  “Um, okay,” he said, looking like he was happy I’d offered. “I’d love some. I’m actually starving.”


  “Well, my lasagna will take care of that. But let me show you where the dress is in my closet so we can get it down. Otherwise, I’ll forget.”


  We went over to my walk-in closet and I pointed to the top shelf where my dress was in a little bin. Being almost a head taller than me, he easily got the bin down after getting up on the stool. He handed it to me.


  “Here you go,” he said.


  “Thanks. Wow, that was easy. It must be great to be that tall.”


  “Yeah, except when you’re in the backseat of a car. Then it’s better to be your size.”


  I smiled. “Ha! Yeah, that’s true. Come on, let’s go to my kitchen and eat.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the closet and over to my kitchen. There was a small table with two chairs at the one window there. I pointed for him to take a seat.


  “Why don’t you sit there while I get some plates,” I said.


  He looked hesitant. “You don’t need me to help you with anything?”


  “You already helped me enough by getting me that dress. Please, sit down. You must be beat from working so hard.” I decided it was best that I didn’t mention the wine. Adding even half a glass of wine to my system would only serve to intensify all the hormones going haywire inside me. And I had a feeling Dante wouldn’t let me drink water only.


  He sat on one of the chairs. “Yeah, I’m pretty beat. I wouldn’t mind a drink… Hey, why don’t I go get us a bottle of red? I’m sure it’ll go great with the lasagna.”


  Crap. I might as well tell him I have wine already then. I got a bottle out of the cupboard.


  “I actually have some,” I said. “I didn’t think you wanted any since you’re riding your bike and have to get up early.”


  He grinned at me. “I do have to get up early, but I can handle a couple of glasses of wine. I won’t even feel it.”


  I swallowed; yes, but I sure will. Out loud I just said, “Great,” and opened the bottle. I poured two glasses of the wine and gave him one. I clinked my glass to his, determined to barely touch my own wine.


  “Cheers,” I said. “Thanks for coming here tonight. You really did me a huge favor. I forgot that I needed to do laundry today, so I have nothing clean to wear to the office tomorrow that’s acceptable.”


  My cheeks heated when I remembered that I’d asked him to come over at four. Surely, there had been enough time for me to find a laundromat. But there was nothing I could do about my lame explanation except for acting like I didn’t know how many laundromats there were in L.A. I turned to the cupboards to hide my face that must be pink now and pretended to search for the right plates for us to eat on. When I felt confident my color had faded, I carried two plates and silverware over to the kitchen table. Then I returned to get the lasagna out of the oven.


  


  


  Dante


  I watched her as she searched for something in the cupboard. Did she actually expect me to believe that she would have to go naked to the office if I hadn’t come over to get that dress from the shelf? I smiled a little. True, I had believed her at first—well, almost—but I didn’t any longer. She could easily have found a place to wash a load of clothes to wear tomorrow. L.A. was full of places to do your laundry. Most of them were open till at least eight on weekdays.


  Still, I was glad that she’d found a way to make me come over and asked me to stay for dinner. I wasn’t so stupid to think her having prepared lasagna was a coincidence. It was ages since I’d had a home-cooked meal, and especially one that smelled this good. I’d have some of her lasagna, washed down with the wine, and then I’d leave. I would definitely not fall for whatever scheme she had prepared for me. She was surely up to something.


  Even if all her little moves suggested that she’d planned to seduce me, I very much doubted that was what she had in mind. She didn’t strike me as the type of girl who’d do something like that, especially not after I had told her that what had happened between us was a mistake. And that was good, because I sure as hell would not have been able to resist her advances. Not when she was having her hair in two pigtails like that. I don’t know what it was, but I’d always found girls in pigtails to be an incredible turn-on. No, she had something else on her mind.


  She returned with a steaming baking dish that both looked and smelled heavenly in one hand and a salad bowl in the other. She placed the dish on a wooden cutting board between our plates and took my plate and filled it up with lasagna. She gazed at me, unsure.


  “Would you like me to add some greens?”


  “Absolutely,” I said.


  She dumped a pile of salad next to my lasagna and put the plate in front of me.


  “Dig in,” she said as she filled up her own plate. “Don’t be shy.”


  “Thanks,” I replied. “It looks delicious.”


  I cut off a huge piece that I put on my fork and stuck into my mouth together with some salad. The food tasted even better than it looked and smelled, a culinary orgasm that had me moan with pleasure. I closed my eyes as I chewed slowly.


  “So you like it then?” she asked and I opened my eyes in time to see her stare at me with a pleased face.


  I nodded and swallowed. “‘Like’ is a brutal understatement. I think I just fell in love. Seriously.”


  She giggled. “Well, I’m glad you feel that way.”


  I had another big bite, which had my taste buds go crazy with happiness again. “Yup,” was all I managed to say and still keep my mouth fairly closed. It struck me that maybe she was drugging me, but I soon dismissed that idea. Why the hell would she want to do that for?


  We kept eating and drinking wine in silence for a few minutes. I kept wondering what it was that she had on her mind. Maybe I had misjudged her and she was about to seduce me after all. That was the only thing that made sense and I did know that she liked me. Still, I really hoped it was something else. I didn’t want to be put in a position where I’d be forced to resist her—somehow I’d find the strength to do so—and possibly upset her.


  “So how was your day?” she asked, interrupting my thoughts.


  “Not too bad. What about yours?”


  “Well, I got out early from work today, so I did a bunch of errands. Helped my sister buy new shoes. She’s here for a few days. You know, Belinda, the one I told you about who lives in Oklahoma with her husband.”


  “Right, I remember her.” I finished the last of the wine in my glass. Ricki poured me another glass and topped off her own. I couldn’t help but notice that she’d barely touched her wine. I needed to be careful that I didn’t drink too much either, or I wouldn’t be able to ride my bike back home. “How many sisters do you have?”


  “Two,” she replied. “One younger and one older. They’re great, but I rarely get to see them since Lisa is in college and Belinda moved when she got married. So it was nice to hang a little with one of them today. What about you?”


  I gazed at her. “What about me?”


  “How was it growing up in so many different foster homes?”


  I took another long look at her and noted that there was an urgency behind her eyes. So that’s why she had wanted me to come over—to pry into my business again. I should have figured as much. The girl must be the nosiest person I’d ever met. Well, I guess that was better than her trying to seduce me and me being forced to reject her. Even if I didn’t really want to talk about my past. If I gave her vague answers, hopefully she’d stop asking.


  “Pretty effed up,” I said and had a sip of wine.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” she instantly countered. “What made it so effed up?”


  I smiled at her. She was obviously not going to let me get away that easily. Well, what the hell? So what if I told her a few things about myself? As long as I didn’t get into the gang stuff, it should be fine.


  “Let’s just say that few of my foster parents took on foster kids out of love,” I said.


  I had another couple of sips of wine. Big ones.


  She frowned. “So why did they do it then? From what I understand, foster parents don’t get paid very much.”


  “That’s true. Still, to some of the families I was in, the extra four, five hundred they got per month was apparently enough to keep me.”


  She looked like she was pondering my answer. “How come you were in four different ones?” She opened her mouth to say something else, but it seemed she had a hard time getting the words out. Finally she did. “Did… did they treat you badly?”


  “Yeah, the first one especially,” I replied, trying not to think about how much I’d gotten beaten up living with that first family. It always got me mad and I didn’t want to get mad here in Ricki’s house. I had some more wine. I needed to switch the subject. But Ricki beat me to it. Leaning forward, she asked, “What happened with the second family? Did they beat you, too?”


  “No. They were actually really nice. But I didn’t get along with their eldest son, so they got rid of me after a couple years.”


  Ricki sucked in a breath and put a hand on her chest, as though what I’d told her hurt her. “Oh, God, that must have hurt almost as much as being beaten.”


  I thought about what she’d just said. “More actually. Anyway, let’s—”


  “And family three and four? What happened there?”


  Ricki was clearly determined to find out all about my childhood. Unless I wanted to come across as rude, I had to answer, even if she was really the one who was rude, being such a busybody.


  “Family number three couldn’t afford to keep me,” I said simply, “so I ended up with family number four. I only lasted six months with that last one. The father of the family liked using his belt on me a little too much, so I ran away.”


  She filled up my wine glass again, but there was so little left in the bottle that it only filled the glass halfway to the rim. I threw a glance at her glass, which was still almost full. I couldn’t remember seeing her drink from it more than once, I realized then. Was I alone responsible for consuming all that wine? I must be. No wonder I was beginning to feel so relaxed.


  But I needed to stop talking about my childhood now; I had already gone on about it for too long, given too many details. The question was how I’d circumvent her probing. I suddenly knew the answer—I’d go to the bathroom and stay there for a while, pretend like I wasn’t feeling good and blame it on the wine, not her food. And then I’d tell her that I needed to leave. It wasn’t a great solution, but better than the alternative.


  


  Ricki


  Hearing about all that had happened to Dante when he’d grown up broke my heart. Judging from the way he’d kept clenching his teeth and his jaw muscles had kept twitching, it couldn’t have been easy for him to tell me, either. I didn’t think he’d been aware of all the times he’d resorted to drinking wine with each answer, which was good since that made it easy for me to keep his glass full and get him drunker. I was pleased with myself that I’d managed to hardly touch my own glass. What he’d revealed about himself had honestly captivated me to the point that I’d forgotten about my wine.


  He seemed more and more relaxed now—surely because the wine was finally getting to him—so I was getting ready to ask him about the scar under his eye. I was under the impression it was the result of one of the numerous beatings he’d taken, but I wanted to know for sure.


  I had a small sip from my own glass and smiled at him, about to ask what happened after he ran away. Did he live on the streets then?


  But before I could do so, Dante asked me if he could use the bathroom.


  “Sure,” I said. “It’s right at the entrance.”


  He disappeared out of the kitchen. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to eat more, so I decided to leave the food on the table in case he wanted more. I went over to the cupboard and found the second bottle of red. I opened it and added some more to Dante’s glass. Surely, if I got him a little drunker still, the words would pour out of him.


  I sat at the table and waited for him to return, thinking about what I’d ask next. When he’d been gone for over five minutes, I started to wonder where he was. I left my chair and walked out into my living room right in time as Dante was leaving the bathroom. There was an apologetic look on his face.


  “Sorry for taking so long…”


  “No problem. I was just gonna get something in my nightstand,” I lied. I went over to it and pretended like I was searching for something in the only drawer. As I turned around, Dante was standing right behind me. He gazed at me with those dark eyes, something like humor playing in them. “Did you find what you were looking for?” he asked.


  “Um,” I said, suddenly speechless. He was standing so close I could smell his cologne—something earthy with musk—and it paralyzed my tongue. His presence and the way he was looking at me, like he could hear how fast my heart was beating, made me dizzy with excitement. Oh, God, if he doesn’t move soon I swear I’ll faint. It struck me that that might be good. It would give me a reason to open up and be vulnerable, which, in turn, should prompt him to reciprocate in kind. Before I could ponder this option more, decide whether it was in fact a smart move, I collapsed in a heap on my bed. My eyes closed, I felt him sitting next to me and putting a hand on my arm.


  “Ricki? Ricki? Are you okay?” He sounded so worried that I almost felt bad for fake-fainting. At least I knew it must have been convincing.


  Slowly, I opened my eyes and gazed at him. My hands went up to rub my eyes, but I remembered at the last moment that I had mascara on, so I let them drop back down.


  He looked at me, his face perturbed. “What happened?”


  I pushed myself up on my elbow. “I was thinking about all the things you had to go through as a child and I think it upset me. I have a tendency to get lightheaded and faint when things upset me. Sorry. I know I’m a bit of a weirdo.”


  He caressed my cheek with the tips of his fingers. “Maybe a little bit, but that’s okay. I still like you. And I’m probably as much of a weirdo if not more than you are anyway.”


  “Why are you a weirdo?” I managed to asked, even though his touch on my cheek seriously affected my ability to speak.


  He sighed heavily and looked away. “Weirdo might not be the right word,” he said.


  “What word would you say describes you better?”


  “Lost,” he replied after some time. He turned to face me. “I feel like I’m lost.”


  I pushed myself into a sitting position. Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. “Can you expand on that? Why do you feel like you’re lost?”


  He looked at me and sighed, a thousand inexplicable emotions dancing in his eyes. “I don’t feel lost when I’m with you.” Then he put a finger under my chin and kissed me.


  I was grateful I was on my bed because those words—and the way he’d looked at me when he’d said them—made my entire body feel weak, not to mention the way his lips felt against mine now. Not able to resist him, I slung an arm around his neck and brought his mouth closer to mine. He instantly parted his lips and found my tongue with his, caressing it in circles. He leaned toward me and cupped the back of my head so he could deepen the kiss. I heard myself whimper as he pressed himself closer to my body and opened my mouth wider to give him better access.


  His hand was on my breast then, squeezing it firmly, which caused heat to pool in my stomach and between my legs. As he proceeded to play with my nipple, pinch and pull it lightly, another whimper came from me. The fabric of my bra and top provided little protection from his fingers. Not that I wanted him to stop what he was doing. I suddenly needed more of him and damn the consequences. I lay back on my bed and pulled Dante with me. He didn’t resist, but lay on top of me, his mouth still connected to mine. I wrapped my arms and legs around him to get his hard body closer. I enjoyed feeling the weight of him on top of me.


  He came up for a bit of air then. “Ricki, what are you doing to me?” he asked in a hoarse voice as he looked at me under hooded eyelids.


  “I don’t know,” I panted. “I guess I just can’t resist you.”


  He sighed heavily, his black gaze glazed over with excitement. “I wish I could resist you…”


  Before I could ask him why he wished that, he crushed his lips to mine again and kissed me with such fervor all my nerve endings buzzed with ecstasy. As he flipped me over so I ended up on top of him, I wondered if getting involved with a client was his only reason for objecting to what we were doing, or if there was something else, too. I thought it was time to cut the act. It was obvious that the two of us were crazy about each other, so why resist it? I could always stop being his client.


  “Sit up and straddle me,” he ordered me in a voice that told me I’d better not object. I placed my hands on his muscular chest and pushed myself up and spread my legs over his hips. As I did, I could feel his erection grown even bigger against my erotic center. Oh, my God.


  He put his hands behind his neck and contemplated me for a moment with his burning eyes. “Now take that top and your bra off for me,” he ordered. “Slowly.”


  I had never before done anything like this—and I wasn’t sure I would have let any other guy talk to me in that way, like I was just there for his enjoyment—but I was helpless against Dante’s wishes. Any of them, apparently, because I honestly thought I’d agree to do whatever he asked me to do in that moment, it excited me that much.


  Without a word and while holding his gaze, I grabbed the bottom part of my top and began pulling it upward. As I removed it, I could tell that his breathing picked up speed. I moved on to my bra, finding that I was enjoying watching how much he was enjoying my little striptease. I unhooked my bra and removed it from my breasts. As I did so and they became visible to Dante, I bit my lip at the same time. He parted his lips and a moan came out. He squeezed my upper thighs hard toward his hips so I could feel how he was growing even harder against my wetness.


  I envisioned how I must look to him and was pleased with the image that entered my mind. Pale, but nice skin covered my body. While my stomach didn’t have a six pack, it was still on the flat side and my waist was narrow. My breasts were medium-sized, round and very firm with pretty pink nipples. Probably the asset I was most proud of with regards to my physical appearance.


  “Touch your breasts and squeeze them,” Dante ordered me in that voice that wouldn’t put up with any objections. As I did, he grabbed my hips and rubbed his erection against me, back and forth, making me even wetter. I let out a pleased moan.


  “Oh, God, that’s so sexy, Ricki,” he murmured, his eyes half-closed while gazing at me now.


  


  Dante


  There was no stopping me now. I should have known it would have been better to have flatly rejected Ricki’s plea for help earlier. I should have known that we wouldn’t be able to resist each other. The second we were alone and near a bed, it had never been a question of if we were going to do it, only when. She was so incredibly sexy that I simply wasn’t able to consider what it would mean when this night was over.


  I especially liked it that she seemed to enjoy my directing her moves, something that had always turned me on incredibly.


  “Lie down next to me,” I told her and she did, her light blue eyes wide, as though anticipating—maybe even fearing my next command a little. I sat up and removed my T-shirt while watching her. She was staring at my tattoo-covered shoulders and her eyes got wider. I wondered if it was because all the tattoos scared her or if they excited her. But when she ran a hand over my chest, along one of the tattoos that reached that far down, I was pretty sure she must like what she saw. A lot.


  “Unbutton my jeans,” I told her. She pushed herself up and her hands instantly began working my belt and jean buttons. I stroked her strawberry blond head all the while, fascinated by the awkward way she was opening my pants. Watching those sexy pigtails from above made me even harder. Finally, she had released me not only from my jeans, but from my boxer briefs, too. She looked up as if wanting to know what to do next.


  “Take it in your mouth, chica,” I ordered her and her lips were soon wrapped around me. I groaned with pleasure as she took me deeper down her throat, licking my shaft every now and then. Her tentativeness suggested it wasn’t something she had done a lot, and the thought of that excited me even more. Very soon, I would come. I let her work me another minute, then I restrained myself and pulled her gently off me. I layed her down next to me and stroked her outside her jeans until she begged me to take them off her. I pulled them and her panties down her thighs, then sank my face between her legs and showed her what I could do to her with my tongue. The way her body was shaking and bucking, I could tell it was only a matter of moments before she would come hard in my mouth. I wanted to be able to look into her eyes as she did, though, so I slid up her body and reached for my jeans to find a condom in my wallet. She watched me with big eyes as I opened the metallic foil and rolled the rubber over myself. When I turned to her and smiled, she lay back down and spread her legs for me. Seeing her like that was so hot I almost came before I’d entered her.


  I was overcome with a need to tease her suddenly.


  “What would you like me to do to you?” I asked her.


  Her eyes grew wider and her lips quivered as she tried to speak.


  “Tell me what you would like me to do to you, Ricki, or I won’t do anything.” An evil little grin curled my lips. “Say the words. I know you can say them…” It was so much fun watching a girl like Ricki, someone who was clearly not very sexually experienced, fall apart with lust in front of me. The best part was that I knew she enjoyed submitting herself to me as much as I enjoyed dominating her.


  “I want you to…” she began, her cheeks turning a cute pink as she struggled to get out the word.


  “To what, Ricki,” I egged her on, stroking myself above her. She stared at my cock and sucked in a breath at the same time as she bit her lip. Oh, God, she’d better not do that again or I would come. That face of hers was so damn sexy.


  “To… to fuck me,” she mumbled.


  “Say it louder, Ricki,” I ordered her. “I couldn’t hear you. What did you want?”


  “I want you to fuck me,” she almost yelled then, full-on blushing.


  I lowered myself and steered my cock between her folds, watching her watch me with a breathless expression. She was so tight I couldn’t stop myself from groaning out loud with pleasure as I filled her up with all of me. I took her hands in mine as I started moving my hips back and forth, looking her deep in the eyes.


  “How does it feel,” I whispered to her.


  “So… good,” she mumbled between gasps.


  “Want me to go faster?”


  “Yes… and…and…” she trailed off.


  “And what, baby?” I urged her on.


  “Deeper.”


  I gave her a little grin. “I’d love to.” Then I grabbed her under her knees and spread her wider apart as I made myself thrust deeper. As I lay back on top of her, I felt her convulse under me and her breathing picked up. I knew she was close to release.


  “Can you come with me?” I asked her, the sweat coating my face now.


  “Yes…” she said, about to close her eyes.


  “Look at me, Ricki,” I said. “I want to look into your eyes as we come.”


  She did as I wanted and seconds later, she began to shudder against my body. Moans of pleasure came out of her and I let myself go, riding along with her as she came, making sure we didn’t lose eye contact even for one second.


  Then I collapsed on top of her, our sweaty bodies sticking together. Reality came rushing back to me as soon as the last wave of pleasure had left me. What should I tell her now? Pretend like she was someone I could be in a relationship with, even though I knew that was impossible? I would never again allow myself to be with a woman more than in physical way that lasted for a short while, max two days. Any longer and I ran the risk of destroying the girl the way I’d destroyed Lara. Especially if it was a girl I liked the way I liked Ricki.


  Her hand was tracing my spine from my upper back down to right above the crack of my butt. She must be waiting for me to say something first, it dawned on me. What the hell should I say? Except for the truth, there was really only one thing I could say that would make her stay away from me. And me from her.


  I pushed myself up on my elbows and gave her a light kiss on her swollen lips.


  “How was it for you?” I asked her as I rolled off her.


  “Great,” she replied and glanced at me with hesitation in her gaze. A deep sense of regret gathered in my chest at seeing her look like that, knowing what my next words would do to her. But it was infinitely better for her to take this pain than to end up the way Lara had. I preferred that Ricki thought I was an ass, hating me forever, than her being dead. One way or another she’d end up dead if I allowed her to get too close. Any woman who cared about me seemed destined to die. It wasn’t only Lara. My mother, too, had died because she loved me. If it hadn’t been for me, she wouldn’t have felt so destitute to take her own life. I wasn’t about to let a third one join that group.


  “What about you?” she asked in a small voice.


  “Fantastic,” I said and pinched her cheek. I swung my legs around the edge of Ricki’s bed and sat up. I rested my forehead in my hands for a moment, as I summoned the necessary strength to be able to say what needed to be said.


  I turned around and took her hand. She stiffened and gazed at me with big eyes. Oh, God, why did I come here tonight? Why hadn’t I told her before what I was about to tell her now? That way, maybe she wouldn’t have given herself so freely to me, thinking there was a potential for more between us.


  “Ricki, I have a girlfriend,” I said, the lie tasting sour on my tongue. “I’m sorry. I should have told you a long time ago. Before we did”—for a moment I didn’t know what to call what we had just done, even though it should have been obvious—“made love.”


  She blinked a couple of times and removed her hand from mine. She reached for her top and stiffly shielded herself with it. “That’s okay,” she said. “We just got carried away. I won’t tell anyone.” She made herself smile at me. “It’s okay.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  I wasn’t sure how I kept myself together in the face of what Dante had suddenly sprung on me, but somehow I did. So he had a girlfriend all along then, I thought as I made myself smile at him. I hoped it didn’t look as fake as it felt to me. If it did, Dante didn’t let anything on. He stood up and began putting on his clothes, his side to me.


  Turning away, I put on my bra and shirt, followed by my panties and shorts. When he was fully clothed, he faced me. He was barely able to meet my eyes.


  “I understand if you want to train with someone else after this,” he said. “If you ask me, it’s probably better.”


  I looked at him and nodded mechanically. He obviously didn’t want to train me even if I had wanted to continue with him. Not that I did, but it would have been nice if he’d let me be the one who decided that and not tried to influence me either way.


  “Yeah, you might be right about that,” I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. “How should I go about finding a new trainer?”


  “I can help you with that. Do you prefer a male or a female?”


  “A female would be best.”


  “Okay. Do you still want to train tomorrow at five thirty? I think I can find someone for you then.”


  I shrugged. “Sure. Let me know.”


  He nodded and then an uncomfortable silence followed during which Dante stuck his hands into his jean pockets and looked as though he wished he was anywhere but at my place.


  “Well, thanks for dinner, Ricki,” he said and gave me a half smile. “It really was great. And again I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my… situation. It was very wrong of me. I understand if you hate me now.”


  I got to my feet, determined not to let on how much I did in fact hate him for what he’d done to me. He definitely should have told me he had a girlfriend, as that surely would have made me think twice about sleeping with him. I didn’t want to be the kind of girl who slept with other girls’ boyfriends. “Like I said, we both got carried away. I don’t hate you. Thanks for coming down to get my dress for me.”


  “It was my pleasure.”


  I’m sure it was, I was dying to blurt to his face, but I managed to keep my mouth closed. Keeping my cool—my dignity—was all I had left, and I’d be damned if he was getting that, too. Instead, I simply nodded.


  “I’ll text you later regarding potential trainers for tomorrow,” he said and opened my front door.


  “Sounds good,” I said and walked up to him. I wasn’t sure what the appropriate gesture was for us to say good-bye after what we had just shared, and considering how it had ended. I didn’t get a chance to ponder it for long, though, because suddenly he pressed a kiss to my lips. Then he swiveled around and left my apartment.


  As I closed the door after him, I rushed up to my bed and buried my face in the pillows that had supported Dante’s head only minutes ago and let myself cry. The howls that came out of my throat sounded more like those of a wounded animal than a human being. I was thankful my face was buried deep in the pillow or Dante would surely have heard me, and that was the last thing I wanted. He would never find out just how much he’d hurt me tonight. Which was why I wouldn’t allow myself to switch gyms, as that would be a dead giveaway of how much I cared. What bothered me the most was how I’d let myself go with him when I’d known all along that he was a player—who was also fucked up in his head. How could I’ve been so careless, especially considering my recent fiasco with Aidan? Hadn’t I learned anything from that? I scrunched up my face as I thought about the awful night Aidan had dumped me and punched the mattress, feeling helpless. Was it possible I’d let myself go with Dante because of what had happened with Aidan…? Dante had at least wanted to kiss and touch me—have sex with me—seemed like he was as hot for me as I was for him. Seemed being the operative word here. He was obviously not as into me as I was into him. How could I have thought so even for one second? If he were, he’d have told me—at least pretended—that he’d leave his girlfriend for me. That he was no longer in love with her, which was why he’d slept with me.


  The thoughts sent another wave of pain rolling through my stomach and chest, and I cried even harder. I was in so much pain that I didn’t even have the strength to try to call Nina or Nixon and tell them what had happened. I definitely wouldn’t call my older sister I’d seen earlier today, as she would never understand. I was basically paralyzed and all I could do was cry and cry and cry. At some point much later I fell asleep, the dreamless slumber the only thing that gave me peace at last.


  When I woke up to my earth-shattering alarm early the following morning, I thought for a moment that what had happened last night was all a very bad nightmare. That soothing illusion only lasted until I reached for my phone and spotted two texts from Dante. The first one said:


  Good morning, Ricki. Sorry again about yesterday. I hope we can still be friends. What do you think about Gabi training you? She’s a great trainer. I can ask her if she’s available.


  He’d sent the second text twenty-three minutes later:


  Gabi would love to train you if you’re cool with it. And she can do five thirty tonight, too. Let me know.


  I couldn’t have woken up any more abruptly if I was hit by a bowling ball in my gut. I guess it was all true then. I sighed, wanting nothing more than to crawl back underneath my covers and hide for the rest of my life. What was it with me and guys? Before Aidan and Dante there had been a couple of other guys who had decided for whatever reason I couldn’t be part of their lives shortly after we had begun dating. Why did all of them come up with some excuse not to be with me? I had fooled myself into thinking I’d only wanted Dante to come over because I’d wanted him to open up to me yesterday. If I was going to be honest with myself, I had also hoped that we’d make out afterward and that he’d tell me he wanted to be with me as much as I wanted to be with him. Because I really did want to be with him. I hadn’t actually thought we would go all the way, but I didn’t regret that we had. It had felt right in that moment, and as much as it pained me now, I had to admit that I’d thoroughly enjoyed it. Unlike Nina, who was a free spirit, it usually took me several dates before I slept with a guy. Call me uptight or prudish—I preferred the term “cautious”— but that was just the way I was. After having made an exception for Dante, I had a feeling I’d become even more cautious.


  I thought about having Gabi as my trainer and decided that she would be as good as anyone else, even though she and Dante were friends. I would explain the situation to her and hopefully she’d help me avoid Dante as much as possible when we trained. Surely Dante would tell her some, if not all that had happened. How else would he explain why he would no longer train me?


  I typed in a response to Dante: Yes, Gabi will be fine. Please tell her I’ll meet her at the fitness desk tonight then.


  His response arrived a minute later: Consider it done.


  It made me sick to my stomach with fury to think about how relieved he must be I wasn’t giving him more problems regarding this. He had probably expected me to be super difficult just to get back at him for having fooled me into thinking he was single. But I refused to act like I gave a damn. And if I kept pretending that I didn’t care, I was sure it would become reality eventually. He really wasn’t worth it.


  I was in a daze for most of the day, the preparation of a fundraising event keeping me mercifully busy, and it was only when Nina called me to say hi that I was reminded about what had happened.


  “How’s everything?” she wondered as I walked out to my Honda in the parking lot outside my work building.


  “Worse than ever,” I said in a voice so light it surprised even me considering how I felt on the inside. Convincing myself that I didn’t care about Dante was easier said than done.


  “Is that your attempt at a joke?” Nina asked. “In that case, I didn’t get it. Can you please elaborate?”


  “I slept with Dante yesterday and afterward he told me he had a girlfriend and that it was best if I got a new trainer.”


  “ What?” Nina sounded outraged, which I couldn’t blame her for. “Okay, now that just has to be a joke. A poor one, I’ve gotta say. Please tell me that was all just your attempt at being funny, Ricki.. You’re usually funnier than that.”


  “I wish it was a joke. Unfortunately, all of it is completely true.”


  Nina didn’t say anything for a few seconds and neither did I. I figured I’d better give her some time to digest all that I’d said. It was after all a handful.


  “I’m sorry,” was all she said finally, and that was why she was my best friend. Anything else would only make a bad situation worse. If I’d have wanted to give her more details at the moment, I would have. There would be plenty of time for that later.


  


  Dante


  “You’re a fuckin’ idiot,” Jose told me, looking at me intently. I’d had a client cancel on me in the afternoon and asked Jose if he wanted to train. Really, I’d wanted to tell him what had happened with Ricki, but I wasn’t going to admit that. “A big, fuckin’ moron. Now she’ll never talk to you again.”


  I glared at him, fighting the urge to punch him in the face for what he’d just said. As pissed as he’d made me, I might break his nose and that was the last thing he needed. It would be broken soon enough anyway. To release the anger that surged through me, I squeezed my fists so hard my nails dug into the meaty part of my palms instead.


  “That was the idea, fuckhead,” I hissed at him between clenched teeth.


  Now Jose seemed utterly confused. “Why don’t you want her to talk to you? I thought you liked this girl.”


  I groaned. “I do like this girl. That’s why I have to cut her off. I don’t want her to end up like Lara.”


  “Why would she end up like Lara? You’re not in the gang anymore.”


  I sighed. “That doesn’t matter. I wasn’t in the gang when my mother died, either.”


  Jose frowned. “What are you talking about? Your mother killed herself. What has that got to do with you?”


  I gazed at the floor, my stomach heavy with sorrow at the thought of my mother’s fate. “It has everything to do with me. She wouldn’t have killed herself if it hadn’t been for me. She wouldn’t have been in deep shit if it wouldn’t have been for me. So that makes me responsible for her death.”


  Jose shook his head. “That’s bullshit, Dante. Why do you keep blaming yourself like this for things you don’t have any control over?”


  I ignored his question. “If she hadn’t been pregnant with me, her dad wouldn’t have thrown her out on the street. You know as well as me how hard it is to survive on the streets. Especially if you’re a woman.”


  “Yeah, but you can’t blame yourself for what happened to your mother. You didn’t make her become pregnant.” Jose came closer and put a hand on my shoulder. “She did that on her own. Well, with your dad. Besides, we don’t even know if she wasn’t actually murdered. Damn, Dante. The one who should blame himself for what happened to your mother is your granddad for throwing her out. And maybe your grandma. But from what you told me, your grandma had little say in things, so I guess she gets a pass.”


  I sank down on an upside down crate and buried my face in my hands. “Mom would never have been on the streets if it weren’t for me. She would have grown up in a safe home, finished school, gotten married to some nice dude.” I looked at him, taking a deep breath. “Every woman that means something to me dies, Jose. I can’t let what happened to mom and Lara happen to Ricki.”


  “I can see why you feel responsible for what happened to Lara, but you need to stop assuming responsibility for you mom. That’s crazy, man. And you were in the gang when you were with Lara. You’re not in the gang anymore. Nothing will happen to Ricki. Don’t push her away, Dante. I know you like this chick. A lot. And from what you’ve told me, she obviously likes you a lot, too.”


  I got to my feet and began pacing the length of the basement at the Whiskey, trying to think. Was I just making up excuses not to get serious with a girl again? Not that there had been any girl I’d wanted to get serious with since Lara. Ricki was the only one I had experienced feelings for.


  Was Jose right that I seemed hell-bent on punishing myself for things that had been out of my control, like my mother jumping off a building after leaving me at the orphanage? Would she have killed herself anyway, even if I hadn’t been in the picture? It was impossible to know since I couldn’t really remember my mother and barely my grandmother. My grandmother, a weak woman with a good heart, had taken me in for a few days when I ran away from my first foster home. During my short time there, she had told me about my parents. Told me how my teenage mother had associated with a man my grandfather hated and gotten pregnant. When my grandfather found out, he’d thrown her out on the street and told her to never come back but to go live with my father. According to my grandmother, who’d stayed in touch with my mother, my father was murdered soon after I was born. My grandfather told my mother she could come back home if she left me with an orphanage. She refused and was forced to prostitute herself in order to survive.


  Finally, she hadn’t been able to stand her life and had ended up leaving me with the orphanage anyway.


  I stopped my pacing and gazed up the stairs that led up to the bar at the Whiskey. Yes, Jose was right that I shouldn’t blame myself for what had happened to my mother. The one who was to blame was my now-dead grandfather, maybe even my weak grandmother, who’d passed away only weeks after her husband’s death. She really had been unable to function without him. No wonder she had returned me to my foster home when he’d threatened to throw her out on the streets of Houston.


  And it was true that what had happened to Lara wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t in the gang. If I had been like any other seventeen-year-old kid, I would have lived a normal life with normal friends and Lara would have been safe.


  I was living a normal life now—well, on my way to a normal life. When I had proven to the court that I could behave and was worthy of a regular life, I would no longer be part of the criminal underworld. Ten more months and I was just like everyone else. I didn’t doubt that I’d stay the course and leave my shady past where it belonged—firmly in the past.


  If I truly believed that—in myself—why couldn’t I let myself be with Ricki? As much as she pretended like she didn’t care, I knew that she did. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. Kisses and eyes don’t lie. That first night with her was all I had needed to be convinced of her feelings for me


  I smiled, exhilaration filling me suddenly. What the hell am I doing? Jose is right. Nothing would happen to Ricki!


  As soon as I was done with work tonight, I would ride over to her house and tell her I’d broken up with my girlfriend. I shook my head no. The fewer lies I told her, the better. I’d tell Ricki the truth, that there had been no one else. I’d tell her that I had just lied because I had been afraid of all the feelings I had for her and didn’t want to face them. Which was the truth, only not all of it. But I wouldn’t be able to tell her the entire truth about myself, my entire story, until Jose was safely out of the gang. I’d keep her in the dark until his fight. That way I could be sure I had no more attachments to the gang.


  I turned to Jose, feeling like a new man. “Let’s get this over with. I have places to be afterward.”


  


  Ricki


  I was relieved that I didn’t spot Dante once during my first training session with Gabi later that evening. She turned out to be as good a trainer as he was, but different. She had me do more cardio intervals and lift fewer dumbbells than he had. The intervals had me so out of breath I could barely get a word out between sets, which was good, because I really only wanted to focus on training, not chitchatting with Gabi. This was something I spotted many of the other clients doing with their trainers. She seemed to be in silent agreement with me, because she kept me moving from exercise to exercise, barely giving me a break to drink water even.


  But when it was time for Gabi to stretch me, my resolve to work out as hard as I possibly could vanished. Besides, I was super curious to find out what exactly Dante had told her about why he and I were no longer training together.


  She began by stretching the back of my leg, straddling over me like Dante always used to do. She gazed down at me and smiled, and again I marveled over how gorgeous this girl was. I couldn’t believe she was going to become a cop soon.


  “How does that feel?” she asked. “Enough of a stretch?”


  I made a face. “Uh-huh. So what did Dante tell you?”


  She looked confused. “About what?”


  “Why he and I aren’t training any longer.” Duh, I thought. Was she really that dense?


  “Oh.” Her eyes fluttered away from mine, and I could tell that she was debating what to tell me. Okay, so she did get it right away then. I put a hand on top of the one she had over my knee and gazed at her earnestly.


  “Just tell me everything,” I said. “It’s okay. Really. I can take it. I’m a big girl. I already suspected he had a girlfriend anyway.”


  Her mouth fell open and she looked genuinely surprised. “A girlfriend?” Her lips snapped shut the second those two words were out of her mouth and her shoulders stiffened.


  “Yes, a girlfriend,” I said, putting my hands behind my neck. Why was she looking so taken aback by that? “Are you telling me you didn’t know he has a girlfriend?”


  Gabi switched my leg into another position, threw a glance over her shoulder and then leaned closer to me. “Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. I’m very surprised to hear that he has a girlfriend. I’ve known him for several months and we often talk between clients. You know, have lunch and stuff together here at the club. You’d think he’d have mentioned it to me if he had a girlfriend. He knows I have a fiancé.”


  I frowned at her. “So you’re saying that you think he doesn’t have a girlfriend then?”


  She shrugged. “I really don’t see how he’d have time for a girlfriend as much as he works. Especially not after they made him work twice as much as he did when he started at the club.”


  “Who made him work twice as much?”


  She bit her lips as though debating whether she should be telling me anything else.


  “Who made him work twice as much, Gabi?” I repeated. “Please tell me. You’ve already begun, so why stop now?”


  She sighed, defeated. “Crunch’s corporate board. They found out that he’s on probation for committing a burglary and are trying to get rid of him.”


  I gasped. “Dante committed a burglary? So he’s a… a criminal then?”


  She considered this. “Not exactly. He says he wasn’t really involved in the burglary, but took the blame for it anyway. And was lucky enough to only get two years of probation. “


  I pondered what Gabi had just told me. It was a lot to process, to say the least. “Why would he take the blame if he wasn’t involved in the burglary?”


  “I really shouldn’t be telling you any of this,” Gabi mumbled. “But I don’t see how I could have avoided it. But it’s over now anyway.”


  “What is over?” I was thoroughly confused. And worried, too. Who was the guy I had fallen for? The more I learned about him, the worse it seemed to get.


  “All I can tell you is that he used to be involved with bad guys, but now he is not.”


  “Please be a little more specific, Gabi. Are you saying he was in a gang or something?”


  “Shh,” Gabi hissed. “We don’t want people to find out.”


  My mouth dropped open. “Oh, my God, so he actually was in a gang?” Damn, this is just getting worse and worse. “People who’re in gangs rarely get out, so he’s probably still in it,” I added in a low voice.


  “No, he got out. I know that for a fact. Got beaten so badly he almost died for them to let him leave. But he survived and now he’s determined to live a normal life. He’s had it very rough. He’s a good guy who just got mixed up with some really bad people when he was younger.”


  “Good guys are not unfaithful to their girlfriends,” I said bitterly. “I think he does have a girlfriend. Why else would he tell me he did?”


  Gabi shrugged. “Maybe he does have one.” She gazed at me with compassion. “So I was right then when I suspected there’s something going on between you guys. Or was going on.”


  “He said there wasn’t? What exactly did he tell you when he asked you to train me?”


  “All he said was that he felt you’d do better with a female trainer and asked if I could train you.”


  “And you bought that?”


  “I could tell that he wasn’t about to divulge any more information, so I didn’t bother asking for more. I did suspect there was something else going on, but Dante is not the type of guy who kisses and tells.” She screwed up her face. “Maybe that’s why I don’t know if he actually has a girlfriend or not…”


  I looked away, muttering under my breath, “I really need to seek help for my attraction to loser guys…”


  “Ricki, it’s best that you keep quiet about all that I just told you about Dante. No one besides you, me and our manager know about his past. If the board members found out Dante used to be a gang member, they’d straight out fire him. That’s why he had to have the teardrop under his eye removed.”


  I grabbed Gabi’s wrists and stared at her. “That scar under his right eye—are you saying it used to be a teardrop tattoo?”


  Her eyes darted around us, then she released her arm from my grip and her index finger came up to her lips. “Shhh. Not so loud, Ricki. Yes, he had the teardrop removed, so no one could accuse him of being a gang member. The other tattoos aren’t as obvious.”


  From what I’d learned when I researched gangs, a teardrop tattoo meant that you had killed someone. I sincerely hoped he’d had it done after killing someone in self-defense only. Not from shooting people in cold blood… Goosebumps spread over my arms and legs at the thought of this. I immediately brushed it away, wondering why I cared. He was a bad person on so many levels, someone I wasn’t going to have anything else to do with from now on anyway. At least now I knew the secret behind the scar I’d been so curious about. I supposed I couldn’t blame Dante for not wanting to discuss how he’d murdered a person to earn it, being generally reluctant to talk about his past. It wasn’t something to be proud of.


  After deciding that I would see Gabi in two days for another session, we said good-bye and I went to my car to drive home.


  As I sat behind my steering wheel, I didn’t mind for once that I was stuck in traffic on the 101 freeway. I had a lot to ponder. I thought about how gullible I’d been when I’d assumed Dante had called me every day to check in on me because he’d sincerely cared about me. Now I knew he’d only wanted to be sure that I’d continue to train with him. The worst part was that he’d seemed so real, like he’d meant every word he told me during our phone conversations. He was obviously a sociopath, and I should be glad he’d chosen to distance himself from me on his own. Imagine he’d been obsessed with me, hell-bent that I be his girlfriend. I shuddered at the thought. Yes, I should be thankful it had ended the way it had.


  I made myself smile, even though I didn’t feel like smiling at all. Not every part of me was as convinced as I’d like them to be that Dante was a bad person. I was confident that eventually they would be, though, and if I kept smiling the pain in my stomach would go away.


  I felt a little better as I drove on to my street, two hours after leaving Crunch. It was only when I’d found a parking spot that I spotted a man in front of my building seated on a Harley. He looked just like Dante.


  


  Dante


  Ricki exited her Honda and stared at me like she was terrified of me. As if she realized how she must look and she didn’t like it, she suddenly squared her shoulders and put her hands on her hips. The look of terror on her face was exchanged for one of annoyance.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “I came to explain why I acted like a jerk to you the other day,” I said.


  “That’s okay,” Ricki replied dryly. “I already know everything.”


  “You do?” I stared at her, trying to figure out what exactly she’d meant by that statement.


  “Yeah, so please spare me your explanations.” She glared at me. “I really don’t care.”


  I felt something like a large knife being thrust into my innards. The way she was looking at me—with hard eyes—suggested that she’d meant those last words. But how was that possible? Had Gabi told her something? But why would Gabi do that? Gabi wasn’t one to blabber. Of course, given how persistent Ricki was with her questions—I, if anyone, knew how hard it was to resist her probing— maybe Gabi just hadn’t been able to stay completely mum about my background.


  “I can totally see why you didn’t want to tell me about your teardrop tattoo,” she said, looking at me with a stony face. “And why you had it removed. I guess Crunch would never have hired you if they knew you used to be a gang member.”


  Fuck. Gabi had definitely told Ricki one thing too many about me. As pissed as Ricki seemed, she probably also knew about my desperate need to fill up my schedule with as many clients as possible…Well, I might as well come clean about everything now then, instead of after Jose’s fight as planned. Come to think of it, I’d rather know right away if she had a problem with who I used to be than weeks later, when we’d been going out for a while. Of course, based on the angry way Ricki was contemplating me, she and I would not be going out at all again.


  Suddenly, I was filled with fury myself. All I was really guilty of was pretending to have been unfaithful to my imaginary girlfriend. So what that I had been pursuing Ricki as my client? She sure didn’t seem to have minded me calling her every day. The attraction I’d developed for her while doing it had been sincere. I didn’t deserve for her to be dismissing me in this way. I hadn’t promised her anything, yet here I was, wanting to explain why I’d chosen to bail. The least she could do was hear me out.


  I gave her a cool look that matched her own. “Yeah, you’re right about that. They would never have hired me if I had that thing on my face. So I had it removed, even though it hurt like hell, on more levels than a privileged little brat like you can ever imagine. What the fuck else was I supposed to do? Leave it and go back to the gang I’d almost died to get out of?” I shook my head with disgust. “I didn’t realize I’d been longing all evening to pour my heart out to a chick made of stone. All I wanted was for you to hear me out for a few minutes. Tell you that I just lied about having a girlfriend. My mistake.”


  With those words, I kick-started my bike and straddled it. But before I could drive off, I felt two hands slip around my waist and a warm, soft body pressed to mine, as Ricki sat behind me on the bike. She leaned her face close to my cheek.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I do want to hear what you have to say.”


  I didn’t answer, just put my hand on top of hers and took off down her street. Her hands grasped tighter around my waist as I increased the speed. Air blew our hair back as we continued along Santa Monica Boulevard, zigzagging among the cars on the road. I could feel in the way she was holding me, her chin resting on my shoulder, that she trusted me, trusted that I wouldn’t ride so carelessly that she would be in danger.


  Fifteen minutes later we were driving up the winding, narrow roads of Laurel Canyon. I knew just where I would take her—to my favorite lookout spot from where you could see all the way down to San Diego. At least that’s what Lara had claimed. I’d never been able to see it myself—and I had twenty/twenty vision—but she’d been so sure she’d actually seen the city itself that I hadn’t had the heart to contradict her.


  I parked the bike next to a tree and we climbed off. Without a word, I took her hand and we began to walk. We stopped at the edge of a cliff and gazed out over the vast landscape in which cars zoomed by on highways far below and a gazillion lights of varying sizes shone, washing out every star in the sky. As we stood there, I felt Ricki’s hand grasp mine tighter.


  I turned to look at her. “Are you okay?”


  She was peering down into the abyss instead of out at the huge, flat city.


  She faced me, a half smile on her lips. “Yes. It’s just something about standing so close to the edge that’s a little unsettling to me.”


  “Why?”


  “A few months ago, a very close friend of mine almost pushed her fiancé off the cliff to his sure death. Well, he wasn’t her fiancé then. Not even her boyfriend really.”


  “Wow,” I said, truly amazed. “The guy must really love her to want to marry a girl who did something like that to him.”


  Ricki nodded, gazing back out over the city again. “Yes, he really does love her. But he also knows that she didn’t do it on purpose. It was an accident. A very unfortunate accident.”


  “My mom died when she jumped off a roof,” I said suddenly, not sure why those words had left my mouth. “She was only twenty-one.”


  Ricki’s other hand covered mine then. “I’m so sorry, Dante.”


  “Yeah, me too. From what I understand, she had a fucked-up life. Her last years at least.”


  We were facing each other now. “Why do you say ‘from what you understand’?”


  “My grandma told me about it when I was seven. I remember every word of what she said. I can’t really remember my mom, though.”


  “What did your grandma tell you?”


  I nodded toward a thick tree trunk that lay on the ground behind us, looking like a bench to sit on. “Let’s sit over there, and I’ll tell you.”


  Ricki said okay and I led her over there. We sat on it, side by side. From here, we were able to discern a few stars in the sky and the moon, which was almost full.


  I could tell that she was waiting for me to start talking, so I did.


  “I ran away from my first foster home and rang the doorbell to my mom’s house. I had overheard my foster parents talking about where my grandparents lived and written down the address. My grandma opened the door and took me in. I was lucky my grandfather wasn’t at home, or she would never have dared to do so. I stayed there for five days, then she took me back to my foster family.”


  “What?” Ricki stared at me like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “She took back her own grandson to the foster family he’d run away from? Why on earth would she do that? I can only assume that you didn’t run away because you loved your foster parents all that much. Didn’t you tell me the father beat you a lot?”


  I gave a small, humorless laugh. “Yeah, he did. In his defense, he was a drunk and didn’t know what he was doing. He beat his own children, too. Anyone who got too close when he was drunk.”


  Ricki’s hands flew up to cover her face. “So then why did she take you back there? Didn’t you tell her?”


  “No, I just wanted her to talk about my mother. And she never asked either. I don’t think she wanted to know.”


  Ricki shook her head. “Oh, my God…”


  “Anyway, in those five days I learned that my mother started dating my dad, a Mexican with ties to drug cartels. My grandfather couldn’t get over that his only child of pure Irish blood was involved with a spic.” I rolled my eyes at the thought of my racist grandpa. “So he told her that either my mom gave up my dad or she could go live with him. My mom chose my dad and that was how I was made. Unfortunately, my dad was murdered by someone in the cartel, which left my mother to fend for herself since my grandfather refused to let her come back home now that she had me. So she prostituted herself to provide for me and her. Finally, I guess she couldn’t take it anymore, so she jumped off a roof to her death.”


  Ricki was still shaking her head, like she couldn’t believe her ears. “Your grandfather is a mean son of a bitch, I’m sorry to say. And your grandma isn’t much better.”


  I gazed into the dark sky. “I can’t argue with that.”


  We fell into silence for a while then.


  “Did you get that teardrop tattoo because you killed someone?” Ricki suddenly asked. I closed my eyes, knowing that I had no choice but to tell her the truth then, no matter how much it pained me to talk about Lara. I didn’t want Ricki to think I was a murderer. In my ten years with the gang, I hadn’t once killed anyone, only roughed up people, some badly. But it had been either them or me. I took a deep breath and steeled myself for the inevitable pain that would fill me as I answered her question:


  “No,” I began. “It’s in the honor of my dead girlfriend. I never killed anyone.”


  


  


  


  Ricki


  Dante sat stiffly beside me on the tree trunk, his gaze trained to the ground before us. Again, I’d been able to feel the pain that had radiated through him as he’d answered my question. I took his hand with both of mine and squeezed it.


  “Dante, I don’t know what to say,” I said. Saying that I was sorry yet again seemed to have lost its impact, but what else was there to do? So I said it again, “I’m so, so sorry.”


  Even someone as curious as me was not about to keep probing this matter. Not when I’d been able to sense how much it had hurt him just to bring it up to me. If he ever wanted to give me the details of her death, I’d let him do it when he was ready, not push him.


  He brought my hands to his mouth and kissed them. “It’s okay. It wasn’t as hard telling you about it as I’d expected.” He gave me a warm smile. “Actually, I’m already feeling better having told you. So I’m happy I did.”


  I smiled back. “That’s good.”


  “Yes, it is.” He inhaled and lowered my hands into his lap. He looked me deep in the eyes. “I came to your house tonight because I wanted to tell you that I lied to you about having a girlfriend. I haven’t had one since Lara died and that was eight years ago now.” He chuckled and looked away. “Well, I’ve had girlfriends, but not a girlfriend-girlfriend if you know what I mean…”


  I nodded, eager to hear what else he was about tell me. Because I could definitely sense that there was more to come. So I said, “I do know what you mean.”


  He faced me again. “I also wanted to tell you the real reason why I said that.”


  I held my breath as I waited for him to continue.


  “Well,” he began and I could have sworn he blushed, but it was too dark out to determine that for sure. I put my hand on his to encourage him to talk because my intuition suggested this was going to end well. For both of us.


  He took another breath and looked at me with embarrassment in his expression. “I got scared.”


  I exhaled quietly. “Why did you get scared? Did I scare you?”


  “I got scared that you would end up the way Lara and my mother ended up if we ever got serious. You know, started dating.”


  “You mean that I would… die?”


  He nodded.


  I tilted my head in confusion. “Why would I die?”


  He shrugged. “I dunno. I guess I’m just superstitious. It seems like every female that I love dies. Because I did love my mother despite that she wasn’t strong enough to keep being my mother.”


  He buried his face in his hands, his elbows on his knees.


  I put an arm around his back, felt how he was trembling slightly. “It’s okay, Dante. It’ll all be okay. I won’t die. Not for many, many years.” Did he actually just tell me that he loved me then…? I couldn’t be sure and I was definitely not about to ask him to clarify, either.


  He looked up at me and his dark eyes glittered with tears. The corner of his mouth turned up in a lop-sided grin. “You promise?”


  I made a cross with two fingers over my chest. “Cross my heart and…” Clearing my throat, I caught myself before I could finish the end of the saying. Fortunately, my crude choice of words didn’t seem to bother Dante. Instead, his gaze had lowered to my lips and the tension between us became almost unbearable. Suddenly he leaned in and kissed me, his hands going up my shoulders, bringing me closer to him. I helped him by slinging my own arms around his neck, and soon we were so closely entangled it felt like we had become one being.


  He pulled me to my feet, not leaving my mouth with his as he did so. He held me so tightly while kissing me feverishly under the moonlight that my feet left the ground for a few seconds. His hot mouth against mine felt so good rushes of excitement surged through my entire body. I never wanted him to stop kissing me, but soon he did. He looked me deep in the eyes, fire burning strong behind his, and caressed my cheek with his thumb. He smiled.


  “I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this happy, Ricki,” he said.


  I couldn’t help but grin back at him. “Not me either, to be honest.” I truly meant those words. I was so happy I felt almost dizzy. Out of the corner of my eye, I gauged how far away we were standing from the cliff edge. Relief shot through me; it was several feet from us. After what had happened between Nina and Dylan, I had become slightly paranoid about being too close to the edge of any heights.


  He cupped my face and placed a light kiss on my lips. “It’s late. We both need to get up early, so we should get going.”


  I didn’t really care if I slept at all tonight—with all the euphoria filling my every cell I didn’t think I’d be able to fall asleep anyway. Also, I didn’t need to get up that early, but I knew that Dante did, so I nodded. “Okay, let’s go.”


  Hand in hand, we walked over to his Harley and took off down the winding roads that outlined Laurel Canyon. It didn’t take long until we were back at my place. I got off Dante’s bike and faced him. I absolutely didn’t want him to leave. Every part of me screamed with pain at the thought of it.


  “You’re welcome to spend the night at my house,” I said, hoping he’d say yes. “And I don’t mean on my couch…” I blushed a touch at my boldness, but I didn’t regret what I had said. I so wanted to be with him tonight. I couldn’t blame him for saying no, though, since he needed his sleep a lot more than I did, working so much and so hard.


  He broke into that grin that made him look like a toothpaste model. “I’d love to spend the night at your house.”


  I breathed a silent sigh of relief at his overwhelmingly positive response.


  “All right, let’s go then,” I said and winked at him. “It’s late, so let’s not waste any time…”


  I walked into my building while he parked his bike on the street. My fingers were shaking I was so excited when I tried to open my apartment door. Only when Dante was right behind me did I manage to get the key in and turn it around.


  We were barely inside my place before our hands were all over each other, our lips connected in a hot kiss. As we got closer to my bed, still kissing, Dante suddenly pulled away.


  “Let’s do this the right way tonight,” he whispered. “Take our time and put on some music. Light some candles. I think this is a moment to celebrate, don’t you?”


  How could I argue with that?


  “But don’t you have to get up early,” I said. “It’s already ten o’clock.”


  Dante smiled. “Trust me, Ricki. After a night with you, I’ll feel energized tomorrow even if I only sleep an hour.”


  Oh, God, was this guy for real? He said all the right things…


  “Okay,” I said, giddy with happiness. I looked for my iPod. “What music should we put on? I have tons of music on my iPod.”


  He pulled out an iPod from his jean pocket. “I do, too. And I know just what songs I want to make love to you to…” He slid his free hand behind my head and gave me a light kiss.


  “Do you have matches?” he asked me.


  Without answering, I handed him a book of matches that I got from the big bowl on the coffee table beside us. He took it and began lighting the five big candles that I’d placed in strategic places throughout my studio. Then he switched off the light in the ceiling and my place had suddenly transformed from pleasant and neutral to intimate and romantic. I didn’t think I’d ever lit all those candles at the same time. Or even one of them, actually. Who would have known it would have that effect?


  “Where can I attach my iPod?” he asked next.


  I pointed to my boombox that sat on a side table. “Do you see the cord that’s hanging there? You can attach it to that one.”


  “Great.” Dante walked over to the side table and inserted the cord into his little iPod. He turned on the boombox and soon Alicia Keys’ recent hit The Fire We Make streamed out from the loudspeakers. A shiver went through me when I heard what song it was. Alicia Keys was one of my absolute favorite artists and this song in particular. He adjusted the volume so that it was just right, the perfect aphrodisiac for the ear. Then he turned to face me.


  


  


  


  


  Dante


  Ricki’s mouth had dropped open a touch when I looked at her from where I stood next to the boombox, Alicia Keys’ sultry voice streaming out from the loudspeakers. She looked even more beautiful in the soft light that emanated from the candles. I’d noticed them the first time I’d been in her studio and wondered why she’d never lit them, if they were only there for show. It was about time they were put to use.


  “Do you like?” I asked her and walked toward her slowly.


  She smiled. “Yes… How did you know that I love Alicia Keys? And especially that song?”


  “I didn’t. It just happens to be one of my favorite songs, too.” I stopped before her and cupped her face, tilting it up to me. “Do you know how beautiful you are, Ricki?”


  She blinked as she gazed back at me with those innocent blue eyes. “I am?”


  I bent down to kiss her. “Yes. Very.”


  As we’d been riding back to Ricki’s place, I’d become even more convinced that telling her about Lara had been the right thing to do. Revealing my fear to get too close to Ricki had made me feel as though I was suddenly lighter and it became easier to breathe. The pressure against my chest that always used to be there was gone. As Jose had pointed out, I needed to stop the ridiculous thoughts that I was somehow cursed to inflict death on the women I loved. I only had two women to base this assumption on, which wasn’t exactly a large sample. It was time to let it go and allow myself to love again. Love Ricki. I could tell that it wouldn’t be long before the intense feelings of “like” I had for her would turn into love. It was just the way it had felt with Lara when we first started going out.


  I was determined to show Ricki my very best side after what I’d put her through recently.


  I bent down to kiss her again, deeper this time, and she soon responded by wrapping her arms around my neck. Her eagerness to taste more of me was an incredible turn-on and I felt myself instantly harden. I traced my hands from her waist up to her breasts and squeezed them lightly. Tonight I would be more gentle and romantic, serve her before I had my way with her.


  I left feather-light kisses along her neck down toward her breasts and she tilted her head back to give me easy access. I pulled her top upward and she helped me get it off her by raising her arms in the air. Before I continued with her bra, I admired her in the candlelight for a moment.


  “Pure perfection,” I murmured as I bent to kiss her breasts while unhooking her bra. It came off easily enough and she gasped with pleasure as I filled my mouth with one of her breasts, sucking it while stroking her outside her pants. I unbuttoned them and pulled them off her, covering her stomach with kisses all the while. Her skin was just as soft as I had imagined it to be when I first saw her.


  Instead of removing her panties, I grabbed her under her knees and back and placed her on her bed. Then I removed my own clothes, not taking my eyes off her.


  She watched me transfixed, as if she couldn’t wait for my next move. The way her light eyes had gone dark and shiny, I had no doubt I was doing all the right things. I began kissing the insides of her soft thighs and the closer I got to her center, the quicker her breath became. As I reached my goal and pulled aside her panties, she gasped my name.


  “Spread your legs, Ricki,” I murmured and she instantly obeyed. She kept moaning my name as I pleasured her with my tongue, enjoying it as much, if not more than she seemed to be doing based on her whimpers. The closer she got to release, the harder she clutched my hair, crushing my face to her center. Finally, I got her where she wanted, riding her ecstasy with her all the way to the end.


  I felt her entire body relax afterward and I slid up toward her face. She gazed at me with a lazy expression, looking pleased.


  “You’re not about to fall asleep on me now, are you?” I asked and smiled at her. “I’ve only just begun…”


  She smiled back. “I don’t think you’ll let me.”


  I kissed her berry mouth. “You’re damn right I’m not.”


  I buried my face in the crook of her neck and closed my eyes, just enjoying the moment, inhaling her scent. She ran her hands through my hair, making me relax further. I had to struggle not to fall asleep myself now. Her hands suddenly froze and I heard her gasp with shock.


  I raised my head to see what had prompted such a reaction, even though I already had my suspicions. She was staring at my back in the way other women had done before her. But they usually never said much about it.


  “Oh, my God, Dante. That must’ve hurt so much…” Her hand touched one of the scars on my back, the result from a variety of fights I’d been involved in. The ones on my torso weren’t nearly as noticeable as the ones on my back, partly because a couple of my tattoos reached across my chest, camouflaging them.


  “Nah, it wasn’t so bad,” I said. I wasn’t completely lying when I told her this. When I’d been involved in street fights, my adrenaline had been running so high I’d barely felt any of the hits I’d taken. But the scars on my body were not from street fights—I wasn’t usually the receiver of the blows in those, only in the first ones, before I’d learned how to fight. I didn’t think even one of them were from my foster father’s belt, either. No, they were from the beating I’d received when I told the Devils’ boss I wanted out of the gang. Even though I’d been allowed to defend myself, I’d barely been able to, I’d been so drunk. But somehow I’d gotten out alive in the end, managed to block a few deadly blows. My will to live had been that strong. “It was worth it to get out of the gang.”


  “I’m so glad you got out,” Ricki said and caressed my cheek. “I know most gang members who want out never do.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “I did a paper on gangs in college.”


  I nodded. “Ah. So you must know a thing or two about gangs then.”


  “You could say that. I’m generally very interested in urban and socio-economic issues. I’m a double major—sociology and economics.”


  I pinched her chin. “Smart and beautiful.”


  Her pale skin turned a couple of shades pinker. “Did you join the gang because you couldn’t stand the thought of another foster family?”


  I thought about her question. “I guess that pretty much sums it up,” I finally replied.


  She frowned. “Pretty much? Was there another reason you joined?”


  “Yeah. I was okay with living in shelters and working odd jobs until I graduated high school. My school didn’t know I’d run away. At first I thought that was really weird, but then I found out the reason.”


  She gazed at me expectantly.


  “My foster parents didn’t report that I’d run away and just kept collecting the money for me.”


  Her mouth dropped open in shock. “What! That’s horrible. I can’t believe they got away with that.” She closed her mouth. “Actually, I can. I know the foster care system in this country could use a serious overhaul. How did you find out they did that?”


  “One of my foster siblings told me I had nothing to worry about since they were planning to keep taking the money for as long as they could.” He chuckled. “For all I know, they’re still collecting money for me. No one from social services ever tried to find me after I ran away that time.”


  “Wow. How incredibly irresponsible.” She tsk’d in disbelief.


  “Yup. Anyway, I didn’t really care. I was almost fourteen, big enough to take care of myself. Or so I thought. Until I pissed off some members of the Crips on the street and they became hell-bent on killing me. Members of the Latin Devils offered me protection if I joined them. I really had no choice but to accept their offer. There were too many of the Crips.”


  Ricki looked like she was pondering what I’d told her. “I didn’t know the Crips and the Devils were active all the way down in Texas. Which city were you in when you joined?”


  “In Los Angeles. Soon after my grandma returned me to my foster family, someone in the system found out that I’d run away to her and had me transferred to a family in L.A. I guess someone thought it was best if I was farther away from my birth family.” I shrugged. “Who the hell knows the reason why? But that’s how I ended up in L.A. anyway.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  Dante got up on his elbows and gazed at me from where he lay on top of me. Something had changed in his expression. His dark eyes had assumed that burning quality.


  “I think we’ve done enough talking for now, don’t you?” he said. “I don’t want to depress you with my miserable stories.”


  “You’re not depressing me,” I replied. “I just feel bad that you’ve been forced to go through all this. I guess you’re right when you said I was a privileged brat. Compared to your life, I feel like I am.”


  He looked down. “I’m sorry I said that. I don’t believe you’re a privileged brat. You’re one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. Maybe the nicest.”


  I smiled at him. “I hope I can live up to that assessment. I want to be the nicest person that you’ve ever met.”


  “I think you will be.” He rolled off me then and walked over to the boombox. I’d been so enraptured with his story that I’d totally forgotten about the music, hadn’t even noticed that it was still playing. INXS’s Need You Tonight was suddenly coming out of the loudspeakers, again at a discreet volume. As he returned to me, there was a playful glint in his black eyes.


  He leaned down to kiss me, slowly and lightly at first, almost tickling my tongue with his. As the music picked up pace, so did he, deepening our kiss. He lay down on top of me, forcing his hips between my legs. I gladly helped him get to where he wanted. The way he kept kissing me, with the hunger of a man who desperately needed love from a woman, had the power to turn me on like I’d never been before. I wrapped my legs around his back and felt how he was already hard and big against me, which turned me on even more. His hands began tracing my body, exploring every part of me, as if wanting to be sure that I was really there, not a figment of his imagination.


  “You’re so incredibly soft,” he murmured. “So feminine.”


  As he began kissing my chest, my hands found his cock in his boxer briefs and helped it get bigger and harder against his washboard abs. Very soon he’d removed his boxer briefs and we were naked together. I lay back down and watched him apply a condom to himself in the soft candle light, make himself even harder as he was on his knees between my legs. I couldn’t imagine a sexier sight than this powerful man covered in tattoos, radiating the urge to take me, fill me up with himself.


  He watched me as he touched himself, a teasing little smile on his lips.


  “What would you like me to do to you, Ricki?” he asked in that sexy voice, gazing at me with half closed, burning eyes.


  “I… I,” I mumbled, unable to get out the words that I wanted to say. I was way too embarrassed to say that I wanted him to literally fuck my brains out. Just the thought of saying those words made me blush now.


  “Say it, Ricki, tell me what you want me to do to you… I’d love it if you talked dirty to me. There’s nothing sexier than a girl like you talking dirty. I know you want me to fuck you.” His eyes gleamed with lust and the teasing little smile on his lips grew wider. “All you need to do is ask me and I’d be happy to fuck you. Say it, Ricki. I know you like saying it as much as I like to hear it…”


  “Please fuck me,” I managed to murmur under my breath, sure my face was red like a tomato.


  He bit his lips and inhaled. “I couldn’t hear you, querida. Tell me louder…”


  I don’t know where I found the audacity, but suddenly I heard myself almost yell the words and he was right, it did turn me on even more.


  “Yeah, that’s what I wanted to hear,” he said and grabbed my legs under my knees, pushing my legs up and apart. Then he found his way inside me, moving slowly and superficially, driving me crazy with his insistence not to go deeper. Only when I told him what I wanted, several times, did I get my wish fulfilled and soon we both climaxed in a long, earth-shattering moment of pure bliss. Minutes later we had both fallen asleep in each other’s arms.


  I was still thinking that I was dreaming when my alarm went off at five in the morning and I saw Dante sleeping soundly next to me. I woke him up with a kiss.


  “Dante,” I whispered. “I hate to do this to you, but you have to wake up.”


  He opened his eyes and appeared completely confused, his hair messy in a way that made him adorable-looking. Soon a lazy smile of recognition had spread across his face. He pinched my chin at the same time as he pressed a kiss onto my lips.


  “Mornin’” he said and stretched his long body. Then he bounced out of bed, like he’d slept nine hours, not three. He turned to me. “Can I take a quick shower?”


  “Sure. Do whatever you need to do. Help yourself to whatever you want.” I made a face. “I’m afraid I don’t have any manly smelling shampoos, though.”


  “That’s okay. I don’t mind smelling like a girl for a day. Remember, I’m very comfortable with my sexuality.” He winked at me. “Besides, it’ll make me think of you…”


  I couldn’t help but smile at his energetic moves as I watched him make his way to my bathroom. I guess he’d meant what he’d said about what a night with me would do to him. I didn’t feel quite as energetic myself, so I was glad I didn’t have to get up for another few hours.


  When I woke up a second time at the sound of my alarm clock, I languished in bed another couple of minutes, thinking about Dante’s promise to call me later in the day. It was the last thing he’d said before he’d left my apartment. God, I really hope that he will…


  I shook my head at the sudden doubt that had popped into my head. Why would he not call me? After a night like this, after having waited outside my building to tell me all that he’d told me yesterday, how could he not call me? Of course we would be going out from now on, become a couple. Everything would be great. It was just me thinking I didn’t deserve the perfection that had been Dante last night and this morning, for it to continue. Of course it would.


  There’s nothing I can do about it anyway but wait and see what happens, I thought and got out of bed.


  As I got to the office an hour later, I spotted Aidan sitting behind his desk, staring at the computer screen as usual. I suddenly remembered what I’d told Nixon about Aidan—I really did think that the two of them might make a great couple. I walked up to Aidan’s desk.


  “Hi there,” I said and smiled. “How are you doing today?”


  He jerked and blinked a couple of times, as though the last thing he’d expected was me standing there. He quickly recuperated and returned my smile. “Good morning, Ricki.” He studied me for a moment. “My, don’t you look happy. Care to share what’s giving you that glow?”


  I decided that for now I wouldn’t tell anyone besides my closest friends what had happened with Dante. And while I was no longer mad at Aidan—in fact, I had a feeling we might even become good friends—he definitely didn’t belong in that category yet.


  So I shrugged. “I just had a good night’s sleep is all. Hey, are you seeing someone right now?”


  Aidan looked a little uncomfortable. “Um, no. I can’t say that I am.”


  I threw a glance over my shoulder to make sure Patty wasn’t anywhere close by; neither I nor Aidan needed her in our business. But she was for once seated behind her desk, talking to someone on her headset while typing on her keyboard. Still, I lowered my voice as I leaned closer to Aidan.


  “Well, then you should go on a date with my friend, Nixon,” I said.


  A wrinkle appeared between Aidan’s baby blues. “I should? O-kay… Do you have a photo of him? A few would be even better.”


  I nodded. “I have plenty of photos of him. He’s one of my very best friends. I think you and he would be perfect together.” I found my smartphone in my purse and pulled up a couple of photos of Nixon. Aidan’s reaction was just what I’d expected as he scrolled through the photos. His eyes widened and he gasped with delight. “Oh, my God, he’s gor-geous!”


  I pouted my lips. “Mm-hmm… Yes, he is, isn’t he? And he’s as nice as he’s gorgeous.”


  “What’s wrong with him?” Aidan asked, his eyes narrowed suddenly.


  I stared at him. “What do you mean, what’s wrong with him? Nothing. Not only is he gorgeous and as nice as can be, but he owns his own personal training business.”


  Aidan looked impressed. “Really? He just sounds too good to be true. Something’s got to be wrong with him or he wouldn’t be single. Sorry, that’s just my experience.”


  “Well, this one is just as good as he sounds. And actually, he isn’t really single. He’s just on a break from his on-again, off-again boyfriend. But they’re just not good together, so I thought the two of you should give it a shot.”


  “All right. If you think we’d be good together, I’m willing to see him. If he wants to meet me, that is.”


  “Yes, I’ve already told him about you. And he agreed to see you right away without demanding to see photos and then start complaining the guy was too perfect.” I gave him a reproachful glance, crossing my arms over my chest.


  Aidan lowered his head. “I apologize. That was really ungrateful and rude of me. If I can have his phone number, I’ll call him as soon as I get the chance.”


  “Hi guys!” Patty’s loud voice sounded behind us. “What are you talking about?”


  “Um, nothing special,” I replied, facing her. I turned back to Aidan. “I’ll text it to you.”


  He smiled at me. “Perfect.”


  


  Dante


  “What are you doing?” I asked Ricki over the phone. It was evening and I had spent the entire day reliving our night together in my mind, feeling just as energetic as I’d expected. Only now, as I waited for Jose to meet me at the Whiskey, did my lack of sleep finally get to me a little and it was nice to sit down. He was running late for once, which was great as it gave me a few minutes to talk to Ricki.


  “I’m out power walking on Santa Monica beach,” she responded. “You know, I’m trying to get in shape.”


  I laughed. Then I said in a discreet voice. “After all the exercise you got last night, I think you deserve a day off, baby.”


  “You do, huh? Well, from what I can remember, you were the one who did most of the exercise, so I disagree.”


  “You might be right about that… How are you feeling? Did you get any sleep after I left this morning?”


  “Yeah, three hours. I passed out as soon as you left because I didn’t even hear you start your bike.”


  “Wow, you must have passed out hard.” My Harley was pretty loud and I’d parked it right outside Ricki’s bedroom window. “So you’re a good sleeper then.”


  “Yeah, I am. People can blow up bombs next to me and I’d still be sleeping. What about you? Are you a good sleeper?”


  “Not really.” I wasn’t about to tell Ricki about the fact that most nights of the week I woke up in a cold sweat after having nightmares. Not yet. Later on, I would. When I knew her better. Besides, yesterday I’d slept fine the three hours I’d slept in her bed. I told her as much. “You’re clearly a good influence on me,” I added. “You make me sleep like a baby.”


  “Thank God for that. I think you’re a good influence on me, too, because I can’t remember ever having been so motivated to eat only healthy stuff and feeling like working out. You’d be proud of me if you knew what I’d been eating today—-only fruits, veggies and grilled chicken slices. No bad carbs at all.”


  “Good job, querida. If you’re not hungry, keep it up like that. But as much as you work out, you’re allowed to cheat a little. I forgot to ask you. How do you like working out with Gabi?”


  “She’s great. She pushes me like crazy. In a different way from you. You’re both great trainers.”


  “I’m glad you like her. I thought you’d be a good match.”


  “Yeah, I think it’ll be great to continue working out with her.” She paused, as if realizing something. “You don’t need me to continue working out with you? Are you good with your numbers?”


  I cleared my throat; I hated that she’d found out about my initial reason for pursuing her. “Yeah, don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Besides, I couldn’t be seeing you if you were my client. And I’d rather go out with you than train you. I don’t know about you. You’d rather train with me than be my girlfriend?”


  She didn’t say anything at first. Then, she said, in a weak voice. “No, I’d much rather be your girlfriend…” I could tell that she was smiling.


  I smiled, too. “Good.”


  “And now I’m glad they’re making you work harder because otherwise I doubt that we’d end up like this. I mean, I don’t think you’d have called me like that every day if you didn’t really need to fill up your schedule, right?”


  “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.” My smile widened; I knew I’d like this girl even more, the more I got to know her. She obviously wasn’t one to hold grudges. And it wasn’t all bad that I was working my ass off at Crunch; apart from the fifty a day I was handing Jose, I’d managed to save almost two thousand bucks since I’d begun doubling my numbers. At the end of my probation and with Jose out of the gang, I’d have enough money to fund my own gym.


  “What are you up to anyway?” Ricki asked. “In between clients?”


  I wasn’t going to tell her about what I was doing with Jose. It was less than three weeks left until he’d announce that he wanted to leave the Devils, so what was the point? I didn’t want her to think I was still involved even indirectly with the gang. It was bad enough that I was on probation. I already knew that she was superficially aware of the reason for it—Gabi had filled me in today when I ran into her and apologized profusely if her revelations had gotten me in trouble. I’d assured Gabi that it was all good and not to worry. Still, I wasn’t looking forward to having to explain the burglary in more detail to Ricki. As inquisitive as she was, she’d surely ask about it. Even if I’d only been the lookout during it, I couldn’t help feeling guilty for all the damage the Devils had done to the house. It hadn’t been necessary to get the jewelry we’d been after.


  “Yeah, I have late ones tonight,” I lied. “When can I see you again?”


  “Well, since you have a much busier schedule than I do, I’m happy to work around what works best for you.”


  “How about we grab a bite when I’m done at work?” I asked. “I’m done at eight. Too late for you?”


  “Definitely not too late. You wanna come pick me up when you’re done and then we’ll go somewhere?”


  I spotted Jose walking toward me through the crowds inside the Whiskey then. “Sounds good. Hey, I’ve gotta go. My client’s coming.”


  We said good-bye right as Jose was standing in front of me. His face was flushed.


  “Sorry I’m late, man. There was an accident on La Cienega that took forever to get around.”


  I put an arm around his shoulders. “No worries, dude. Let’s get started.”


  Jose grinned knowingly at me as we made our way down to the basement gym. “So things worked out with the chick then?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. You were right. It was time to let go of the past and look at the future. How are things with you?”


  “Good. If we can keep up this pace, I’m sure I’ll make it out alive.”


  For once I’d been able to see Jose four times in a week, not a common occurrence. We usually still only got in three training sessions a week and never back-to-back like tonight, either, because he couldn’t get away from the gang or I had to train late.


  “Yeah, let’s hope we can,” I said, sincerely hoping that. Jose was getting better at blocking my attacks and he was also much stronger, but I still worried that it might not be enough. He seemed to have a hard time remembering a couple of key moves, which was why I would have liked to do sessions more frequently with him. We didn’t have much time and had only recently decided that Jose would announce his wish to leave a little sooner than planned. The longer we waited, the bigger the chance that someone would start to suspect what Jose was up to. Even though Paco was behaving himself, not even asking for more money to protect Jose against Carlos’s attacks, this could change any day. Also, the more muscle Jose developed, the more suspicious the other members would get. Thank God he had a habit of wearing very baggy clothes. As long as they were unaware that Jose was preparing for the fight, they wouldn’t pull a fast one on him like they’d done to me but play it fair. And he might actually get out alive.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  “No!” Nina said after I told her all that had happened in the last couple of days. She and I hadn’t had time to catch up since she’d been busy shooting a commercial from early morning until late evening. All she knew was the text I’d sent her, telling her that there had been lots of crazy, great developments in my life. I also explained that I preferred telling her about them in person, not over text. I really wanted to see her face when she found out. I wasn’t disappointed; as I’d expected, her grin went from one ear to the other. “Oh, my God, Ricki, that’s great! I’m so happy for you. He actually called you his girlfriend already?”


  “Yup,” I replied, still barely able to believe that he’d said that myself. But he had, so I guess it was official—Dante and I were a couple, as unbelievable as that seemed. He’d further confirmed his commitment to me by coming up during my session with Gabi yesterday and kissing me on the mouth in front of the entire gym. I couldn’t be more ecstatic. For once things were going like they should in my love life.


  “Wow, and we who thought he was such a player,” Nina said, stretching out on my living room couch. She’d had her chocolate brown hair cut several inches in preparation for her part in the Steven Spielberg movie she’d shot a couple of months earlier. Instead of ending in the middle of her back, her hair now only reached just below her shoulders. “I guess we were wrong about that.”


  I proceeded to give her every detail of the magic dinner date I’d shared with Dante yesterday—well, all except maybe fifteen minutes of it had been magical—because that was the part I’d been dying to talk to her about first; I’d wanted to relive it myself. After I was done rejoicing, I told her about his involvement with the gang and how he’d gotten out, and all the sadness about his dead girlfriend and his young mother’s tragic end. I also told her about how he was on probation for taking the blame for a crime he hadn’t committed, and how he had to work twice as hard to remain at Crunch.


  Nina bit her lip as she shook her head. “And I thought that I’d had it rough. Poor guy. Well, at least he’s on the right track in life finally.” She patted my knee. “And he couldn’t have a better girlfriend than you, either.”


  “Thanks, Nina, that’s really nice of you to say,” I replied. I had a big chunk of the carrot I was eating, almost choking on it when I remembered that I had more exciting news to give her. “Okay, so now let’s move on to Aidan…” I peered at her, smiling in a way I thought made me look mysterious. It was so much fun to be the carrier of so many mind-blowing events, and I wanted to make the most of them.


  Nina stared at me. “The guy who’s more confused than a dog running into a meowing laptop? What did he do now? Tell you that he’s really into sheep?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Well, from the way you look, it seems it can’t be something too upsetting…”


  I smirked mischievously. “No, I can’t say it’s very upsetting, no…”


  “Okay, stop it with the weird faces and tell me already!” This time she pinched my thigh instead of patting it nicely.


  “Ouch!” I exclaimed. “Okay, okay. He’s going out on a date with Nixon this Friday.”


  Nina’s pouty lips dropped open and she gasped, her hazel eyes big and round now. “No way…”


  I nodded slowly. “Mmm-hmm, yes way. From what Nixon texted me earlier today, they’re going to this cute little place by the beach in Santa Monica for dinner on Friday. I think they’ll be great together, don’t you?”


  Nina looked like she considered this. “Probably. Opposites attract, right? They’re definitely each other’s opposites, that’s for sure. At least physically speaking.”


  “Yeah, but I think personality-wise, they’re pretty similar. They’re both really into fashion and design and old movies. And maybe Aidan isn’t as in to working out as Nixon is, but he is big on taking care of his health. In any case, it can’t be any worse for Nixon than the way his current relationship’s going with Simon.” I grimaced with disgust and Nina soon joined me. We both very much disliked Nixon’s on-again, off-again fashion designer boyfriend.


  “You’re damn right about that,” Nina said, huffing. “Well, let’s keep our fingers crossed that it works out between them then.”


  My phone buzzed on the coffee table. I reached for it to see who’d texted me. A smile spread across my face. A very delighted one this time.


  Nina rolled her eyes. “Let me guess—it’s from Lover Boy. What did he say?”


  I handed her my phone, not able to stop grinning. She took it and read what Dante’s text said: Thinking of you.


  Simple, short and to the point.


  She gave it back to me. “Well, I guess it’s good that we know you’re on his mind.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said and nodded.


  Nina threw a glance at her own phone. “I should go. I’m meeting up with Elle and her mom. They want to go over the wedding invitations again.”


  Elle was Nina’s fiance’s little sister and used to be someone Nina hated—with good reason. Not so any longer. In fact, they’d gotten so close since Nina and Dylan got engaged I was beginning to get a little jealous. Nina got to her feet and grabbed her purse from the floor.


  I gave her a meaningful glance. “Just don’t forget who’s your maid of honor,” I said.


  She winked at me. “How could I ever forget that? You remind me every time we talk about the wedding… I have to admit that I do enjoy Elle’s company, but in all seriousness, babe, she could never replace you. And since the reception’s gonna be at their house, you can’t blame her and Dylan’s mom for wanting to go over the vast number of people who’ll be there.” Nina smirked. “Far too many if you ask me. I know their house is big, but it’s not that big.”


  “It’ll be a blast,” I said, wanting to be encouraging now, after having yet again jabbed Nina with my jealousy. Besides, I did think the reception would be a blast.


  I followed her to my door, gave her a hug and said good-bye. Then I went back to my living room couch and plopped down there. I grabbed my phone and scrolled through the text messages Dante and I had exchanged lately. Since our date last night, we’d already amassed more than a dozen between the two of us. Unlike the other night, Dante had gone home to sleep afterward. He’d said he didn’t think he’d be able to function on three hours of sleep another day, no matter how crazy he was about me. There was no way he’d be able to just sleep, he’d added with that now familiar fire in his gaze, if he was lying next to me.


  I couldn’t blame Dante for wanting to sleep in his own bed, get some much needed rest. As hungrily as he’d been kissing me outside my apartment building, there was no question he and I would be doing anything but sleep if we spent another night together. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if he really had been going home to sleep like he’d said. He’d been receiving a bunch of texts last night that he’d claimed he simply had to respond to in the middle of our dinner. He’d explained that it was a client who was driving him crazy and that he’d had no choice, but I wasn’t 100 percent sure I believed him. He’d just seemed… too preoccupied about the texts.


  That same nagging suspicion that he was hiding something from me entered my mind now. Had he really stayed single since the death of his girlfriend? What if he’d only said that because it sounded better, not wanting to admit there had been other girls who’d been more to him than one-night stands? I didn’t doubt he was truly into me—I could feel his passion for me all the way into my core when we were together. But what was it that they said about Latin men? They were more hot-blooded than regular men. Latin men needed lots of action to be satisfied… At least that’s what I’d heard somewhere. And while Dante was only half Mexican, he was most definitely like your typical Latin man.


  Was there someone else in Dante’s life? Someone whom he still had feelings for, someone he couldn’t quite stop seeing?


  Someone who’d demanded his attention yesterday?


  I shook my head, laughing at all the silly thoughts running through my mind. Surely it had only been a client, exactly like he’d claimed. I knew from having hung out with Nixon just how demanding clients could be, some more than others.


  I got to my feet and went to get another carrot from my fridge. I supposed these were the repercussions I was bound to suffer from having been burned by several men—I was turning into this crazy, paranoid chick. Of course it had just been a demanding client and of course Dante had gone straight home to sleep, I told myself, shaking my head and chuckling. Then I returned to my living room to watch an episode of Girls.


  


  Dante


  Jose sighed, looking pained. “I’m sorry to be so crazy yesterday, man. I don’t know what happened. I haven’t had an attack like that in a while. I guess we’re just so close now and I thought it’d be all over for me before I even got a chance to fight. So I freaked.”


  “It’s over, so stop worrying about it,” I said and went over to lean against the brick wall down in the Whiskey’s basement gym. Jose needed to switch into workout gear before we got started training. “It wasn’t something I couldn’t handle.” I wanted to add just don’t do it again, but I knew better than to do that. It would only serve to make Jose even more anxious with all the pressure he was under. He couldn’t help his sensitive nature; it was just the way he was made.


  Paco had been messing with him all evening last night, and Jose had insisted on telling me about it via texts during my dinner with Ricki. At first I hadn’t been too worried, but as the texts had kept coming with increasing frequency, I hadn’t been able to just blow him off. Advising Jose to tell Paco we’d give him a hundred instead of fifty bucks from now on hadn’t been enough to calm him down. He’d clearly been going through an anxiety attack judging not only from how often his texts had appeared in my phone, but how they were written, too. All of them had contained misspelled words and incomplete sentences, a sure sign he wasn’t doing well, making more of the situation than was necessary. But there was nothing I could do but to tell him to chill out, that it’d all be okay.


  I didn’t want to leave Ricki alone to go call him, because I knew I’d never get off the phone when he was in this mood. We’d been through them several times before. He’d be fine as long as he went somewhere dark and quiet and did some deep breathing. Besides, the way Ricki had kept looking at me each time I’d excused myself to deal with Jose had begun to give me a fucking anxiety attack. The inquiring look in her eyes that had become increasingly pronounced was very unsettling.


  At last he’d stopped texting and we’d been able to resume our meal in peace. I’d done everything in my power to make up for my rude behavior by giving Ricki my full attention after that.


  I watched Jose now as he was warming up, mixing dynamic stretches with jumping jacks.


  “So you’re sure he’ll be fine with seventy bucks a day?” I asked.


  “Yeah, man. A hundred’s too much. Way too much. He was just being a dick yesterday, driving me fuckin’ crazy. Seventy should be plenty to shut him up for a while.” Jose didn’t sound nearly as confident as the words he was saying. But he was exhausted from a burglary he’d been part of yesterday, so maybe that was why. Despite that he’d only been the lookout, having to stay up half the night meant he’d hardly gotten any sleep.


  “Okay.” Based on his desperate texts yesterday, it hadn’t sounded like even a hundred would be enough to placate Paco’s newly awoken greed. More importantly, I prayed that Paco hadn’t begun to question where the hell Jose was getting all his money from. Jose’s supposed savings weren’t that big, so they were bound to run out soon. Even someone as dense as Paco would figure that out eventually and become suspicious. “I’ll give you another thirty though,” I said to him, “just in case.”


  “Fine.”


  I did some stretches to get myself ready for our training. “The way things are going, I think it might be smart for you to announce that you want to leave even sooner than we’d planned. Like at the end of next week.”


  Jose stopped in the middle of a groin stretch, instantly tense. “Are you crazy? Do you really think I’d be ready by then? I’m not even sure I’ll be ready by the end of two weeks from now.”


  “Yeah, I do. Don’t worry, I’ll get you ready by then. I’ll just have to train you via Skype in the middle of the night the days we can’t get together here. It’s not the best solution, but it’s better than you doing it completely on your own. I can watch you to make sure you do everything right. Besides, half of it is mental anyway, believing that you can do it.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have a feeling Paco’s turning on you. It seems he’s getting a taste for fuckin’ with you just like Carlos. If he figures out someone’s feeding you money, you’re finished.”


  Jose sat on one of the workout benches and sighed heavily. “Yeah, you might be right about that. He was having a little too much fun messin’ with me yesterday…”


  “Don’t sweat it, man,” I said to calm the tension in Jose that had made his body rigid. “For sure it’ll take a while for Paco to start wondering. Right now he just wants more. If you give him a hundred tonight instead of seventy, you’ll be fine.” I gave him an encouraging smile. “You know how greedy he is—when he sees all those dollar bills, he’ll have a fucking orgasm. And if he starts questioning you, tell him you’re out of money but that you’ll be doing a hit soon. In the meantime, you’ll be borrowing money from loan sharks to pay him. He’ll buy that explanation.”


  Jose nodded, looking calmer now. “Yeah, that should do it.”


  I got in fighting stance. “Trust me, it will. Now get up and show me what you’ve got.”


  I spent an extra hour training Jose, not leaving the Whiskey until slightly after eleven p.m. That hadn’t been the plan—I was supposed to be finished at ten and then ride over to Ricki’s place afterward and hang with her, spend the night. But after what Jose had told me and our decision to have him announce his wish to part from the Devils yet sooner than planned, I’d been too nervous not to train him as hard as I could tonight. And I’d totally forgotten about Ricki.


  Fuck. As I checked my phone, I saw that she’d texted me twice, wondering first where I was and then asking if I was okay.


  I called her.


  “Hey,” she answered almost immediately. “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry, I just got caught up at work with a client,” I replied, realizing only then how late it was and that Crunch closed at ten thirty on weekdays. Which meant my excuse was a bit weird. “She just found out that her mom had died, so I had to console her outside the gym,” I added hurriedly, hoping Ricki didn’t notice how strained my voice sounded. “I’m really sorry I didn’t call you to tell you, but honestly, my client barely gave me a chance to breathe even.”


  “Oh, that’s okay, I totally understand. Things come up. Was it the same client who was texting you at dinner yesterday?”


  “The same client… There was no client texting me at dinner yesterday. Wait, oh, yeah, you mean when we had dinner? Yeah, a client did text me then. How could I forget about that?” I laughed. “Damn, I’m really tired, querida. I’d better head home to crash. It’s late now. Can I make up tonight this weekend?”


  “Uh, yeah, sure. I could see you Saturday night. Would that work?”


  “Saturday is perfect, baby,” I said, glad Ricki wasn’t more pissed at me. I really was fucking exhausted. “I’ll be done at seven and then I’m all yours. And if you let me, I’d love to spend the night with you…”


  “I’d love that. Well, you better go to bed then, right?”


  “Yeah, gotta be up at four thirty. Talk to you tomorrow?”


  “Absolutely.”


  We exchanged a few more words and then we disconnected. As I mounted my bike and rode along Sunset Boulevard in the direction of my place, I promised myself I’d make a better job of not screwing up too much more with Ricki. I’d just need to be a little more focused the next two weeks—probably get used to sleeping three hours a night—but I could do it. Surely I’d fuck up again, but she’d understand when I told her what my life had been like after Jose was safely out of the gang. Then I’d be all hers.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  Dante kept his promise and we had a wonderful second date the following Saturday. Instead of having dessert at the restaurant, we rushed home to my place to enjoy each other instead. My fears that there was someone else in his life were stilled, only to be reawakened several days later, when he once again claimed he had to train someone late and had to cancel our date right before we were supposed to meet up. I could have sworn I heard a girl laughing in the background when I spoke to him over the phone. When I asked him who it was, he said it was from the TV at the gym, not an actual person.


  It hadn’t sounded like it had been coming from a TV to me.


  The next day during my session with Gabi, having first made sure no one was close to us, I brought it up to her. I especially made sure Dante himself wasn’t anywhere around.


  She looked at me with a frown. “When did you say you spoke to him?”


  “At eight thirty,” I replied.


  “Eight thirty? Are you absolutely sure?”


  I replayed the conversation I’d had with Dante over the phone in my mind again. “Yeah, it was definitely eight thirty. I was watching a show on TV as I was waiting for him to pick me up, and it was over then. It’s only a half hour show.”


  Gabi looked away, as though she’d just thought of something she didn’t want to reveal.


  “What?” I asked her. “What is it that you know? I can tell it’s something. It’s all over your face.”


  Gabi sighed. “I hate to fuel your suspicions, but Dante wasn’t at the gym then.”


  I felt like someone had just punched me in the stomach, and it was suddenly hard to breathe. Please God, have her say something that explains where he could have been. Please make her tell me there’s no other woman in his life. I don’t want to be love cursed. Because it’s truly beginning to seem like I am.


  But she didn’t say anything else.


  “How do you know he wasn’t at the gym?” I managed to get out.


  “Because I saw him leave with one of the trainers at eight twenty. He was walking out with her just as I was walking into Crunch. I’d forgotten my sunglasses in my locker, so I was coming back for them.” Gabi looked like it was very hard for her to tell me this, which only served to intensify the pain in my stomach. “And as I left again, I ran into another trainer who was starting her floor shift at eight thirty. That’s why I remember the time. Since she had a few minutes before she had to clock in, she was in no hurry and we spoke for a while. Dante was walking with that trainer in the plaza below.”


  I took a deep breath, unable to do another set on the lat pulldown machine like I was supposed to.


  “Were… were they laughing?” I asked, barely daring to look at Gabi.


  “I think so, but so what?” She put a hand on my shoulder, looking more composed now. “Ricki, just because he was laughing and walking with a female trainer doesn’t mean he’s involved with her.”


  “Maybe not, but neither does it explain why he was lying to me and canceling our date.”


  She nodded. “That’s true.” She looked pensive. “Maybe something came up that he had to do and he didn’t want to tell you.”


  “Why wouldn’t he want to tell me? He’s told me all kinds of stuff about himself. Stuff that I don’t think even you know about.” I shook my head, sighing. “You have to agree that something’s not right.”


  She shrugged helplessly. “I honestly don’t know what to tell you. All I can say is that I haven’t seen him hanging out with that girl before.”


  “The trainer he left with, you mean? Who is it? Is she on the wall with the trainer photos?” I was dying to see what my potential rival looked like.


  Gabi shook her head. “No, she isn’t. She’s a new trainer here. She’s only been here, like, three weeks, so management hasn’t had time to have her photographed yet. You have to be here for a few months before you get your headshot up on the wall.”


  I smirked. “That’s too bad. Is she good-looking?”


  Again, Gabi got that noncommittal expression on her face.


  I rolled my eyes and my stomach twisted with pain again. “That means she’s very good-looking or you’d have loved to tell me how terrible she looks.” I chuckled to myself. “I’m not even sure why I asked. Of course she’s hot. Every trainer at this gym looks like a supermodel. It seems that’s part of the requirements to get hired here.”


  Gabi sighed. “I can’t argue with that. Management does favor good-looking people. But that’s also because the clients expect trainers and instructors to look good,” she added hurriedly. “It is after all an image-driven business, like everything else Hollywood.” She gazed at me earnestly. “But you’re very pretty yourself, so you really shouldn’t be worried. And I don’t think Dante is unfaithful to you. I’m sorry I made you feel that way.”


  “Why don’t you think so?” I asked her, sincerely interested in hearing her argument.


  “Because of the way he talks about you. The guy’s crazy about you. For real!”


  I grabbed the metal bar attached to the lat pulldown machine, getting ready to finally do a set. “I really hope you’re right. I just can’t shake the feeling that he’s hiding something from me.”


  “Maybe he is hiding something, but maybe it’s a good thing he’s hiding?” Gabi looked at me with a hopeful face.


  “Let’s hope so,” I replied, not convinced at all.


  We finished the session and then I went to take a shower in the women’s locker room. As I walked around the corner that hid the entrance, I almost crashed right into Dante.


  “Whoa!” he exclaimed, catching me before my head could bump into his chest. Then he grinned that adorable toothpaste model grin and brought me close. “What a nice surprise…”


  He pulled me into a deep alcove that was built into the wall next to us. He kissed me hotly and hungrily in that way that made me feel like nothing else in the world existed but the two of us. Despite my suspicions, I found my arms come up around his neck and I helped him to kiss me even deeper. God, he better not be unfaithful to me. I’ll never survive it. I simply couldn’t resist this man. I was completely powerless in his hands.


  He removed himself from me and gazed deep into my eyes, with so much love that I couldn’t believe it was possible there was another woman in his life. How could someone seem so sincerely into me, yet have space in his heart for someone else? It just seemed impossible, but the feeling in my gut that he was hiding something from me—and not something good, like Gabi had tried to convince me of—was too strong to ignore. But right now I didn’t want to deal with it.


  “Don’t you have to go train a client?” I asked him, my arms still around his neck.


  He squeezed me closer yet. “I do, but he’s always late.” He winked at me. “Besides, I have something more important to deal with at the moment…”


  “What’s that?” I whispered, smiling.


  He kissed me with such passion a rush of heat pooled in my stomach, instantly turning me on. I suddenly wished he would throw me down on the mats stacked against the wall farther into the alcove and just take me, make love to me with as much fervor as the first time we’d ended up in bed. Dominate me, make me come over and over. But I knew that was not about to happen, sadly. It was risky enough that he was making out with me at his workplace when corporate was looking for a reason to get rid of him. So I forced myself to remove my arms from around his neck and peel his off from me.


  “You better go, honey,” I said. “Not that I wouldn’t love to keep making out with you here, but it’s probably best that we continue this later, don’t you think? We don’t want to give them a reason to fire you.”


  He sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. You still wanna come over to my place tonight?”


  “Definitely.” We were finally going to spend the night at Dante’s place instead of at mine. I’d begged him to invite me over, but he kept claiming that I’d dump him if I ever saw how he lived. But I’d managed to convince him that he was talking silly, so now we were supposed to watch a movie and chill at his place, eating take-out.


  We walked out of the alcove together. “I’ll be there at nine sharp,” I told him. I gave him a look that I hoped conveyed the right mixture of seriousness and jest. “And don’t you dare cancel on me again, Mr. Davila.”


  He looked outraged. “Of course I won’t!” Leaning closer to me, he whispered, “Do you think I could ever resist continuing what we just started?”


  I wanted to say that I really didn’t know any longer, but I just smiled and walked into the locker room instead.


  


  Dante


  A week and a half later, a Friday night, Ricki and I went to a Thai restaurant after I was done with work.


  “You hungry?” I asked her as we were seated at a window table.


  She grinned at me, looking lovely in her white dress. “Starving.”


  “Me, too,” I said and grabbed one of the menus the hostess had dropped off. “How about we get a few dishes and share them?”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  The food we ordered arrived shortly. I’d told the waitress to bring everything out as soon as possible, so now there were plates full of food between us: edamame beans, chicken curry with sides of rice, Japanese seaweed salad, rock shrimp tempura, salmon teriyaki, and steamed veggie dumplings.


  Ricki stared at all the plates. “Wow, that’s a lot of food.”


  I smiled. “Well, you said you were really hungry, right?”


  She laughed. “I guess I did.”


  “Well, then, let’s dig in. We’ll burn off all those calories later…” I winked at her.


  When we were done with dinner, both of us stuffed, I asked her if she wanted dessert.


  She patted her stomach. “I honestly don’t know if I have room for that.”


  I opened one of the dessert menus the waitress had brought us. “Let’s get something small.”


  She shook her head and sighed, defeated. “Fine. But I won’t have more than a bite. If I keep eating like this, I won’t be able to fit into my clothes soon.”


  “Don’t worry, nena. You’ll be fine. Tomorrow you’ll just do some more cardio if it bothers you so much.”


  Jose sent me the first text only seconds after I had ordered some ice cream for us:


  Change of plans. Boss wants to do fight tomorrow night. Not Sunday.


  I read the text twice to make sure I’d understood it correctly. What the fuck?


  “Is everything okay?” Ricki asked, a light frown between her eyes.


  I made myself smile at her at the same time as my phone buzzed with another text. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied. “It’s just a client who wants to switch times.” I glanced down at my phone:


  Fuck man. I wont ever make a fuckin fight tmrw no way! Im dead man.


  I tried to keep my face straight as another frantic text came into my phone:


  Ill never get out alive/ I need another day What the fck should I do


  Two more frantic texts saying similar things came into my phone.


  “What’s going on?” Ricki asked. “Who is it?”


  “I need to call my client,” I said to her. “It looks like she’s having a meltdown. Excuse me for a moment.”


  I stood up and walked toward the men’s room. I found a nook beside it that would give me some privacy while I called Jose. He picked up right away, breathing heavily into the phone.


  “Calm down, Jose,” I said in a low voice. “I know it’s not a great situation, but you can still do it.”


  “Fuck, man, I don’t think so.” His voice was shaky. “I need…I need…”


  “Take a deep breath, Jose,” I told him sharply. “A deep breath.”


  I could hear him inhale a couple of times. Finally, he could talk again. “I need… another fuckin’ training day. I’m gonna fuckin’ die.”


  “No, you can do it. Remember what I told you—half of it is mental. More than half. As long as you’re focused, you’ll be fine. You’ll know what to do when you’re in the middle of it. It just feels like you’re fucked right now. I’m tellin’ you, you’ll be fine.”


  “I won’t be fuckin’ fine. I can’t do it…”


  “Stop talkin’ shit, Jose. You’re a great fighter. And they have no fuckin’ clue that you are. The surprise factor alone is enough for you to take them. Where are you now?”


  “At home…”


  I inhaled. “Listen, I’ve almost finished dinner with Ricki. I can be home in an hour and then I’ll call you on Skype. We’ll go over some moves together and you’ll be fine, okay?”


  “I can’t do Skype tonight. My computer fuckin’ crashed this morning…”


  I got cold. De puta madre. Maybe he was fucked after all...


  “Well, then you need to practice on your own. Start as soon as we hang up. You know what to do. Then go to bed. Get a good night’s sleep. You still have the sleeping pills I gave you?”


  “Yeah…”


  I was about to tell him that, above all else, he needed a good night’s sleep to be sure he’d be ready tomorrow. Sleep deprivation would weaken him significantly during the jump out. But I changed my mind at the last second. Stressing what would happen if his brain wasn’t alert during the fight would just freak him out more.


  “Practice for no more than an hour, then pop the pills,” I said. “They’ll knock you out cold.”


  We spoke for another five minutes. I kept repeating the thoughts he needed to fill his mind with before the jump out, thoughts that would get him in the right mindset by giving him the necessary confidence to have a chance of getting out alive. He needed to believe he could do it in order not to freak out so much he totally lost it, not even trying to defend himself. No matter how much we’d worked to prepare him, and despite the fact that no one seemed to suspect anything fishy, the odds were still overwhelmingly against him. Tomorrow I’d text him to wish him good luck and further motivate him. With my crazy schedule I couldn’t count on getting a chance to actually speak to him before.


  For all I knew, this might be the last time we spoke. My chest tightened at the thought.


  “Hey,” I said when I felt that he was finally calm enough for me to end the call.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Thanks again for saving my life.”


  He laughed nervously. “I should be the one thanking you. You’re my only chance to get out alive.”


  I smiled with sadness. He did have a point. “I’ve gotta go. Remember that I love you.”


  I wanted him to know that at least someone did if he didn’t make it tomorrow. We said good-bye and disconnected.


  As I turned around to walk back to the dinner table, I saw Ricki standing a few feet behind me. Her face was stony.


  “I wondered what was taking you so long,” she said, her voice quavering. She must have heard my last words to Jose, judging from her expression. But I was too depleted emotionally to reveal everything that was going on. The only way I’d be able to keep it together right now was not to talk about it. Pretend like everything was a lot more okay than it really was.


  “I just needed to talk to an old buddy for a while,” I said, putting my phone back in my jean pocket. “A very close one.” I put an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, let’s go back to the table. I’m sure dessert is already there.”


  “Yes, it is,” she confirmed, feeling stiff under my arm.


  I wasn’t able to relax during the remainder of our dinner, and my jumpy mood seemed to affect Ricki as well. She hardly replied to my poor attempts at making conversation.


  We rode to her house in silence. I remained on my bike after she had climbed off.


  “Hey, I think I’m just going to head home,” I said. “I’m not feeling good.” I gave her a half smile. “You don’t want to be around me when I’m in a crappy mood. Why don’t I just check in with you tomorrow morning instead? And then maybe we can do something in the evening?”


  “Okay,” she said, her face serious. “Well, thanks for dinner then.”


  I leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. I could tell she was upset by her cool demeanor, but I honestly didn’t have the energy to do something about it. In a few days, I’d tell her everything, when the jump out was over and Jose was hopefully still alive. She’d understand then.


  


  Ricki


  Old buddy my ass! I was boiling over with fury. Dante must really think I was stupid. He actually thought I’d buy he was telling a buddy he loved him? What guy did that? And wasn’t it a client who was having a meltdown? A female client. He was lying so much he couldn’t even keep his facts straight!


  I huffed where I sat in my car behind the steering wheel, watching as Dante pulled out of the mall complex that contained Crunch. It was probably the “client” he was about to go see now…


  When he hadn’t texted me at all today, I had finally texted him in the late afternoon. He apologized for not having checked in with me, and then he claimed he had to go train a client who lived an hour from the city. Which meant he didn’t think he’d be back in time to see me, so I should make other plans. I decided then that I would wait for him until he left Crunch and follow him to see what he was really up to. I was sick and tired of all his shady behavior and was determined to catch him in the act.


  I rolled up the car window and switched on the ignition as I watched him ride his Harley down North Crescent Heights. I pulled out from my parking spot at the curb and drove after him. I was literally fuming, so I cranked up the A/C to cool off. Since when did he train people on the outside? With a busy schedule like his and the threat of being fired if he didn’t meet his numbers, how on earth would he have time for outside clients? He obviously thought I was a total moron to tell me such a pathetic lie. It was laughable actually. And I would laugh if I wasn’t so incredibly pissed off.


  Of course it had been a girl and it was she he was going to see tonight, not some outside client. I didn’t think it was that trainer girl he’d left the gym with the other day, though. Gabi had talked to her and found out that she had a serious boyfriend. The trainer had even shown Gabi a photo of the boyfriend and seemed all in love with him.


  So there must be someone else that Dante was seeing then, and I was about to find out who she was. I’d catch them as they were kissing or something, and then I’d tell him exactly what I thought of him. Hopefully, the other girl would join me as I reamed him out. Surely she’d become as pissed as I was right now when she found out that he was seeing someone else behind her back. I mean, what girl was okay with that? I couldn’t imagine that she was aware of him seeing someone else.


  After I’d given Dante a piece of my mind, I’d switch gyms because there was no way I’d be able to continue training with Gabi at Crunch, no matter how much I enjoyed training with her. Maybe she could train me at some private gym. I honestly thought that I might throw a dumbbell on Dante’s head if I saw him again after tonight, and I didn’t want to be responsible for possibly cracking his skull.


  Tailing Dante wasn’t as hard as I’d expected it to be, despite that it was dark out and that we were heading somewhere much farther away than I’d imagined. Somewhere downtown L.A. it seemed, as we were on the 101 freeway, heading in that direction. After we had been driving for about thirty minutes, he finally signaled to get off. I did the same. We were driving away from the center of downtown, heading east.


  I looked around the shoddy areas we were driving through. Where the hell are we going? One thing was for sure, if you asked me—Dante was definitely not about to train some client here. I very much doubted someone who lived in these poor, rundown neighborhoods could afford any type of trainer. He must be heading to see his other girlfriend then… The realization sent a cramp through my stomach that made me gasp it hurt so much.


  All of a sudden he slowed down and pulled to the curb where he parked his bike, getting off. Half a block away from him, I slowed down, too, not sure what to do next. I really didn’t feel like walking around on the streets in this shady area, but what choice did I have? Was I really going to turn around and drive home, not find out exactly what Dante was up to after having gotten this far? I knew he wasn’t in the gang still unless he was lying to everyone,


  including his probation officer, who I’d met with him the other day. Ms. Donaldson didn’t seem like the type of woman you fooled easily. No, he must have come down here to meet some girl, just like I’d suspected all along.


  Determined to find out and reveal him, I steeled myself and left my car parked at the curb, a block away from Dante’s bike. Then I followed him, watching as he walked into a dive bar.


  Is he meeting the girl in there? I debated whether or not I should also go inside, see if I could spot them. But what if the bar was small? Chances were Dante would discover me coming in then. I finally decided that it was better if I first tried to get a glimpse of the insides through one of the windows that seemed to be part of the bar. It was dark outside, so he probably wouldn’t see me looking in. After some time, I crossed the street to where the bar was, keeping my head hunched. My heart pounded like crazy in my chest. I really didn’t feel comfortable walking around in this shoddy area all alone…


  I couldn’t see much through any of the windows despite trying hard for several minutes. As I was about to give up and actually walk into the bar instead, Dante suddenly left it and headed away from where I was standing. I didn’t see what else to do but to follow him. If I’d gotten this far, I might as well continue.


  When we reached crowds of people in what looked like a public basketball court—a huge one—he stopped and jumped on top of a very large garbage bin where other people already sat. What is going on here? I didn’t know what to believe any more. I was no longer thinking that he was about to meet up with some girl. It seemed he’d have done so by now if that was the case. No, he was up to something else.


  The crowds were watching something that was happening inside the court, something I couldn’t see myself. I was hiding behind the corner of a building, too scared to join all the people and try to see what was going on. They definitely looked like they were part of some gang.


  


  Dante


  The public basketball court was very old and poorly maintained, so it was rarely used by anyone, making it the ideal place for gang settlements. The cops hadn’t even caught on to it yet, leaving the gangs in peace to deal with matters their own way.


  It was ten to nine, only minutes remaining before the fight would start, when I approached all the people standing in the basketball court. The air was so thick with excitement and anticipation I felt as though I could slice it if I had a knife. The beer I’d just drunk at the bar was churning in my gut, threatening to come up. My pulse had picked up speed, and it would only become faster the closer to nine we got. I didn’t even want to think about how freaked out Jose must be right now.


  At this point, I wasn’t worried that anyone from the Devils would spot me and wonder what the hell I was doing here. A jump out was such a big, not to mention rare event, which meant it wasn’t weird if I showed up to watch it. The word was out all around town in our circles, so I was likely to have found out about it through the grapevine somehow. Tons of blood thirsty people in the area—and not just gang members—were here to watch. Still, I was wearing a black baseball cap pulled down low over my eyes to hide my face. The less I had to interact with any of my former compadres, the better.


  Glad I had yet to run into someone from the gang, I jumped up on a huge garbage bin from where I’d hopefully get a good enough view. A couple of Devil members were already sitting there, and I recognized the one farthest away from me as being Carlos. My heart skipped a beat, but then I relaxed again. His attention was on the people in the middle of the court, so he didn’t seem to notice me. No wonder he’d picked this spot—you did in fact get a great view from it. Jose was already in place, as well as four other guys. I knew the boss would participate in the jump out—he always did—but I was hoping there wouldn’t be another member joining. Having only to fight five guys instead of six, Jose had at least a chance of surviving. If he was focused and did what I’d taught him. I held my breath, praying that he would be focused.


  Despite that my heart was jacked at the thought of what was about to happen, Ricki’s face flashed through my mind. I pictured her the way she’d looked as I left her outside her apartment building after dinner last night.


  The entire next day I’d been so tense I totally forgot to check in with her in the morning like I had promised. I only realized this because she texted me, asking me what was going on. I told her I needed to train an outside client when I was done later and that I probably wouldn’t be able to see her later after all. She hadn’t responded to that text with a smiley face like she usually did. She didn’t respond at all. I sighed. Well, when this was over, I’d tell her everything. It struck me that maybe it would have been better if I’d just told her the truth from the beginning. I shrugged, dismissing the tension in my gut. It was too late now anyway.


  The boss appeared then and the crowds stopped their chattering. I checked the time—nine sharp, as expected. I exhaled a sigh of relief when I realized there was no one else joining. The boss was a stickler for punctuality when it came to initiations and jump outs. He was also always the last person to arrive.


  They did not suspect any foul play on Jose’s part then.


  The jump out began with the boss giving Jose the first punch to his head. Another member followed up by kicking Jose in the stomach. Two others punched him with their fists. Jose’s knees buckled and he fell to the ground, but he rolled away so the blows that were soon raining over him didn’t have quite the impact they normally would. Our goal was to keep him conscious for as long as possible. He kept his hands in front of his face, protecting his head, like I’d taught him.


  “Stay down, Jose,” I kept repeating under my breath. “Stay down and you’ll make it.”


  I’d instructed him to take a few blows at first, not try to defend himself too much so the members wouldn’t get suspicious that he’d been training. This way they wouldn’t beat him very hard, thinking it wasn’t needed to finish him. The boss and the members didn’t want to fuck up their fists, shins and feet any more than necessary, which meant they’d only pick up the intensity toward the end of the jump out. Jose was only supposed to get in a few key moves then, when it was almost over. If he was still alive when the five minutes had ended, the boss would not have a choice but to let Jose leave the gang. He couldn’t suddenly change the rules of a jump out in front of all these people just because it hadn’t gone as he’d expected.


  


  


  Ricki


  Several minutes later, during which the crowds had been cheering off and on, it got quiet. I still had no clue what was going on. Suddenly, all the people began to scatter—many of them in my direction. Only then did I decide that it was best that I got the hell out of there. What had I been thinking when I’d gotten out of my car in the first place? This was not a safe neighborhood at all. Tomorrow I’d confront Dante, ask him what it was that he was hiding from me. I was glad it didn’t seem like it involved some other girl at least.


  But before I could turn around and head back to my car, someone grabbed my arm.


  “ Hola rubia…” a raspy voice said close to my ear. I swiveled around to face the person. A bald man whose face and neck were full of tattoos was holding onto my arm. His gleaming dark eyes coupled with all the ink that covered his skin made me think of a lizard. Two other men were flanking him, one of them wearing a red and black bandana and the other one had cropped black hair. They were leering at me in the same way as the lizard attached to my arm did, like they were imagining me with my clothes off.


  I stifled a gasp that was about to escape my lips at the same time as I jerked my arm in an attempt to get free. But lizard man only grasped it tighter, nodding in my direction to the one with the bandana. He came up to me and pulled down my sleeveless top, using one powerful move. This time I couldn’t stop the cry that came out of my mouth, and it sounded loud even to my own ears. Another pair of hands grabbed onto my other arm and I was on the ground suddenly, on my back. I wanted to cry again, cry for help, but someone put a hand over my mouth before I could. Somehow, I didn’t think anyone would help me anyway. Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell that people were walking by. Or maybe it was just me imagining that, hoping one of them would discover what was about to happen to me and help me. I was panicking so much I couldn’t be sure what was real and what was not.


  All of a sudden someone else shouted something and what sounded like a heavy body crashing to the ground reached my ears. The hand over my mouth was yanked away and a tall man with a black baseball cap was standing before me, slamming lizard man’s head against the head of bandana man. Lizard man stumbled backward while the other fell to the ground, looking like he’d lost consciousness. The man in the baseball cap struck lizard man several more times, and then lizard man, too, collapsed to the ground, his head bleeding profusely.


  Only when my savior sank down beside me and looked into my eyes did I realize who it was— Dante. His face contained so many emotions I wasn’t sure what he was feeling. Automatically, he pulled together my ripped top to cover me. Then he nearly yelled, despair in his gaze, “What are you doing here, Ricki? What are you doing here…?”


  Before I could answer him, he seemed to snap out of whatever stupor he’d entered and he looked worried instead. His gaze lowered to my ripped top that he was still holding together. “Are you okay? What… what did they do to you?”


  I pushed myself up into a sitting position, Dante helping me up. I wasn’t hurt, only shocked. “Nothing,” I managed to say. “All they did was grab my arms and push me down to the ground. I’m fine. Really.”


  Except for the fact that I was totally traumatized, I really was okay. But I knew that I was lucky, that it could have been much worse. Police sirens sounded in the background then, getting closer to the alley where Dante and I had remained, the three men scattered around us on the ground.


  He grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here,” he said sternly.


  He didn’t have to ask me twice.


  


  Dante


  “How do you feel?” I asked Jose. I was standing beside his bed at the hospital where he’d been for the last four days. Visiting hours were about to end and only because my last client had canceled, I’d made it over today.


  “Not bad,” Jose said and grinned at me. “Getting better.”


  While Jose had made it out of the gang alive, he’d have more lasting consequences from the beating he’d taken than I’d gotten from mine. According to the doctors, he was likely to always have a severe limp in one of his legs and he was now blind in one eye. Once in a while he was stuttering, too. Something had happened to his brain that made it hard for him to form words. But he was alive and that was what was most important. We’d made it. He now had a chance to live a normal life.


  As soon as the jump out was over I’d called 911. I reported that a man had been assaulted in a basketball court and proceeded to give the address. I’d known that the cops would arrive shortly and that they’d take Jose to a hospital when they found him. The crowds had scattered when the fight was deemed completed, leaving Jose to die on the ground if he was still alive. As I’d expected, no one had paid me any attention, giving me an opportunity to make the phone call as I took off myself. Staying around was too risky. Someone might spot me going up to Jose and figure out that I’d had something to do with his surprisingly strong performance. And then all that we’d trained for would have been a waste. Besides, there wasn’t anything I could do for him anyway at the moment. He needed to quickly get to a hospital in order to have a chance of surviving.


  I was grateful that I’d taken off when I had. If not, I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened to Ricki. Not only would those fucking bastards have gang-raped her, but they would probably have killed her afterward, too. The Devils didn’t like to leave any civil rape casualties around. The risk was too big she’d go to the police and tell on them. Female gang members knew better than to rat out any gang members who raped them.


  After I’d made sure she was okay, she and I took her car and drove home. She refused to go to any hospital and I didn’t keep badgering her about it. She really did seem okay except for the fact that she’d been terrified. So I spent the night with her at her house, holding her in my arms until she fell asleep and made sure she stayed asleep. The next day I left to go to work before she woke up. I put a note on her nightstand, telling her to text me as soon as she saw it so I knew that she was okay.


  I did receive a long text a couple of hours later:


  I’m fine. Really. Thank you again for rescuing me. I should never have gone down there. Sorry for not trusting you. It was all my own fault.


  I hated that she blamed herself for what had happened. If it was anyone’s fault, it was mine for having kept her in the dark. For having thought that she wouldn’t be able to handle the truth. Now I knew that she would have. Had I suspected that she thought I was seeing some other girl—exactly the way Lara had done—I would have told her. Risking Ricki leaving me because she thought I was too much trouble was far better than having her suspect I was fooling around on her. Now I’d have to suffer the consequences of my misguided decision. After what had happened with Lara, I still couldn’t believe I hadn’t been more careful and open.


  I texted Ricki back that I would be very busy the next few days because of Jose. I wanted to be with him when he woke up from all the sedatives the doctors had put him on, make sure he was all right. I’d contact her as soon as his condition was stabilized. She’d told me that she completely understood, to take my time and only get back in touch when I was ready to see her again.


  I was now finally ready to see her again. As I left the hospital an hour later, I called her. She picked up almost instantly.


  “Hi Dante,” she said, sounding happy. “How are you? How’s Jose?”


  “I’m good,” I replied. “He’s doing pretty good, too, all things considered.”


  “Well, thank God for that.”


  I cleared my throat. “How are you doing? I hope I didn’t call at a bad time.”


  “No, not at all. I’m only chilling out on my couch, reading a book.”


  “That’s good. I haven’t seen you at the gym. Have you been there?”


  “Yeah, but only once since… since that night. I had a session with Gabi last night at seven. I felt I needed a break from training for a few days.”


  “I can totally see that. I must have been training on another floor when you were there. So you feel okay otherwise?”


  “Yeah, I do. I really do.”


  “That’s good.”


  An awkward pause followed.


  “Hey,” I said, “are you available to see me tomorrow night? Maybe we could have dinner?”


  “Sure.” It sounded like Ricki was smiling big. It broke my heart because I knew she wouldn’t be smiling when I left her afterward. I would not be spending the night at her house after dinner.


  “Great,” I replied, forcing my voice to sound upbeat. “How about I pick you up at eight thirty?”


  “Yes, that’s good. Are we going on your bike?”


  “Is that okay with you?”


  “Definitely. I have to admit that I really enjoy riding on your Harley. Maybe I’ll get one of my own one day.”


  I laughed. “Really? Hey, any time you wanna borrow mine and practice, you just let me know.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  I told her again that I’d see her tomorrow at eight thirty and then we disconnected. I sighed and took off on my Harley, feeling miserable. Tomorrow when I saw Ricki I would have to give her some bad news. Definitely not the kind I’d been able to tell that she was expecting. I wasn’t looking forward to doing this, but it needed to be done and I wanted to do it in person.


  The sooner I could take care of it, the better.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Ricki


  The last five days had been a roller coaster of emotions for me. I remained in shock from the moment Dante rescued me from those three horrible guys who assaulted me until we got to my place. Then, as Dante held me in his arms and told me all that he’d been doing with Jose the last several weeks, the shock had faded and instead shame took over. I felt like a total psycho, having stalked Dante all the way down to Jose’s jump out. How could I just have assumed Dante was seeing someone else with so little proof? Why hadn’t I just asked him about it straight out? Well, I knew the answer to that question. It was because I’d been too scared to hear what I’d been sure he’d reply—that there was some other girl in his life. I didn’t think I’d be able to deal with it.


  When the shame had peaked, a strong sense of relief and gratefulness took over the next day. Dante was mine and only mine. It had lasted for the next two days, then worry had set in and I began to wonder when I’d hear from him again. I tried not to be selfish, expecting him to be texting me, when he had his hands full with work and making sure Jose was all right. From what Dante had told me the next day in our text exchanges, Jose had almost died from all the blows he’d suffered during the beating.


  As he finally called me four days later and asked me if I wanted to see him for dinner the following day, I’d become ecstatic. I was still feeling high I was so happy to see him again as I got myself ready for our date. Nina came over to help me fix my hair with a curling iron and helped me pick out the perfect outfit. I wanted to be sure I looked my very best and Nina had a much better fashion sense than I had.


  While waiting for Dante to pick me up, I was pacing my place. I wished Nina was still here to keep me company, help me control the sudden attack of nerves that had come over me. I kept telling myself that there was no reason for me to be so nervous; all I was about to do was have a date with my boyfriend, the hottest, sweetest, toughest man I’d ever known. Instead I should be smiling big and be grateful that this heroic, incredible guy was about to take me out for a dinner that surely would be fantastic.


  A knock on the door made me jerk and I went over to open it. Dante was standing outside, as handsome as always. He grinned big at the sight of me, his dark eyes widening a touch.


  “Wow, you look gorgeous,” he said and kissed me on the cheek. “Are you ready to leave?’


  Dante rode slowly to the restaurant, mostly so my hair wouldn’t turn into a huge, ratty bird’s nest. I refused to wear a helmet after all the work Nina had done.


  We got seated almost right away at our table and Dante ordered a bottle of champagne for us. An expensive one.


  I raised a brow at him. “Are we celebrating something special?”


  He smiled. “Yes. I met with Ms. Donaldson today. She told me the judge for my case approved her recommendation to have my probation shortened because of how Crunch’s corporate board has treated me. So, as of next week, I’m a free man. I didn’t want to tell you earlier it was in play for fear of jinxing myself.”


  I stared at Dante, hardly able to believe the words that had come out of his mouth. He’d told them in such a matter-of-fact way. It was not the way I’d expect someone sharing such great news would do.


  “Are you kidding me?” I asked.


  He laughed and poured some champagne for me. “I would never kid about something so important. It’s all true. Not only am I free man, but the judge agreed to clear my record, too. That was part of the deal from the beginning, since I never actually pleaded guilty to the burglary. In other words, I don’t have to worry about a criminal background popping up if I ever apply for a corporate job somewhere. Not that I think I will since I’ll be opening my own gym.”


  “Oh, my God, Dante. That’s great! You must be so happy.” I looked at him, smiling big. Why isn’t he smiling as much as I am? I wondered. It was really amazing news. Judging from the way he was looking at me now, you’d think he just told me he got a two-dollar hourly wage raise or something else fairly meaningless.


  “I am. I guess it just hasn’t sunk all the way in yet.” He held up his glass of champagne. “To the future.” I clinked my glass to his.


  “So what does this mean?” I asked after having a sip of my champagne. “Will you still be working at Crunch?”


  “Yeah, for a while longer. Until I have enough savings to open my own place. I’m projecting that to happen in maybe another three months. But I’ll be transferring to their other location in Century City.”


  My mouth dropped open. “Really? Why?”


  He shrugged. “It’s just better.”


  “Oh.” He didn’t seem to want to expand on what he’d just said, so I decided to keep my natural curiosity in check until he did. Instead I asked him if he knew what was good to eat at this restaurant.


  Almost two hours later we rode back to my place. When Dante stopped me in front of my apartment building instead of following me inside as I expected him to do, I knew something was wrong. Seriously wrong.


  He turned me around to face him and took both my hands in his, gazing at me with sadness.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” I burst out.


  He cleared his voice. “I won’t be seeing you any more, Ricki.”


  I stared at him, sure that I must have misheard him. He could not have just said what I thought I’d heard. It was impossible.


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “I can’t see you anymore,” he repeated.


  He might as well have kicked me in the stomach it hurt so much when I realized I’d heard every word correctly the first time. I didn’t understand anything. Was this some kind of a bad, very vivid nightmare? Why was he breaking up with me all of a sudden? Granted, our dinner had not felt as natural as it used to; still, I felt completely blindsided.


  “Why…?” I managed to get out finally when I no longer doubted it was really happening.


  “Because if I keep seeing you, you’ll die.” Then he leaned forward and kissed me with more passion than I could remember him ever having done before. Automatically, I parted my lips and met his hot tongue with mine, let him devour me to the point that the hair on my arms stood up there was so much electricity flowing between us.


  As suddenly as he’d started kissing me, he pulled away.


  “Good-bye, Ricki. Remember that I will always love you.” With those words, he turned around, walked to his Harley and took off.


  I remained standing there, speechless as I watched him leave. Feeling like a zombie, I got my keys out of my purse and walked into my apartment. I collapsed face first on my bed, my mind surprisingly lucid and calm after the blow it had just been dealt. Lying there, I tried to make sense of what had happened. Why Dante had suddenly broken up with me.


  Why he’d claimed I would die if he kept seeing me.


  I flipped over on my back as I tried to figure out what that meant. Why would I die? He was no longer part of the gang and as far as I understood, no one had ever learned that he’d helped Jose prepare for his jump out. Unless Dante had been lying about that, there was no reason for us to worry that someone from the Devils had a beef with Dante. A beef that included taking his girlfriend’s life. Dante had himself assured me we wouldn’t have to worry about any retaliation from the men who’d tried to rape me. According to people he knew in his old hood, none of them had recognized Dante; it had been too dark out and the baseball cap had obscured his face. The darkness and the fact that it had all gone so fast made it extremely unlikely that any of them remembered what I looked like, which meant I had nothing to fear, either. That made sense because I could barely remember what they looked like. And I would definitely not go down to that neighborhood again, unless someone made me.


  So then why would I die if I kept seeing Dante?


  Suddenly, my head started hurting from all the thinking and I felt exhausted. The reality of the situation was really very simple. There was no point in me mulling it over for even one more second. Dante was just another of the series of troubled men attracted to me—and I to them. I’d waste my time trying to figure him out. Who knew what the hell was wrong with this one? The sooner I accepted the truth about myself and my destiny, I was much better off.


  I was simply love cursed.


  


  Dante


  Jose sat up in his hospital bed. “You’ve go—go—gotta be fuckin’ with me, man,” he told me. He looked at me with his one good eye like I was the stupidest shit he’d ever laid his… eye on. He’d just asked me when he was going to get to meet Ricki, so I told him that I’d broken up with her and why. Even though almost two weeks had passed since the jump out, Jose was still not discharged. The doctors had wanted to keep him under observation to make sure his stuttering didn’t get worse, which would indicate that the extreme emotional trauma he’d suffered wasn’t going away. But finally it looked like it was and Jose only stuttered when he got very excited—like right now.


  “No, I’m not kidding,” I replied, a little pissed. “It’s for the best. She will eventually die if I keep seeing her. Think about it: What are the chances the same thing would happen to Ricki that happened to Lara? Three Devils wanted to rape and kill Ricki, just the way they did with… with Lara. Women should stay away from me. Anyone who I ever love dies. I’m fuckin’ cursed and that’s it.”


  “If you were cursed, Ricki would have died,” Jose said, crossing his arms over his chest. “But she didn’t. Why didn’t she die that night? Are you tellin’ me you do--do--don’t love this chick then?”


  I looked away. “No, I do love her. That’s why I have to save her.”


  “Well, you did, man. You fu--fu--fuckin’ saved her. So consider that curse broken now. The girl you love survived. She wasn’t even raped by those dicks.”


  I raised my head and looked at Jose. It was true; I hadn’t been able to save Lara from being raped by three of my fellow gang members—a captain and two of his brothers. They’d jumped on top of her when I left her alone to go to the bathroom during the party, taken her outside on the street. Before I’d been able to intervene—I would have killed them with my own hands if I’d gotten the chance—a rival gang drove by and shot them all to death, including Lara. They hadn’t seen me, which was how I’d survived. Killed by drive-by shooters or not, the captain and his brothers would have killed her themselves when they’d been done with her and I hadn’t seen them.


  The only good thing about all of it was that I didn’t think the three Devils got very far with Lara before the rival gang came and shot them.


  I forced the horrible memories out of my mind.


  “That is a good point,” I said to Jose, rubbing my chin and taking him in. “A very good point. I did save her…” Why hadn’t I considered that fact? It did change things, didn’t it? Yes, it did, I concluded. As soon as these thoughts had sunk all the way into my head, I got to my feet. I could feel that there was the beginning of a smile on my face.


  I walked to the door that led out to the hospital corridor. I turned to face Jose before I opened it.


  Jose looked at me, taken aback. “Where are you goin’, man? You only just got here.”


  I smiled at him. “Would you rather I stay here and keep shootin’ the shit with you or go talk to Ricki?”


  He grinned at me. “Get the fuck out of here, man.”


  It was five o’clock and a Sunday. Where could Ricki be? Where had she usually been at this time on a weekend? Knowing what a homebody she was, I thought my best bet would be to try her house first.


  I rode my Harley toward West L.A. much faster than I could remember having driven it in a long time. But I needed to see Ricki as soon as possible.


  She was leaving her apartment building just as I was pulling onto her street. She froze at the sight of me stopping my bike in front of her. The expression on her face as she contemplated me was hard to read. She didn’t look angry, nor did she look happy. I couldn’t blame her.


  I dismounted my bike.


  “Hi Ricki,” I said as I approached her slowly.


  She looked around as if searching for something, using very obvious gestures, then turned back to me, her chin raised. “Should I be worried that I’m about to die?”


  I stopped before her. “You won’t ever die as long as I’m around to stop it. And I’m planning on being around for a long time.”


  She seemed unconvinced. “Really? And what made you all of a sudden conclude that? And what makes you think I want you to be around for a long time?”


  A smile began tugging at the corners of her lips, contradicting the harshness of her statement. I could tell that she was doing her best to kill it, but also that it was a losing battle.


  “I’m really sorry I said that,” I said when she didn’t say anything. “I was just freaking out after what happened with you and those guys down in my old hood. I thought it meant I was cursed. That every woman I love is destined to die. But I don’t think so anymore.” I grinned. “Jose opened my eyes to what an idiot I was being.”


  She gazed at me earnestly for a moment. Then she let that smile that she’d wanted to kill burst forth. “I know exactly what you mean by being cursed…”


  I put my arms around her. “Does that mean I’ll get another chance to be your boyfriend?”


  She screwed up her adorable face, as if considering this, which made funny things happen to my gut. Finally, she nodded. “Fine. Just don’t freak out on me like that again. I don’t think I can take it one more time.”


  I grinned at her. “I swear, as long as you give me another chance, this was the last time.”


  “Well, I am giving you another chance, so I guess we’re good.”


  “Really?” I wasn’t sure I believed her.


  She rolled her eyes. “I know your hearing isn’t perfect any longer, but how many times do I have to tell you?”


  I laughed. Then I bent down and kissed her so hard I thought I might kill her by choking her.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE


  “May all the criminals in the world watch out!” I said and raised my wine glass in a toast to Gabi. She had just completed her training to become a cop at the Los Angeles Police Academy. She, I, Dante, Jose, Nina, Dylan and his sister Elle, Nixon and Aidan had gotten together at a restaurant in West Hollywood to celebrate this occasion.


  She clinked her glass to mine and smiled. Everyone stood up to clink their glasses. “Thank you, Ricki,” Gabi said and sat again. “I’m very excited to be done finally. The only bad part is that I can’t train you any longer.”


  “Yeah, it does kinda suck,” I said. “But maybe I can try and work out on my own for a while.”


  “And with me,” Dante said, nudging me. “Now that I’m not working like a maniac, I’ll have more time at the gym to do my own thing.”


  He had decided to stay at the Crunch where I was until he had enough money saved up for his own gym.


  I smiled at him. “Good idea, babe. I do want to learn how to box, now that I think about it. It could be a good skill to have.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know, just in case you get out of line again.”


  “Oooohhh,” Dylan said, laughing. “You better watch out, man!”


  “Yeah, I know,” Dante said, grinning his toothpaste model smile. “This girl is dangerous. Trust me, I won’t ever step out of line with her again.” Everyone laughed.


  The servers came with our main courses then, and I took the opportunity to eye Aidan and Nixon, who were sitting at the opposite corner from me. So far, the two of them had been out on four dates and it seemed like they were really hitting it off. I was pleased with the situation, especially for Nixon’s sake. He hadn’t mentioned Simon once since he and Aidan began going out, which suggested that he must be over him finally. Well, on his way to getting over him at least. About time, I thought. Actually, as I thought about it some more, I realized that I was pleased for both of them equally. Aidan wasn’t a bad guy, just someone who used to be very confused.


  And I had helped him straighten himself out. It made me feel good.


  Our eyes met then. He smiled at me. I smiled back and raised my glass to him in a toast.


  THE END
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